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Chapter 1







Lashing  rain  and  howling  wind  filled  the  skies  above  a  churning, ink-black  ocean.  Yellow  light  fell  from  the  false  moon  behind  even  falser clouds,  filtering  through  to  wash  across  ancient  planks  that  stank  of  an infinity of salt. 

Max  stood  on  the  deck  of  a  ship,  one  so  massive  it  defied comprehension and physical possibility. He’d begun on one end and walked for an entire day in the direction of the other, and he’d only just arrived at its  midpoint.  No  ship  he’d  ever  read  of  or  could  even  begin  to  imagine measured forty miles long and two miles wide, while still being able to sail endlessly through a non-navigable expanse of dark water. 

But it really wasn’t too strange a thing to find inside a Dungeon, a mystical  space  that  played  fast  and  loose  with  the  rules  of  reality.  A Dungeon  was  more  than  that,  of  course.  It  was  also  a  realm  filled  with deadly monsters that sought the deaths of any Knights-Errant who ventured within its depths. 

Two  of  these  monsters  confronted  Max  now,  jabbing  with  their spears at his throat and chest. They were shark-people, for lack of a better term, standing slightly taller than five feet and sporting fang-filled maws in place of faces and sinister dorsal fins running along their backs. 

The  Soul  Lens  fused  to  Max’s  wrist  identified  them  as  seko warriors,  Level  4  monsters  that  resided  in  the  Dungeon  known  as  the Kraken’s Wrath. 

Max  parried  a  blow  with  Stridentsong,  his  powerful  enchanted sword, and deflected another off the back of his armored gauntlet. He didn’t attempt to bind the weapons of his enemies to pull off a riposte. Neither did he  take  a  step  back  so  that  he  had  enough  room  to  cast  one  of  the  many devastating spells he knew. 

“Any progress so far?” Cahya asked as he twirled his sabers to fend off another trio of seko warriors as they tried to flank the cohort. 

The Warmonger was a tall and lanky man of Baneling descent, as evidenced  by  the  dusky  hue  of  his  skin  and  the  string  of  colored  beads hanging around the collar of his brigandine cuirass. His voice was distant and tinny amidst the unending downpour, but his words carried clearly to Max’s ears, a likely side-effect of the cohort link the two of them shared. 

“Almost  done,”  Max  replied,  putting  the  threads  of  manipulative energy emanating from his Circumvent spell through a final loop and twist, so that the traps arrayed in front of them came undone. The physical vessels

—a motley assortment of buckets, barrels, and piles of nets—in which the traps resided fell apart as well, dissipating into flakes of inky light. “Alright, there. The way ahead is clear.” 

“Good  job,  Max,”  Flora  said,  stepping  into  the  fray  alongside Cahya and bashing a seko warrior off its feet with her shield. 

Max  gave  the  tall  and  powerfully  built  Defender  a  brief  nod  of professional  admiration.  He  had  previously  fought  alongside  Flora  in another  Dungeon  called  Graywind  Mage  Tower,  and  she  had  proven repeatedly to be a stalwart and trustworthy comrade-in-arms and formidable ally.  Flora  noticed  his  acknowledgment  and  returned  it,  her  plate  armor slick and gleaming beneath the sickly radiance of the false moon. 

Cahya seized the opportunity to stab the fallen monster in the throat with  both  of  his  sabers.  His  strength  enhanced  by  his  Prowess  spell,  the Warmonger punched his blades smoothly through the seko warrior’s tough hide and pinned it to the deck. 

But in doing so, he left himself open to the stabbing spears of the other  two.  Flora  whispered  a  few  words.  Translucent  barriers  of  magical energy  flashed  into  existence  around  Cahya’s  flanks.  The  seko  warriors’

spears bounced off Flora’s Single Shield spells. 

“Let’s go! Let’s go!” Gunther, the cohort’s Elementalist, cried. He was a stout man with a shaved head, his broad body clad in runic leather armor. Strain etched his grizzled face, and swirls of water spun across his raised  palms.  Gunther  was  pitting  his  elemental  manipulation  against  two smaller shark humanoids—seko shamans—behind the ones attacking Max. 

“He’s not going to hold them back much longer,” Nesura warned, speaking  directly  into  Max’s  mind.  The  spirit  familiar  was  tucked  firmly into  one  of  the  pouches  belted  across  his  waist,  unwilling  to  expose  her furred head to the relentless spray of salt and moisture in this Dungeon. 

“Yes,  I  know,”  Max  replied,  parrying  another  stab  from  a  seko warrior  before  risking  a  glance  over  his  shoulder  at  the  beleaguered Gunther. The Elementalist was upon his knees, his raised hands trembling. 

Using his Arcane Flux spell, Max had copied a variety of hydro spells from Gunther earlier, but he lacked the Elementalist’s ability to manipulate water directly;  otherwise,  he  would  have  added  his  efforts  to  keeping  the  seko shamans at bay. 

“The  stupid  sharks  are  going  to  burn  out  his  hydro  manipulation capacity any moment now, and all of you are going to become fish food,” 

Nesura added unhelpfully. 

“Thanks.” Max ignored her voice with practiced ease and advanced on the monsters. 

He snapped Stridentsong out and around, foiling a stab from a seko warrior and binding its spear upon his blade, before thrusting out the Magus Staff  in  his  left  hand  and  blasting  an  Icelance  directly  into  the  monster’s face. 

As the seko warrior fell, a ruin of frozen and perforated flesh where its  fanged  visage  used  to  be,  Max  pivoted  on  his  lead  foot  and  fell  into  a Moonlight Reflection Arc. The blade form swept Stridentsong through the neck  of  another  spear-wielding  shark.  The  monster  reeled  away,  ichor spewing from its opened throat. 

The  last  seko  warrior  flinched  and  took  a  step  back,  its  leveled spear suddenly awry. 

Max didn’t miss his chance. 

He closed the distance with a Lightness Step, crossing five feet in a split-second, and plunged Stridentsong’s tip between the monster’s eyes. 

A  pained  shriek  arose  from  Gunther,  then.  Max  heard  the  dull thump of flesh against damp wood. The seko shamans crowed in triumph. 

The foremost one rattled a coral staff adorned with shells. 

“He’s down. Probably dead,” Nesura chirped. Max felt the mental equivalent of a shrug through the connection he had with his familiar. “Oh well. He was weak, mentally and physically, anyway. More Victory Shards for the rest of you.” 

Nesura’s words preceded the flicker of his Soul Lens in the corner of his eye. 



 Gunther Ness

 Level 4 Elementalist: Slain

 Cohort boosts removed (-1 to all physical attributes, -5 to Health

 and Mana reserves



 Damn it,  Max thought. 

“Gunther!” Flora cried out in alarm. 

Her armored boots thudded across the deck. Max knew she would be trying against all logic to cast a Healing spell of some kind on the slain Elementalist.  He  didn’t  bother  trying  to  stop  her.  The  Defender’s compassion had always proven to be more of an asset than liability. Stifling it right now would hurt her loyalty to him, something worth far more than the wastage of a handful of Mana points. 

Nesura scanned one of the seko shamans on Max’s behalf and filled the corner of his eye with what she found. 



 Monster: Seko Shaman

 Level 4

 Health: 40/40

 Mana: 23/65

 Physical Attributes

 Strength: 12

 Dexterity: 13

 Fortitude: 11

 Perception: 16

 Abilities

 Hydro Manipulation (Major)

 Rewards

 Victory Shard value: 4

 Treasure Class: B



“You’d  think  a  Level  4  Elementalist  would  know  better  than  to square  off  directly  against   two  monsters  that  have  major  hydro manipulation,” Nesura said, accompanying her words with a mental click of her tongue. “What an idiot.” 

The seko shamans raised their coral staves. Massive swirls of water, drawn  from  the  cascading  rain  and  the  sea  spray,  appeared  above  their heads.  Within  a  heartbeat,  the  ensorcelled  water  would  descend  upon  the cohort with bone-crushing force. 

He  raised  his  Magus  Staff  and  uttered  the  casting  words  for Counterspell,  something  that  he’d  been  reluctant  to  do  due  to  the  spell’s high Mana cost and unreliability. 

Blue  light  flared  at  the  tip  of  his  staff,  and  to  Max’s  relief,  the Counterspell  latched  onto  the  spell  of  one  of  the  seko  shamans  and unraveled  the  magical  energy  coalescing  within  its  depths.  The  spiraling water above the monster’s head disappeared, and it staggered back, its eyes rolling in bewilderment. 

The  other  seko  shaman  blinked  in  surprise,  and  for  a  moment,  it faltered in its spell-casting. 

Max  capitalized  on  the  delay.  Dropping  Stridentsong  and  tucking his Magus Staff behind his belt, he retrieved his enchanted bow and a trio of arrows from his ring of holding. 

A  single  fluid  motion  had  him  raising  the  bow,  nocking,  and loosing.  An  arrow  sliced  through  the  air,  its  flight  wobbly  and  unsure beneath the rain, before punching into the chest of the seko shaman that still maintained its spell. 

Two more arrows followed. One spun off-course, its magical flight foiled  by  the  wild  lashing  of  the  perpetual  storm.  The  other  struck  true, slicing into the seko shaman’s throat. The monster fell on its back, its heels drumming its death throes against the sodden deck of the impossible ship. 

The  surviving  seko  shaman  roared  in  anger  and  snapped  its  coral stave level at Max’s face. Fist-sized spheres of water coalesced in front of the monster before hurtling forward. 

Returning his bow to his ring of holding, Max raised his forearms across his face and threw himself into a headlong charge. 

A watery sphere slammed into his armored forearms with bruising force. Another blasted into his abdomen and stole the breath from his lungs. 

A third hammered against his pauldron and almost brought his charge to a faltering halt. 



 Health: 57 [+0]/82 [+34]



“You’re fine,” Nesura drawled. “Don’t start crying on me, Max.” 

Another sphere hammered into his hip. 

Max gasped as he felt bone crack beneath the impact. 



 Critical hit taken: x4 damage

 Health: 38 [+0]/82 [+34]

 

“Alright.  Now  that  was  pretty  bad,”  Nesura  said.  “A  few  more  of those,  and  you’re  done.  But  maybe  that’s  not  so  bad,  since  I’ll  finally  be free.” 

Max choked down an urge to yell at the familiar and threw himself forward  into  a  roll.  More  of  the  watery  spheres  zipped  over  his  head.  He came out of his roll and surged to his feet within arm’s length of the seko shaman. The monster flinched and began to backpedal, but it was too late. 

Max  reached  out  and  seized  a  gauntleted  fistful  of  gills.  Coarse flesh and cartilage pulped beneath his grip. The seko shaman convulsed and flailed with its webbed hands, scrabbling its clawed digits across the surface of  Max’s  armor.  He  ignored  the  monster’s  thrashings  and  caught  it  right beneath the jaw with his other hand, preventing it from bringing its fangs to bear. 

The seko shaman’s body was corded with lean muscle, but Max was more  than  two  feet  taller  and  at  least  a  hundred  pounds  heavier,  his powerful and athletic frame honed by a lifetime of training and warfare. He also had his Prowess spell, which at Level 4, more than tripled his already prodigious strength. Max threw the seko shaman on its back, put a bootheel against  its  chest,  closed  his  fists,  and  pulled  them  away.  Chunks  of  shark flesh came free in his grip. 

Ichor jetted into the salted air. The seko shaman had time to shriek once  before  Max  brought  his  boot  down  on  its  face.  Brain  and  jellied optical  matter  splattered  beneath  the  impact.  He  spun  on  his  heel,  calling Stridentsong back to his grasp. 

A grim sight awaited him: Cahya’s corpse twitching beneath a pile of feeding seko warriors. 

Flora  lashed  out  repeatedly  with  her  blade,  slaying  one  monster after another as they devoured the Warmonger’s body. Her eyes were wide with anger and loss, and Max knew her cheeks would be streaked with tears if not for the incessant rain. 



 Cahya Lestari

 Level 4 Warmonger: Slain

 Cohort boosts removed (-1 to all physical attributes, -5 to Health

 and Mana reserves)



“Once they’re done eating the fool, they’re going to start with her,” 

Nesura pointed out. “Do something, Max. Flora’s actually worth something, unlike the other two idiots.” 

The familiar was right. Flora Truesteel was a scion of the Truesteel clan, a wealthy merchant family with tremendous resources. Thanks to his friendship  with  Flora,  the  Truesteel  clan  had  agreed  to  leverage  its considerable  political  and  mercantile  power  in  support  of  the  Apocalypse Knights.  Max  wasn’t  naive  enough  to  believe  that  such  support  wouldn’t swiftly  dwindle—imminent  apocalypse  or  not—if  Flora  died  fighting alongside him. 

He  bolted  off  into  a  headlong  charge  against  the  pile  of  thrashing monsters. Using his Soul Lens, Nesura counted a dozen of them feasting on Cahya’s remains. Three others lay dead and dying beneath Flora’s blade. 

Max got within five strides of the grim feast and fell to his knees. 

The  momentum  of  his  charge  sent  him  skidding  across  the  treacherously slick  deck,  the  knee-guards  of  his  plate-armor  carving  shallow  furrows through ever-drenched wood, until he reached Flora’s side. 

He  got  to  his  feet,  spun  his  Magus  Staff  back  into  his  grasp,  and leveled  it  at  the  pile  of  seko  warriors,  who’d  already  begun  to  raise  their bloodied maws and frenzied gazes from their finished feast. 

“Flora! Put a Quadra Shield on us now!” Max called. 

The  Defender  complied  instantaneously,  raising  her  blade  and conjuring quadruple layers of magical barriers between Max and the seko warriors.  Max  followed  Flora’s  spell  with  one  of  his  own:  Jolting  Arc.  A yellow bolt of lightning flared from the tip of his Magus Staff and passed through the Quadra Shield. 

It struck a seko warrior, and then the lashing rain and water-laden air  discorporated  the  spell’s  electrical  energy,  turning  it  from  a  bolt  of lightning  into  a  roaring  burst  of  sparks  that  cascaded  over  the  pile  of monsters but scattered harmlessly across Flora’s magical barriers. The seko warriors  shrieked  and  recoiled,  their  limbs  convulsing  as  electricity  raced through their nerves and cooked their flesh. 

“They’re not done yet,” Nesura warned. 

“I  know,”  Max  replied  grimly  as  he  waited  for  the  last  flickers  of his spell to die out before plunging through the Quadra Shield, with Flora following close on his heels. 

Twirling his blade in his hand, he fell into a Sunflower Scatter blade form,  punching  Stridentsong’s  tip  through  a  trio  of  shark  skulls  in  rapid succession.  Thousandfold  Thread  was  next,  opening  the  throats  of  five monsters as he danced through their ranks. He hacked a seko warrior in half across the waist with a Weeping Loom, before kicking another off its feet and crushing its skull beneath his heel. 

He  turned  to  the  rest,  but  Flora  had  already  finished  them.  The Defender  shook  her  head  grimly  as  she  tore  her  blade  free  from  a  seko

warrior’s skull. 

“We lost Gunther and Cahya,” she reported, rather unnecessarily. 

Max  looked  down  at  the  mangled  remains  of  the  Baneling Warmonger,  then  cast  a  sidelong  glance  at  the  twisted  corpse  of  the Valerisen  Elementalist.  Gunther’s  back  was  broken,  folded  in  half backwards so deeply that his ears touched his heels. 

“Spell  backlash,”  Nesura  commented.  “That’s  why  you  don’t engage in magical contests of will, especially when you’re outclassed  and outnumbered.” 

“Salvage what you can from Gunther,” Max instructed, pointing at the Elementalist’s body. He nodded at the pile of flesh and broken bone that had once been Cahya. “I’ll handle Cahya. Two minutes, and then we keep moving.” 

Flora opened her mouth to protest, but Max shot her a flat stare that he  knew  would  make  her  fall  in  line.  The  Defender  swallowed  her objections  and  nodded,  before  striding  away  to  Gunther’s  corpse.  At  the very least, she would retrieve the Elementalist’s ring of holding. 

“And  then  give  it  to  you,  since  she  wants  for  nothing,”  Nesura added. 

Max took a moment to frown at the spirit familiar in his belt pouch. 

A batlike visage, barely visible beneath the light of the false moon and the pooling shadows in the pouch, looked back up at him. 

Nesura had possessed free access to his memories and his thoughts since the inception of their bond, and she hadn’t shown an iota of restraint in rummaging through his consciousness. Max had learned to guard some of  his  thoughts  from  her  since  then,  but  such  a  feat  needed  a  conscious

effort,  something  that  he  couldn’t  always  afford,  not  in  the  depths  of  a Dungeon and with two out of the four members of his cohort slain. 

“Be quiet,” he told Nesura as he began rummaging through Cahya’s torn flesh and half-chewed viscera. 

The  Warmonger’s  armor  was  entirely  ruined,  so  there  was  no salvaging  that.  His  blades  must  have  been  soul-bound  items  that disappeared upon his death, since they were nowhere to be seen. Eventually, Max found Cahya’s ring of holding amidst a pile of sodden human meat. He sighed and tucked it into his belt. 

Thanks  to  Jonn  Crask’s  recruiting  efforts,  the  Baneling  had  been one amongst many who’d come to join the Apocalypse Knights, and Max had  decided  to  include  him  on  this  Dungeon  expedition,  since  he’d professed himself to be a seasoned sailor and veteran of the seas. 

 Fat lot of good that turned out to be,  Max thought as he stood up and allowed the endless rainwater to wash to gore from his fingers. 

After that, he gathered all the pieces of gold left behind by the slain monsters and put them away. It was a fair haul, he thought, as he examined his ring of holding through his Soul Lens. 



 Secondary compartment

 ... 

 Gold pieces x513



 We’ve  slain  more  than  five  hundred  seko  monsters  already.  Max sighed and gave Cahya’s remains one last respectful nod. Though they had

fallen  in  the  end,  the  Warmonger  and  Gunther  had  acquitted  themselves well, all things considered. 

Nesura pulled out another Soul Lens screen and placed its words in the corner of his eye. 



 Victory Shards: 45,104



“Not too far off from Level 5, Max,” the spirit familiar said. “You’ll probably get there after finishing this Dungeon.” 

“Hopefully.” Max turned as Flora approached, a ring of holding in her hands. 

“I salvaged his enchanted staff, belt, and cloak and put them in here. 

We  can  look  through  them  later.  All  his  potions  are  in  the  quick-access compartment. We can get to them easily if we need them.” 

“You  hold  onto  that,  then,”  Max  told  her.  He  patted  the  pouch where he’d placed Cahya’s ring of holding. “I got his ring, but there isn’t much else left of him.” 

“No,  there  isn’t,”  Flora  said,  shaking  her  head  grimly.  Her  short blonde hair was plastered to her skull, and fatigue weighed heavily upon her features,  but  her  eyes  still  blazed  with  resolve.  “What’s  the  plan,  Max? 

Should  we  press  on,  or  should  we  withdraw  and  come  back  with  a  full cohort?” 

“The  Warden  isn’t  much  farther  away,”  Nesura  said,  raising  her actual flesh voice so that she could be heard over the pouring rain. “I can sense its presence. I’d say you only have to make it past another three or four groups of monsters before you reach it.” 

“Are you sure?” Flora asked. She swung her gaze back from where they’d come, then turned and directed it past Max’s shoulder, to the other end of the ship. “We’ve only made it halfway across.” 

“We  started  at  the  bow,  and  we’ve  been  working  our  way  toward the  stern,”  Max  said,  recalling  the  ship-faring  terms  he’d  learned  from Cahya.  He  retrieved  his  very  mundane  spyglass  from  his  belt  pouch  and raised  it  to  his  eye.  “The  wheel  of  the  ship  isn’t  necessarily  right  at  the stern. In fact, it’s probably on top of that podium over there.” 

He lowered his spyglass, passed it to Flora, and pointed at a raised platform  nearly  a  full  mile  further  down  the  length  of  the  ship.  The Defender looked through the spyglass before returning it to Max. 

“You think the Warden is at the wheel?” she asked. 

“Maybe,” Max replied. He glanced down at Nesura. “It would make sense,  considering  that  whoever  takes  the  wheel  takes  charge  of  the  ship, and every Warden rules over its Dungeon.” 

“Alright.” Flora nodded. “I’m willing to press on if you are, Max.” 

“I am. Let’s go.” He turned to leave, but Flora reached out and put a hand on his pauldron. He paused and looked back at her. 

“You’re  in  pretty  bad  shape,”  she  said,  withdrawing  her  hand hastily. “Do you want me to cast a few Healing spells on you first?” 

“Thanks,  Flora.  But  you’d  better  save  your  Mana  for  your  Shield spells. I’ll make do with potions. Speaking of which, do you have enough left?” 

“I do,” Flora said, after glancing briefly at a Soul Lens screen she projected from her wrist. “I’ve got more than enough, in fact. Do you need any?” 

“I’ll be fine.” Max produced a Heal potion and a Mana potion from his ring of holding. He popped the cork stopper off the healing potion and downed its crimson contents. Immediately, he felt the throbbing pain in his hip and torso fade to a barely perceptible ache. 



 [Health: 64 [+0]/82 [+34]]



He  raised  the  mana  potion  and  grinned.  “We  might  as  well  top ourselves off before we move on. Cheers, Flora.” 

The Defender hastily took out a Mana potion as well and clinked its side  against  Max’s.  The  both  of  them  downed  the  blue  liquid  within  the glass vials. Max felt his mind clear and his thoughts sharpen into focus as he replenished his Mana reserves. 



 Mana: 149 [+12]/149 [+45]



Max shared a brief grin with Flora before tilting his head to the path forward. 

“Alright, let’s get going,” he said. 

The Defender raised her shield and led the way. Max adjusted his grip  on  Stridentsong  and  followed,  reaching  out  with  the  passive perceptions of his Circumvent spell to detect the presence of any magical traps. 

The Kraken’s Wrath was a Level 4 Dungeon, and its traps were far deadlier  than  the  ones  Max  had  encountered  in  the  Feast  of  Dusk,  which he’d assailed and vanquished at Level 2. One of them, an exploding shower

of  magically  empowered  shrapnel,  had  obliterated  Garlocke  shortly  after the cohort’s entrance into the Dungeon. Max would be able to re-summon the  mighty  and  laconic  raptor  in  a  few  hours  or  so,  but  the  spirit  beast’s absence had been keenly felt. If Garlocke had been around just now to hold the line against the seko warriors, for instance, they probably wouldn’t have lost Cahya. 

“Good  work,”  Nesura  whispered  into  his  mind  again.  He  felt  the spirit  familiar  direct  her  mental  regard  at  Flora’s  armored  form.  “She’s tough,  so  she  wasn’t  going  to  break  back  there,  but  you  definitely  helped pull her back together again. Further cemented her loyalty to you, too.” 

“Flora’s a good...” Max began, only to falter when he thought about the word he’d almost used to describe the Defender. It didn’t matter, since Nesura completed his sentence for him, as she’d been doing more and more frequently these days. 

“Soldier?”  the  spirit  said.  “Yes,  yes.  I  suppose  she  is.  Stolid, competent, ready to die for you, her Knight-Commander, if you ordered her to. She’s a good soldier. You would definitely use that term for her. I was about to call her a valuable asset, a precious tool, even.” 

“That’s  where  we’re  different.  I  don’t  think  of  other  people  as tools.” 

“Don’t  you?”  Nesura  cackled.  “But  you  certainly  had  no  problem using  them  as  such,  in  your  previous  life  as  a  Militant  Major  of  your country’s army. And you definitely don’t now, as the Knight-Commander of the Apocalypse Knights.” 

“Casualties in war are inevitable,” Max said, giving Flora a thumbs-up gesture as she glanced over her shoulder at him. “No traps ahead. Keep going, Flora.” 

The  Defender  nodded  and  continued  her  advance  confidently. 

Unnatural  clouds  raced  beneath  the  eerie  moon,  casting  pools  of  dancing shadows across the deck, but a soft white radiance emanated from the boss of Flora’s shield, lighting their way ahead. 

“Oh,  no  doubt  there’ll  always  be  death.  And  to  be  fair,  you’re definitely  more  scrupulous  than  most  warlords  I’ve  known,”  Nesura conceded. “I just want to pick at your words some more.” 

“No one’s stopping you. Not that you can be stopped anyway,” Max replied, ready to ignore the spirit familiar’s rambling the moment it became too inane or irritating. 

“You said you don’t think of  other people as tools. That implies you consider yourself the same as them.” 

“What are you talking about?” Max couldn’t help but roll his eyes, despite the tension hanging in the air as he and Flora walked toward what could only be another group of monsters. “Of course I do. I’m a person, and so are the other Apocalypse Knights. We’re all human.  You are not.” 

“Never claimed I am. Don’t ever want to be one, either. Humans are weak and frail. They’re perhaps one of the lowliest species to fall beneath the Cosmic Logos’s influence.” 

Max didn’t miss the spirit familiar’s choice of words. 

“They?” he asked. 

“Ah.  Thanks  for  helping  me  get  to  my  point.  Yes,  they.”  Nesura pulsed  the  mental  equivalent  of  a  sneering  grin  across  their  bond.  “Not you.” 

“So  you  think  I’m  not  human?”  This  time  it  was  Max’s  turn  to scoff. “What are you trying to say?” 

“Your  flesh  is  human,  no  doubt,”  Nesura  said.  “Your  soul  is,  too. 

Your mind and your will, however...” 

“Say it plainly, before I start ignoring you,” Max warned, frowning in annoyance. 

“Work it out for yourself, Max.” Nesura directed her mental regard at  the  peril-fraught  way  ahead,  then  flickered  images  of  Cahya’s  and Gunther’s corpses through Max’s memories. “How do you feel now?” 

“Feel?”  Max  rolled  his  eyes  again.  That’s  it.  I’m  ignoring  her.  I don’t have time for... 

He felt  good,  he  suddenly  realized.  Yes,  his  nerves  were  on  edge, and the fading agonies of his recent injuries still tugged at the corners of his consciousness, but he felt  good. 

There was no other way to describe it. 

His mind was focused, holding his vast array of spells at the ready. 

His grips on his blade and staff were sure, strong, and steady. An explicable sense  of   joy  bubbled  in  his  heart,  driving  him  on  to  the  next  batch  of monsters, the next section of the Dungeon, the next spell he’d learn, and the next Level he’d obtain. 

There  was  fear,  of  course,  and  no  small  amount  of  anxiety,  the inextricable byproducts of being in battle, but all that paled in comparison to the joy, the curiosity, the sense of  adventure that roiled within the deepest depths of his being. 

“There  you  go,”  Nesura  said.  Her  mind  pointed  to  Flora  again.  “I bet she doesn’t feel the same way you do.” 

The  spirit  familiar  was  right.  Flora  was  tense  and  alert,  brimming with resolve and focus, but she fought alongside Max out of a sense of duty. 

She didn’t want to be here, risking her life against monsters, traps, and the

endless perils of a Dungeon, but she’d come along with Max anyway, intent on doing her part to stop the apocalypse. 

In a previous life, he’d seen thousands like her, rank after rank of Enforcers marching beneath his command to wage war against the Hunnites and  die  beneath  their  blades  and  arrows.  Not  one  man  or  woman  had wanted to be there, not even then-Master Sergeant Corvis Tober, his closest friend and staunchest comrade-in-arms. 

But  Max  had.  He’d  never  shown  it,  but  he’d  loved  the  clash  of blades and wits, the slaughter of his foes, and the conquest of their lands. 

That was perhaps why the memories of war had never haunted him to the point  of  self-destructive  madness,  like  they’d  done  to  so  many  of  the warriors beneath his command. No, it had been the stripping of his rank and more importantly, the loss of  adventure that had thrown him into despair. 

Nesura was correct. He wasn’t like other people, be they civilians, Enforcers, or Knights-Errant. He’d never been. 

A flash of lightning streaked across the false sky then, and by some accident  of  light  and  rain,  Max  caught  a  glimpse  of  his  momentary reflection in a storm-lit puddle. Dark hair cropped short, above the patrician features of the Strident bloodline; eyes that had seen more than they were supposed to, burning from the depths of his brow. He wore enchanted plate-armor  of  midnight  blue,  the  edges  of  its  pauldrons  and  elbow  guards adorned  with  bladed  spikes.  Stridentsong,  a  long  dueling  sword  with  a golden blade and ornate quillons of blue and gold, sat easily in his right fist. 

The Magus Staff, a three-foot long stave of dark knurled wood topped by a sphere of blue crystal, swung loosely and easily in his left hand. 

Max  blinked  the  rain  and  spray  from  his  eyes.  He  still  looked human. 

“Of course you do.” Nesura sighed in exasperation. “And no, I’m not saying you aren’t human. I’m just saying that you’re not like the ones I’ve  met  so  far,  and  going  by  your  memories,  you’re  not  like  the  ones you’ve met so far. And who’s to judge at the end of the day? Maybe you do indeed  exemplify  the  finest  aspects  of  humanity,  in  which  case  all  these other mewling fools are substandard incarnations of it.” 

“Did you just compliment me?” Max asked, in genuine surprise. 

“I’ve been known to,” Nesura replied smugly. “When you deserve it, of course.” 

They passed one of the many masts of the ship. It was a column of wood  dozens  of  feet  wide  and  nearly  a  hundred  feet  tall.  Impossibly  vast sheets of canvas sails hung taut from its frame, filled with wind that carried the ship toward some unfathomable destination. 

 We’re  walking  in  the  opposite  direction  of  wherever  this  thing  is heading to,  Max thought, casting his gaze skyward. He sighted movement then,  within  the  labyrinthine  array  of  sales  and  booms  and  yards—more terms he’d learned from the hapless Cahya— and he hissed at Flora to stop. 

The  seasoned  and  observant  Defender  had  noticed  as  well.  She readied her blade and shield as she took up a defensive position alongside Max. 

“Monsters,  coming  from  above,”  Flora  said,  squinting  her  eyes  as she tried to peer more closely at the wriggling silhouettes descending down the  length  of  the  mast.  “Those  don’t  look  like  seko  warriors  or  seko shamans.” 

“No,  they  don’t,”  Max  agreed,  angling  his  Soul  Lens  upward  and scanning the approaching monsters. 



 Monster: Beak Swarmer

 Level 4

 Health: 30/30

 Mana: 10/10

 Physical Attributes

 Strength: 10

 Dexterity: 19

 Fortitude: 13

 Perception: 10

 Abilities

 Tainted Ink

 Rending Bite

 Rewards

 Victory Shard value: 4

 Treasure Class: B



“Ugh. I remember these,” Nesura said. “They’re kraken spawn, but malformed, so they’re as large as they’ll ever get.” 

The first of the beak swarmers came close enough for Max to take in its limbless torso of gray, bulbous flesh and its maw from which a mass of  barbed  tentacles  writhed.  The  grayish-pink  appendages  carried  the foremost monster a few more feet down the maw before launching its body into the air. 

“It  can  fly!”  Flora  cried  as  the  beak  swarmer  began  gliding downward  at  the  two  Apocalypse  Knights  instead  of  plummeting  to  the

deck. 

“They  all  can,”  Max  said,  raising  his  Magus  Staff  as  a  flock  of monsters followed the first. “Flora, set up a Quadra Shield over us on my mark.” 

The  Defender’s  eyes  flashed  briefly  to  the  tip  of  the  Magus  Staff, where the telltale electrical crackle of Jolting Arc danced, and she nodded. 

“Tainted Ink translates to Dark Blast as a Flux Spell,” Nesura said. 

“I’ll get it for you if I can.” 

“Thanks,”  Max  told  the  spirit  familiar.  He  still  wasn’t  quite comfortable  with  Nesura’s  ability  to  cast  his  spells,  but  he’d  come  to appreciate  the  convenience  of  having  her  copy  the  spells  of  monsters  or other Knights-Errant for him while he focused on other things. 

The  beak  swarmers  were  now  less  than  twenty  feet  above  them. 

Using  Max’s  Soul  Lens,  Nesura  counted  forty-seven  of  the  monsters  and stacked their Health and Mana totals in a neat column against the corner of his vision. 

“Now!” Max told Flora. 

The Defender raised her blade and conjured a potent magical barrier above  her  head,  just  as  the  foremost  beak  swarmers  peeled  their  tentacles back from their maw and spewed gobbets of dark fluid from their grotesque orifices. The monsters’ spit struck Flora’s Quadra Shield and splattered off the  translucent  barriers  of  white  light,  but  left  clinging  opaque  swirls  of darkness in their wake. 

“If  those  hit  you  in  the  face,  you’ll  be  blinded  for  hours,”  Nesura explained. “The nasty little things will then swarm in close to bite you.” 

“Sounds  like  you’ve  fought  them  before,”  Max  commented absently. 

“I have. My sisters and I used to hunt kraken spawn for sport,” she said,  but  the  rest  of  her  words  fell  on  deaf  ears  as  Max  thrust  his  Magus Staff into the Quadra Shield and unleashed a Jolting Arc through its surface. 

Once  again,  the  lightning  spell  broke  apart  beneath  the  rain  and  spray, becoming a starburst of sparks instead that caught the majority of the beak swarmers as they closed in upon the Apocalypse Knights. 

The  monsters  squealed  and  convulsed  as  tendrils  of  electricity writhed through their bodies and tormented their nerves. Then they fell, the lower ones hitting the deck with fleshy thuds while wet, pulping squelches marked the falls of those higher up in the air. 

There were about a half-dozen survivors, though. 

Max cast Hydro Barrage next. It was one of the spells he’d copied from Gunther before they entered the Dungeon, and it was the same one the seko shaman had caught him with earlier. A mass of watery spheres spun into  existence  over  the  tip  of  his  Magus  Staff.  Max  sent  them  hurtling skyward with a thought. 

Two spheres struck a beak swarmer. Its body caved in beneath the twinned impacts, and it began spiraling from the air. Another three of the monsters suffered a similar fate. Two spheres clipped a beak swarmer with enough  force  to  send  it  spinning  through  the  air,  while  the  last  one  fled, squealing in evident panic. 

Max  lowered  his  Magus  Staff,  hefted  Stridentsong,  and  strode toward  one  of  the  fallen  beak  Swarmers.  The  monster  was  still  alive,  its tentacles  wriggling  weakly  from  its  maw.  Max  put  his  blade  through  its beady  yellow  eyes,  then  pulled  Stridentsong  free  as  the  beak  swarmer’s body disintegrated into motes of black light. 

A  flashing  Soul  Lens  notification  in  the  corner  of  his  eye  finally caught his attention. He extended his will toward it and allowed its words to unfold as he made his way to the next fallen monster. 



 New Spell Acquired! 

  

 Dark Blast

 Flux spell: Not ready

 Instantaneous spell

 Level 4

 Mid range projectile, blinds target

 Element: Dark

 Mana Cost: 13 Mana



“Good job, Nessy,” Max said. “I’m sure I’ll find a use for a blinding spell sooner or later.” 

“You need to start using your Carnage spells more often,” Nesura replied. “Some of them are really quite useful, you know?” 

“I  do.  It’s  just  that  their  Mana  cost  is  so  high,  and  they  can  only affect a single target at a time. Not very useful when we’re fighting swarms of monsters that aren’t much stronger or faster than me.” Max dispatched another twitching monster with his blade. A dozen or so strides away, Flora was  doing  the  same  thing,  finishing  off  the  stunned  beak  swarmers  with efficient chops and thrusts of her sword. 

“Remember to use them on the Warden, then,” Nesura said. “If this ship  is  the  Kraken  Hammer,  and  I’m  starting  to  be  certain  it  is,  then  the

Warden can only be the Mariner.” 

“Kraken  Hammer?  Mariner?”  Max  asked.  “What  can  you  tell  me about them?” 

“Why don’t you finish up here first, and then I will,” Nesura said. 

She sent another mental nod in Flora’s direction. “It’d be better if she hears this too, so neither of us will have to repeat ourselves.” 

“Good point.” Max crushed a beak swarmer beneath his heel, then lanced another through the body. He moved around the mast, killing with every  step,  and  within  a  few  minutes,  all  the  monsters  were  slain,  their bodies disappearing and leaving pieces of gold behind. 

“That’s all of it,” Flora said, picking up the last piece of Dungeon metal and storing it within her ring of holding. “Moving on, then?” 

“Wait.”  Max  tugged  open  the  flap  of  his  belt  pouch,  exposing Nesura to the lashing rain. “Go on. Tell us what you know about the Kraken Hammer and the Mariner.” 

“Bah!” Nesura swept a paw over her head, smoothing her fur back across  her  skull.  “As  I  was  saying  to  Max,  this  is  almost  certainly  the Kraken Hammer, a ship that travels the Chaos Seas eternally. Its captain is a powerful  being  known  as  the  Mariner.  He  is  obsessed  with  hunting  the Kraken.” 

“What spells does the Mariner know, Nessy?” Flora asked. 

“He doesn’t use any spells,” Nesura said. “He’s just a mighty seafaring warrior, supremely skilled with the blade and the spear. But he’s also immune  to  most  spells.  The  only  way  to  beat  him  is  by  sheer  force  of arms.” 

“We’ll see about that,” Max said. “What about the Kraken Hammer, then? Do you know anything about it that might prove helpful?” 

“The  thing  about  the  Kraken  Hammer  is  that  it  always  finds  its quarry  in  the  end,  the  Kraken,  a  colossal  creature  larger  than  any  of  your human  towns,”  Nesura  continued.  “When  it  does,  the  Mariner  drives  the Hammer  into  the  Kraken’s  maw,  and  then  the  ship  explodes,  killing everything on board. After that, the Kraken appears somewhere within the depths  of  the  Chaos  Seas  again,  and  the  Hammer  does  the  same  a  vast distance away, but above the surface of the water, of course.” 

“Which  means  that  if  we’re  not  done  here  before  the  Hammer reaches  the  Kraken,  we’re  dead,”  Max  reasoned.  “How  much  time  do  we have left?” 

“We  just  ran  into  a  swarm  of  kraken  spawn,  didn’t  we?”  Nesura pointed  out.  “That  means  you  probably  have  under  an  hour.  Good  thing you’re nearly at the wheel already.” 

“What?” Flora hissed, her eyes widening in horror. 

“Don’t  worry.  We  can  make  it,”  Max  said,  clasping  her  on  the pauldron.  The  Defender’s  anxious  gaze  flickered  to  his,  and  Max  held  it steadily. “We’ll be fine, Flora. Trust me.” 

Flora took a deep breath and adjusted her grip on her blade. 

“I do, Max,” she replied. “Shall we keep moving, then? We don’t have much time.” 
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Chapter 2







Max and Flora made their way swiftly across nearly a mile of deck littered with all kinds of seafaring paraphernalia ranging from barrels, nets, and sodden, bulging sacks. But they encountered no more monsters, only an array of traps which Max easily disarmed with his Circumvent spell. 

The podium upon which the ship’s wheel resided came within clear eyeshot then, and Max laid his eyes on the Warden, a tall, broad-shouldered humanoid  that  had  dirty-green  scales  in  place  of  flesh,  and  a  serpentine head upon its shoulders. Its chest was bare, but its lower half was covered in thick, rough trousers, held up by a crude sword belt. 

“Just as I thought! That’s the Mariner,” Nesura confirmed, swiftly scanning the Warden and projecting a Soul Lens screen for both Max and Flora to see. 



 Warden: The Mariner

 Level 4

 Health: 470/470

 Mana: 520/520

 Physical Attributes

 Strength: 29 [+5]

 Dexterity: 27 [+5]

 Fortitude: 26 [+5]

 Perception: 23 [+5]

 Abilities

 Battle Mastery

 Baleful Negation

 Rewards

 Victory Shard value: 4

 Treasure Class: B (Warden)



“Battle  Mastery  and  Baleful  Negation  cannot  be  copied  with Arcane  Flux,”  Nesura  said.  “They’re  not  spells  or  abilities,  but  passive attributes.” 

“Just like how Elementalists can manipulate their elements without actually casting spells,” Max said. 

“Yes,  exactly,”  the  spirit  familiar  continued.  “Baleful  Negation means  a  near  immunity  to  all  spells.  That’s  why  you’ll  need  to  beat  the Mariner blade to blade. No tricks, no gimmicks.” 

The Warden caught sight of them then, and it bellowed with glee, a purple forked tongue lashing from the depths of its fanged maw as it gave voice to its exhilaration. 

“Welcome! Welcome, brave passengers! Our journey nears its end!” 

the  Warden  cried.  The  monster  raised  a  muscle-corded  arm  and  pointed over  the  cohort’s  heads  with  an  index  finger  tipped  by  a  yellow  claw. 

“Behold, the Kraken!” 

Max looked over his shoulder, and a horrific sight filled his vision: a  mountainous  expanse  of  scaled  purplish  flesh,  ringed  by  hundreds—no, 

thousands—of squid-like tentacles reaching ten times higher into the skies than the tallest building in the Valerisen Dominion. 

A vast gaping maw dominated the center of the flesh mountain. It was filled with concentric rings of sharp teeth, the smallest of them the size of a warhorse. The inky ocean poured into that maw, drawing the Kraken Hammer inexorably toward its depths. 

Flora paled and began to sink to her knees in despair. Tucking his Magus Staff away, Max reached out and caught her by the pauldron. 

“We still have a few minutes!” he bellowed. The sheer volume of his voice startled her and pulled her gaze to his. Max shook her once before speaking again. “Follow my lead!” 

Without  another  word,  he  pounded  across  the  deck  toward  the podium, where the Mariner stood. Max didn’t know much about piloting a ship, but he knew enough to realize that there was no point in trying to seize control of the wheel. The Kraken Hammer was too close to its destination to be diverted from its doomed course. 

 The  only  way  is  to  kill  the  damned  Warden.  Max  refreshed  his Prowess spell, even as Nesura cast Hasten, Empower, and Fortify upon him. 

He’d  optimized  those  spells  to  Level  4  with  Flux  Conjunction  before entering  the  Kraken’s  Wrath,  and  together  with  Prowess,  they  gave  his physical attributes a nearly sevenfold boost. Max felt his body surge with power. The world seemed to move more slowly as his reflexes quickened. 

His  sharpened  senses  brought  the  wind,  rain,  and  light  blazing  into  keen vividness. 

Casting all those spells rapidly drained his Mana point reserves, but Nesura  replenished  them  by  pouring  her  spiritual  energy  into  Max’s  soul. 

He  sent  her  a  wordless  pulse  of  thanks  through  their  bond,  and  she responded in kind. 

The  Warden  looked  upon  Max’s  charge  with  glee.  It  vaulted  the guardrail  of  the  podium  and  crashed  down  before  him,  before  drawing  a curved blade from its belt. 

“A mutiny, then?” the monster hissed. “Not often that it comes from passengers rather than crew, but then again, I have no crew!” 

The Warden threw back its head, as if to laugh, but Max didn’t give it any opportunity to do so. He lunged, driving Stridentsong’s tip directly at the monster’s throat. 

The Warden executed a perfect parry, rolled its blade across Max’s, and  riposted  with  a  thrust  of  its  own.  Max  slipped  past  the  curved  blade, took his sword in a two-handed grip, and lashed a Moonlit Reflection Arc at the monster’s belly, only to have it ring off yet another flawless parry. The Warden  countered  with  a  mighty  diagonal  chop,  and  Max  was  forced  to block it or be hacked asunder from collar to hip. 

The  impact  set  Stridentsong  ringing  in  his  grasp,  but  he  powered through  it,  bringing  his  sword  back  and  around  into  a  Sunflower  Scatter blade form. The Warden picked apart the flurry of thrusts, its sharp yellow teeth  bared  in  a  grin,  before  binding  Max’s  sword  with  its  own,  and punching out with its left fist at his face. 

A  Quadra  Shield  flashed  into  existence  in  front  of  Max’s  face  an instant  before  the  monster’s  huge  gnarled  knuckles  smashed  home.  Three layers of the magical barrier shattered beneath the impact, and a cobweb of cracks crawled across the surface of the fourth and final one, a testament to the Warden’s strength. 

“Good thing Flora’s around,” Nesura chimed in. “That would have killed you instantly, I think.” 

“I’ll  thank  her  later,”  Max  replied,  bringing  his  blade  to  readiness and then launching into another exchange of ringing steel with the Warden. 

He growled with mounting frustration as the monster countered his blade forms skillfully. It was now clear that he was outclassed in terms of technique. 

The Warden was the superior swordsman. 

 Damned thing’s not as good as Sava though,  he thought absently. 

Flora  caught  yet  another  of  the  Warden’s  blows  with  her  Shield spells,  slowing  the  arc  of  the  monster’s  blade  enough  for  Max  to  duck beneath  it.  He  attempted  a  low  Moonlit  Reflection  Arc  at  the  Warden’s knees.  It  hopped  adroitly  over  his  blade,  did  a  magnificent  acrobatic  flip over Max’s head, and hacked down with its blade in a perfect mimicry of a Moonlit Reflection Arc. 

The  Warden’s  blade  sliced  through  another  deftly  placed  Quadra Shield. Slowed and weakened by breaking through the magical barriers, the curved  sword  went  on  to  score  a  shallow  but  stinging  cut  above  Max’s brow, despite his best efforts to dodge. 

The  monster  landed  on  its  feet,  then  sprang  back  into  a  combat stance,  its  sword  held  high  in  one  hand  while  it  beckoned  to  Max mockingly with the other. 

“Come  now,  passenger,”  the  Warden  hissed.  “You’ll  have  to  do better than that. And quickly too, since our journey has almost come to its end!” 

Max growled with frustration and spun his Magus Staff into his left hand. He thrust it out and cast Debilitate. A gray radiance pulsed from the

tip  of  the  Magus  Staff,  but  it  dissipated  inches  before  it  reached  the Warden’s scaled flesh. 

“Foul  magic  won’t  work  on  me,  passenger,”  the  monster  said. 

“Only steel will. Now, fight! Or enjoy the rest of our ride!” 

“Ah,  a  true  master  of  the  blade.”  Nesura  sighed  admiringly.  “The Mariner  has  slain  so  many  of  my  sisters  who’ve  sought  to  claim  him  as their thrall. I thought them foolish, but not anymore. Such skill and prowess is worth dying for!” 

Max  pushed  the  familiar’s  words  to  the  back  of  his  mind.  Spells didn’t  work  on  the  Warden,  as  Nesura  had  warned.  Neither  could  he outfight it. 

The monster was simply too skilled and strong. 

His racing thoughts chanced upon a wild idea. 

Max  backed  away,  his  sword  and  staff  held  at  the  ready.  As  he suspected, the Warden didn’t pursue. He quickly called his Subvert spell to mind, and Nesura readied it for him as a Flux spell. 



 Subvert

 Instantaneous spell

 Level 2

 Subversion Strength: 2

 Mana Cost: 14

 Has one of the following effects:

 1) reassigns target debilitation spells

 2) seizes brief control of summoned creatures

 3)  gains  boosts  to  physical  attributes  from  existing  status afflictions on self or cohort member



“We’re running out of time, Max,” Flora said as he withdrew to her side. 

The  Defender  had  known  better  than  to  join  the  melee.  She possessed  several  magical  items  that  enhanced  her  physical  attributes,  but she  was  nowhere  near  strong,  fast,  or  skilled  enough  to  last  more  than  a heartbeat  crossing  blades  with  the  Warden,  even  if  she’d  been  able  to intercept a few of its blows with her Shield spells. 

Flora smiled and raised her sword in a salute. 

“It’s  been  an  honor,  Max,”  she  said,  a  resigned  rictus  of  a  forced smile upon her face. “I just want to tell you that—“

“I’ve got an idea,” he said, cutting off whatever she’d been about to say or confess. “You might not need it, but get a Cleanse spell ready... and trust me.” 

“Always,  Max.”  Flora  blinked  in  bewilderment.  “I’ll  always  trust

—” 

Max swiftly cast Debilitate and Corrosion on Flora, weakening her physical attributes and making her more vulnerable to harm. 

As  the  Defender  reeled,  gasping  in  surprise,  he  touched  the  tip  of his  Magus  Staff  lightly  to  her  cheek  and  cast  Affliction,  filling  her bloodstream with a deadly poison. 



 Level 1 Debilitate successful! 

 Target suffers -20% to all physical attributes for 5 minutes

 Time remaining: 04:59

  

 Level 1 Corrosion successful! 

 Target takes +20% damage from all sources for 5 minutes Time remaining: 04:59

  

 Level 1 Affliction (Poison) successful! 

 Target  suffers  -10%  to  all  physical  attributes,  loses  10%  of maximum Health every minute for 5 minutes



Before  she  could  say  anything,  Max  cast  Subvert  on  her, transferring  the  effects  of  all  three  spells  to  himself.  This  time,  it  was  his turn  to  gasp  and  reel.  As  Flora  shook  her  head  in  apparent  confusion  and relief, Max cast Subvert again, this time on himself. 

The crippling effects of Debilitate, Corrosion, Affliction fell away, converted into boosts to his own physical attributes. 

 

 Status afflictions subverted

 Subversion strength: 2

 Corrosion subverted: +20% to all physical attributes Debilitate subverted: +20% to all physical attributes Affliction subverted: +20% to all physical attributes



“Wait...” Nesura hissed suspiciously. “That’s...” 

Tucking  his  staff  away,  Max  did  the  same  thing  to  the  spirit familiar,  securing  for  himself  another  huge  increase  to  his  physical attributes.  Nesura  squawked  in  indignation,  but  he  ignored  her  protests  as he repeated the cycle once more, this time on himself. 



 Subversion boost: +180% to all physical attributes



Max’s  breath  came  in  shallow  gasps  as  immense  power  raced through his body. His heart beat wildly in his chest, and redness filled his vision.  He  coughed.  Blood  splattered  upon  the  deck,  only  to  be  washed away within the blink of an eye. 

“You’ve  exceeded  the  caps  on  your  physical  attributes  for  your current Level!” Nesura cried. “You can’t hold this much power! It’s going to kill you, Max!” 



 Backlash in Effect: suffer damage equivalent to 20% of maximum

 Health every second



“Not before I kill it!” Max growled, raising his sword and charging at the Warden again. 

The  monster  flinched  this  time,  aware  of  its  doom  even  as  it brought its weapon to bear. 

Max  brought  Stridentsong  down  in  a  simple  descending  cut.  The Warden parried perfectly once more, but this time, the sheer discrepancy in their physical attributes meant that Max’s blade tore the monster’s from its grasp. 

Before  the  Warden  could  do  anything  else,  Max  closed  in  and caught its forked tongue in his fist. He yanked back hard on the appendage, managing  to  pull  the  monster  into  a  stumbling  advance  before  the  entire tongue tore free in a shower of ichor. 

Max  rammed  his  blade  into  the  Warden’s  chest,  then  swept  it upward, splitting the monster in half from the sternum up. 

The Warden’s mangled corpse spun away as Max fell to his knees, his sword clattering from his grasp. He coughed again, spilling more blood upon the deck. 

“Flora! Cast Cleanse on him!” Nesura cried, but the spirit familiar’s voice  seemed  distant  and  distorted  beneath  the  thunderous  drum  of  his racing  heart.  His  vision  was  now  entirely  red,  and  he  felt  his  body  going into spasms. 

And then the agony was gone. 

Max  opened  his  eyes.  He  was  lying  face  down,  his  cheek  pressed against  the  deck  of  the  ship,  salt  water  pooling  around  him.  Gauntleted hands seized him and began hauling him to his feet. 

“It’s  done,  Max,”  Flora  said  as  he  stood  with  her  help.  “The Warden’s  down,  and  I’ve  removed  all  the  status  afflictions  from  you.  Are you alright?” 



 [Health: 2 [+0]/82 [+34]



“Yes,  I  think  I  will  be,”  he  replied,  his  voice  still  trembling  and unsteady. “The Dungeon core...” 

“It’s  right  there.”  Flora  pointed  to  a  violet  sphere  hovering  above the wheel. “Come on. We’ve got to get to it.” 

An all encompassing shadow fell over the deck of the ship just as the words left her mouth. 

Max  risked  a  glance  over  his  shoulder.  The  Hammer  had  already begun to enter the Kraken’s maw. 

They had seconds at best. 

Without saying anything further, he broke into a sprint toward the wheel, knowing Flora would be following him closely, and took the stairs up the podium three at a time. 

The Dungeon core spun sedately in the air, its faint violet radiance pulsing  beneath  the  shadow  cast  by  the  Kraken’s  maw.  Instead  of  casting Temporal Equalization and destroying the core outright, Max pulled free a short wooden rod from his belt and depressed a stud upon its length. 

Green light pulsed from the rod, coalescing into a pocketwatch. Its hands spun, drawing the core into its heart. Cracks in the air appeared, and just  as  the  ship  began  to  tip  downward  into  a  watery  abyss,  everything within  the  Dungeon  except  the  Apocalypse  Knights  and  Nesura  flattened out into two-dimensionality, before breaking apart into fragments of white light. 

The  radiance  faded  quickly  enough,  leaving  Max  standing  on  the top of yet another clock tower, this time located in the heart of Graiatown. 

A stirring chime resounded from the bell above his head, and a bubble of green light raced outward from the tower. 

Max sighed and nodded in satisfaction. Graiatown’s monsters were all now Level 4, and... 



 Time to next temporal destabilization: 7:11.43.07



 We didn’t get any additional time added,  Max thought, shaking his head wearily and looking away from the Soul Lens screen he’d projected. 

He met Flora’s gaze. “Good work back there, Flora. I knew I could count on you.” 

“You can, Max,” she said, a bright smile on her face. “You always can.” 

“Nicely done,” Nesura whispered into his mind. “It doesn’t matter that she knows you spend the nights rutting with Sava in your tent. A few words is all it takes to keep her wishfully bound to you.” 

“Shut  up,”  Max  told  the  spirit  familiar,  all  the  while  holding  as genuine a smile on his face as he could manage. 

“Well,  I’m  not  going  to,  not  when  you’ve  been  ignoring  this!” 

Nesura retorted, before projecting a Soul Lens screen right in front of Max’s face. 



 Level 5 attained



“Congratulations, Max!” Flora cried. “You’re Level 5 now! You’ve surpassed me!” 

“Don’t  be  silly,  Flora,”  Nesura  said.  “You  made  it  to  Level  5  too. 

You Knight-Errants need to be more attentive about such things.” 

Before the Defender could respond, Nesura scanned her with Max’s Soul Lens and projected a screen. 



 Flora Truesteel

 Classification: Defender

 Level: 5



“Nessy!”  Flora  gasped,  utterly  scandalized.  “That’s  very  rude  of you!” 

“Oh  right.  I  forgot  the  Cosmic  Challengers  of  this  world  are  very touchy about being scanned,” Nesura said, rolling her eyes. “If it makes you feel any better, here, I’ll scan Max too.” 



 Maximo Strident

 Classification: Arcanist

 Level: 5



“Did... did you just make my own Soul Lens scan me?” Max asked, utterly bewildered. “But what was the point of that?” 

“What’s  the  point  of  her  being  so  embarrassed  by  a  mere  scan?” 

Nesura shot back, jabbing a clawed wingtip in Flora’s direction. “Anyway, good job, the two of you. You’re both Level 5 now.” 

“Thanks, Nessy,” Flora said. “Oh, and Max, take a look at these.” 

She held out two orbs of white light. 

Max  blinked  in  surprise.  “Are  those  the  soul-bound  items  left behind by the Warden? I thought we didn’t have enough time to pick them up.” 

“I managed to sheath my weapon and grab them while you ran up to the core.” The Defender tossed one of them to Max’s hands. “This one’s

yours.” 

“Nicely done, Flora,” Max said. 

Color  bloomed  over  Flora’s  cheeks  at  the  praise,  and  she  averted her gaze, almost shyly, and took a sudden and intense interest in the orb in her hands. 

“Are you going to find out what that is?” Nesura asked, peeking her head  out  of  Max’s  belt  pouch.  “You  got  an  enchanted  hammer  from Graywind  Mage  Tower,  didn’t  you?  Too  bad  you  didn’t  really  find  much use for it here, but it’s Level 4, so...” 

“I  can  bring  it  up  to  Level  5  for  you  with  that,”  Max  offered, pointing at Flora’s soul-bound item. 

“Thanks, Max. I’ll think about it,” Flora said. “Like Nesura pointed out, my hammer wasn’t really useful this time around, and its enchantments are  fairly  situational.  I  might  just  give  it  up  and  claim  a  new  soul-bound item instead.” 

“Well,  you  let  me  know  when  you’ve  made  up  your  mind,”  Max said. He looked down at his own soul-bound item and extended his will to it.  He  already  had  Stridentsong,  the  Magus  Staff,  Garlocke’s  summoning totem, and the Amplification Sheath as soul-bound items, which meant he had room for one more, since he was now Level 5. 

The  Amplification  Sheath  was  only  a  Level  3  item,  however.  If Max wanted to, he could enhance it using the unclaimed soul-bound item in his  hand  through  a  successful  Flux  Fabrication.  He  gave  it  another moment’s thought before his curiosity got the better of him and he made his decision. 

“I think I’m going to claim this one,” he said, nodding at the orb in his hand. It broke apart, scattering its radiance all across the top of the clock

tower, and when the light faded, Max found himself holding a gauntlet of gleaming blue-black steel. 



 Megalo Maw: Soul-Bound enchanted weapon

 Bladed gauntlet +4

 Rending +1, Binding +1, Fortification



 Interesting. Max extended his will to one of the many enchantments bound within his Full-Plate of Excellence, and the gauntlet vanished, before reappearing around his left hand, seamlessly integrated with his armor. 

He  clenched  his  fist,  depressing  a  stud  upon  the  palm  of  the gauntlet,  and  three  circular  blades  emerged  from  the  top  of  his  knuckles, each of them roughly two inches across in width. He grinned, then tapped on another stud beside the first. The circular blades began to spin and whir, filling the air with an ominous buzz. 

“Imagine  punching  someone  in  the  face  with  that,”  Nesura  said, licking  her  lips.  “There’ll  be  so  much  blood  and  meat  and  optical  jelly flying everywhere. Ah... how delicious.” 

Max  tapped  the  stud  again,  and  the  blades  stopped  spinning. 

Another tap on the first stud retracted the blades into the gauntlet. 

“Very nice,” he commented, before turning his gaze to the screen he knew would lie beneath the clock tower’s bell. 



 Equalize  next  four  temporal  loci  to  prevent  temporal

 destabilization

 New time limit will commence once current one has been resolved or exceeded



Four ornate compass wheels spun at the bottom of the screen, each of them pointing in different directions with their northern arrows. 

 Four... it’s four Dungeons now, is it? So will conquering any four of these Dungeons reveal eight more?  Max grimaced.  At least the clock won’t start ticking until we’re finished with the Dungeon in Benatown. 

“The Slaughterhouse of Infinite Blood,” Nesura said, giving voice to his ruminations. “I’m going to guess that destroying that Dungeon’s core will  send  you  chasing  after  another  four  more,  and  I  doubt  you’ll  have enough time to get to all of them.” 

“But  you  won’t  have  to,  Max.”  Flora  pointed  to  the  rod  Max  still held.  “You’ve  proven  that  Temporal  Equalization  still  works  on  a Dungeon’s core when it’s cast from that invocation wand. That means other members of the Apocalypse Knights can assail Dungeons without you, as long as they have one of those.” 

“Yes, I know.” Max put the rod away. After the Apocalypse Knights had  realized  that  Max  could  infuse  Temporal  Equalization  on  items enchanted to project small amounts of magical energy, Flora had arranged for  the  creation  of  several  invocation  wands.  They  were  relatively inexpensive  items,  but  they  were  able  to  project  the  effects  of  a  Level  4

Temporal  Equalization  spell,  which  would  set  the  Level  of  any  monster within forty feet in the Apocalypse Horizon to 4. 

Right  from  their  inception,  the  wands  had  proven  to  be  effective against the monsters wandering beyond the Dungeons, but up until now, no one had known if they could be used on Dungeon cores yet. Max had just

proven they could, which meant that others could attack and vanquish the Apocalypse  Horizon’s  Dungeons  as  well,  as  long  as  they  possessed invocation wands infused with his Temporal Equalization spell. 

 I  could  only  infuse  four  though,  probably  because  I  was  Level  4. 

 Maybe now that I’m Level 5, I can infuse one more,  he thought as he took out his spyglass and pointed it toward the Dungeon revealed by the leftmost compass. It was a vast column of white swirling clouds that stretched nearly a hundred feet into the sky, by Max’s estimate, and it stood at the heart of Viratown, right beside Graiatown, where the Kraken’s Wrath had been. 



 Wind Delve

 Dungeon: Level 99

 Monsters

 UNKNOWN



 I can even send scouting parties with invocation rods into Viratown first to find out what kind of monsters are in that Dungeon,  Max thought. 

 Knowing that would make it easier for me to decide whom to deploy there. 

“We  have  about  two  hundred  or  so  Apocalypse  Knights,  right?” 

Max asked Flora. “That’s what I remember, anyway.” 

“That’s right,” the Defender replied. She had a spyglass too, and she lowered it as she spoke. “Thanks to Jonn’s efforts, we’ve had a fair number of recruits, but the Slayer...” 

“We’ll  have  to  deal  with  the  bastard  sooner  or  later,”  Max  said, grimacing  again,  this  time  with  distaste  rather  than  weariness.  The  Slayer was   still   the  Guild  Master  of  the  Venture  Spears,  the  largest  Valerisen

Knight-Errant Guild in existence. Evidently, it wasn’t easy to convince the Knight-Errant  population  as  a  whole  that  they  had  been  infiltrated  by  a monster capable of possessing their bodies. 

Many  of  the  Venture  Spears  had  believed  the  accusations  though, especially  when  they  were  leveled  by  Jonn  Crask,  a  Knight-Errant  of mythical  repute.  These  individuals  had  either  left  the  Venture  Spears  or joined the Apocalypse Knights, eager to lend their efforts to Max’s cause. 

Nevertheless,  enough  of  the  Venture  Spears  remained  skeptical  for  the Slayer to hide behind and continue paying their guild fees, so that it wasn’t a simple matter of rooting the monster out and killing it. 

The Apocalypse Knights had full control of the portal to the main timeline,  and  they’d  acquired  several  magical  items  that  could  detect  the presence  of  any  monster  possessing  the  body  of  a  Knight-Errant,  so  the Slayer  had  little  opportunity  to  wreak  any  mischief  in  the  Apocalypse Horizon.  Perhaps  the  Slayer  could  send  non-possessed  Knights-Errant  to infiltrate the Apocalypse Knights, but Max would have to rely on the other Knight  Captains,  such  as  the  wily  and  irascible  Trisha  Weis,  to  root  them out. 

 I  can’t  worry  about  that  now.  Shaking  his  head,  Max  raised  his spyglass  again  and  directed  it  at  another  Dungeon.  This  one  was  a collection  of  massive  trees  sprouting  from  the  heart  of  Milvatown,  which sat adjacent to Viratown. The trees’ collective canopy of giant leaves hung over the surrounding buildings, and the gaps between thousands of trunks harbored pools of swimming and roiling shadows. 



 Full Moon Woods

 Dungeon: Level 99

 Monsters

 UNKNOWN



 The  other  two  are  further  inland.  Closer  to  Pureheart’s  Sacrifice, Max  thought  as  he  adjusted  his  spyglass  again,  tilting  its  lens  toward  the third Dungeon. To his surprise, this one seemed to be an incongruous patch of tall grass in the middle of Polusktown’s central district. 

 No,  not  a  patch,  Max  corrected  himself  as  he  estimated  the dimensions of the tall, swaying square of greenery.  It’s  at  least  a  hundred feet across, if not more. 



 Primal Heart

 Dungeon: Level 99

 Monsters

 UNKNOWN



 If  it’s  a  Dungeon  sporting  grassland  terrain,  I  should  get  the Hunnites  to  handle  it,    since  the  entire  Khanate  is  pretty  much  one  huge plain,   he  thought.  Maybe  they  can  bring  their  horses  with  them.  I  should talk  to Jargal Batugiin about this. 

Jargal  Batugiin  was  the  unofficial  leader  of  the  Hunnite  Knights-Errant who’d mutinied against their leader, Guyuk Altaigiin, and thrown in their lot with the Apocalypse Knights. They were a vicious and treacherous lot,  but  they  were  still  Knights-Errant,  motivated  by  Victory  Shards, enchanted items, and pieces of Dungeon metal. Max didn’t believe they’d

betray him as long as they had their run of the Apocalypse Horizon, where monsters and the rewards for slaying them abounded. 

Max looked upon the last Dungeon. It was a blocky square building with metallic walls, and it stood nearly thrice as tall as Crasatown’s town hall. The side of the building that faced Max was likely the entrance, since it  sported  what  appeared  to  be  a  massive  vault  door,  complete  with  an oversized wheeled locking mechanism, on its bottom half. 

 Don’t think I’ve ever seen such complicated clockwork before, not even in House Vaustika’s treasury,  he thought, angling his Soul Lens in the Dungeon’s direction. 



 Silver Vault

 Dungeon: Level 99

 Monsters

 UNKNOWN



“Alright.  We  know  what  we’ll  be  working  on  next,”  he  said, lowering his spyglass and turning to Flora. “When we get back to base, let’s round up all the knight captains and start figuring out the best way to tackle all these Dungeons as quickly as possible.” 

“Alright, Max.” Flora nodded. “I’ll gather everyone for a meeting.” 

Max clasped the Defender heartily on the pauldron and returned her nod appreciatively. Her cheeks colored anew, and a delighted smile spread across her face. 

“Poor  girl  knows  she  hasn’t  got  a  chance,  but  it  doesn’t  stop  her from  hoping  and  wishing,  that  somehow,  if  she  just  tried  hard  enough, 

worked hard enough for you, things might change,” Nesura whispered, her mental voice echoing through the depths of Max’s consciousness. “But they won’t, because the first thing you’re going to do when you get back to the base camp is Sava.” 

Max reached down and flicked the spirit familiar’s ear with a finger. 

She squealed indignantly, but before she could say anything, he pushed her head down into the pouch and buttoned the flap over her. 

“Is  Nesura  alright?”  Flora  asked,  looking  at  the  wriggling  pouch from which an endless string of obscenities emerged. “Did she want to tell us something?” 

“Yes. No.” Max sighed and slumped his shoulders, feeling waves of exhaustion rolling over him. He’d been fighting for more than twenty hours. 

And so had Flora, for that matter. The Defender’s face sported deep lines of fatigue beneath her eyes and across her cheeks. “Let’s get going. I know we only  have  a  bit  over  a  week  before  we  run  out  of  time  for  the Slaughterhouse of Infinite Blood, but we’re not going to achieve anything without some rest.” 

He  touched  the  bell’s  clapper  and  reappeared  at  the  base  of  the clock  tower.  Flora  followed.  She  took  out  a  Warp  Dais  from  her  ring  of holding,  set  it  down,  and  primed  its  connection  to  one  of  its  many counterparts at the Apocalypse Knights’ base camp. 

“It’s ready,” she said, after depressing a rune upon the squat stone device and causing it to emanate a faint blue radiance. 

“After you.” Max gestured to the Warp Dais. 

Flora gave him a tired smile and stepped upon the enchanted item. 

She disappeared in a flash of blue light. 

“Wow.  That’s  just  sad,”  Nesura  mumbled  from  the  depths  of  the pouch. “But you don’t have any trouble keeping her hopes up, don’t you?” 

“I’m not keeping anything of hers up. She’s a good soldier, and at this point, definitely a good friend.” Max sighed and scratched the back of his head. “But you know what, Nesura? You’re absolutely right. I need to talk  to  her,  plainly  and  clearly.  She  deserves  that  much,  at  least.  I  didn’t think I had to, not with Sava around, but I guess I was mistaken.” 

“Don’t  be  stupid,”  Nesura  scoffed.  “In  my  day,  I  strung  along  the hearts of thousands of blood thralls with the promise that one day I would grant them my Midnight Kiss. They were happy to die for me, and in fact, many of them did. The ones that survived I left to rot in their old age.” 

“Alright. And the point of that is?” Max said, closing his eyes and pinching the bridge of his nose in a futile attempt to stem the headache that typically followed the familiar’s rambling anecdotes. 

“Keep stringing her along! Have you seen how she looks at you? It wouldn’t even take much effort on your part. Just keep smiling and patting her  on  the  shoulder  like  you’ve  been  doing.  Personally,  I  don’t  see  the appeal,  because  you’re  quite  possibly  the  most  hideous  specimen  of masculinity I’ve ever come across in seven hundred and forty-three worlds, but you can never account for one’s tastes.” 

 It’s seven hundred and forty-three now?  Max scoffed and shook his head. The number of worlds the familiar claimed to have rampaged across kept changing. “No, I guess you can’t.” 

“Ha! I know!” The familiar pushed against the flap of the pouch but failed to overpower the buckle keeping it closed. “You can just get it over with and invite her to your tent! That’d really secure her loyalty, and I’m sure Sava wouldn’t mind the extra company!” 

“Alright.  That’s  it.  This  discussion  is  over.”  Max  closed  his  mind off from the familiar’s and stepped onto the Warp Dais. 
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The main Warp Dais at the Hisktown clock tower had been placed within  a  large  tent,  and  Max  had  scarcely  emerged  from  it  before  he  was accosted by Trisha Weis and several clerks wearing the red, high-collared uniforms  of  the  Truesteel  Clan.  Trisha  had  evidently  begun  questioning Flora, since the Defender had arrived a few moments before he did, but she wasted no time in rounding on him, her eyes burning with curiosity. 

“Cahya and Gunther didn’t make it, I heard,” Trisha said. She was a slender woman in her late twenties with long white hair and violet eyes, and she’d  recently  taken  to  wearing  close-fitted  leather  armor  instead  of  the flowing  dark  robes  Max  had  first  seen  her  in.  “That’s  too  bad.  Did  you recover anything from their bodies?” 

Max  nodded  and  took  out  Cahya’s  ring  of  holding.  Flora  did  the same  with  Gunther’s,  and  they  both  dropped  them  off  with  one  of  the clerks,  who  placed  them  within  a  small  cloth  sack.  Another  clerk  made  a few scribbles into her notebook. 

“That was all we could salvage. We didn’t have to make use of any of  their  items  in  the  Dungeon,”  Max  said.  “Make  sure  everything  gets  to their next-of-kin.” 

“Yes,  sir,”  the  clerk  with  the  notebook  said.  She  was  a  young woman who wore her dark hair in a neat bun on the top of her head. The nametag on her uniform read “Valdez.” 

Trisha frowned, and she shook her head, but Max would brook no objections on this matter. Every Apocalypse Knight had to name a next-of-kin. If the Apocalypse Knight perished, the named person would receive his or her items. 

The  Elementalist  had  wanted  to  share  out  the  possessions  of  the slain  amongst  the  survivors  instead.  That  was  a  path  to  disaster,  Max  had decided,  so  he’d  overruled  her.  Knights-Errant  were  individualistic  by nature and very possessive of the enchanted weapons and items they’d won through  their  efforts.  The  very  notion  of  someone  else  distributing  their possessions would be enough to spark a mutiny, looming apocalypse or not. 

Max  had  no  desire  to  end  up  like  Guyuk  Altaigiin,  who’d  mistakenly believed  he  could  treat  jaded  and  seasoned  Knights-Errant  like  obedient, regimentally  indoctrinated  soldiers,  and  who’d  been  slain  by  his  own followers as a result. 

“We  located  another  four  Dungeons  from  the  clock  tower  in Graiatown,”  Max  said,  nodding  to  Valdez,  before  launching  into  a  quick description  of  the  Dungeons’  appearance  and  respective  locations.  The clerk scribbled dutifully into her notebook. 

“Alright,  sir,  I’ll  have  this  put  up  on  the  general  bulletin  board,” 

Valdez said, snapping her notebook shut. “Is there anything else?” 

“Actually,  yes.  I  might  as  well  unload  all  the  Dungeon  metal  we picked up while you’re here,” Max said, raising his ring of holding. “Figure out my share and Flora’s, and make sure Cahya’s and Gunther’s next-of-kin get theirs.” 

Max and Flora transferred all the gold pieces they’d claimed from the monsters in the Kraken’s Wrath to one of the clerks’ rings of holding. 

Valdez scribbled in her notebook a bit more. 

“Should  I  top  up  your  ammunition  and  potions  from  your  share, sir?” the clerk asked. “Also, did you want to purchase anything else from our catalog?” 

“Yes, please go ahead and refill my quivers and racks.” Max took off his ring and handed it to Valdez. “As for buying new things, not just yet, I think. Maybe later. What about you, Flora?” 

“I’m all set too, Max.” Flora shook her head. “If anything comes to mind, I’ll get it myself. Don’t worry about it.” 

“Alright, then.” Max gave Valdez a thumbs-up. “We’re done here. 

Say hello to Stephens for me.” 

“Very  good,  sir.”  Valdez  nodded.  “I’ll  have  your  ring  of  holding delivered to your tent in a few hours. I’ll also convey your regards to Mr. 

Stephens.” 

“Thanks,” Max said. 

“You’re very welcome, sir,” Valdez replied. The clerks gave him a short bow, then turned and left. 

“How’s the roster?” Max asked, turning to Trisha. “No details. Just give me a brief overview.” 

“We’ve  got  just  over  a  hundred  Apocalypse  Knights,  including Jargal’s mob,” the Elementalist reported. “We also have a fairly even spread of all four Classifications. Everyone’s been hunting monsters in Hisktown, Misktown,  and  beyond,  using  the  invocation  wands,  and  working  on increasing their Level. That’s why nearly every Valerisen is above Level 4

now,  and  so  are  the  Hunnites.  There  are  roughly  five  or  six  Apocalypse Knights who’re still at Level 3. About a dozen have made it to Level 5, like you have. Congratulations, by the way.” 

“The  average  Level  is  4,  then.  Good,  because  Graiatown’s  now  a Level 4 region,” Max said, before frowning as one of Trisha’s details sank in. “Just over a hundred? What happened? Did a lot of people die? Did they leave?” 

“Eight or nine cohorts that went hunting in Misktown didn’t come back,”  Trisha  said  grimly.  “I  was  going  to  tell  you  this  later,  after  you’ve had  some  rest,  but  one  of  the  cohorts  that  took  an  invocation  wand  into Graiatown went missing too. This means we have only two left in base, plus the one you’re holding on to. By the way, did you test it? Can it be used to destroy a Dungeon core in this place?” 

“Yes, it can.” Max took out the wand from his pouch. “That means I don’t  have  to  attack  every  Dungeon  personally.  Other  cohorts  can  go without me. Here, I’ll re-infuse this one, so that it sets the monsters’ Level to 5 instead of 4.” 

Green  light  radiated  briefly  from  his  body  as  he  cast  Temporal Equalization.  The  wand  in  his  hand  pulsed  once  with  similarly  hued radiance. He handed it to Trisha. 

“Send larger search parties out after those who didn’t come back,” 

Max instructed next. He grinned as inspiration struck him. “Actually, send the Hunnites. They’re expert trackers and hunters, aren’t they? Or so they keep telling us.” 

“Jargal has volunteered to do just that, actually,” Trisha said. “I just wanted to clear it with you first.” 

“Alright, you have.” Max nodded. “Send them out.” 

“I  will,”  Trisha  said.  “I  assume  you’ll  be  moving  against  the Slaughterhouse of Infinite Blood soon?” 

“Yes,  but  I  want  to  speak  to  the  Knight  Captains  first,”  Max  told her.  He  glanced  over  at  Flora.  “I  know  you  said  you’d  gather  everyone, Flora,  but  you  need  to  go  get  some  rest,  as  I  do.  Trisha  can  arrange  the meeting.” 

“Alright,  Max.”  The  Defender  nodded  wearily.  “I’ll  see  you  later, then?” 

“Yes, you will.” Max clasped her on the shoulder again. “Thanks, Flora. And again, excellent work out there.” 

Flora  smiled  radiantly  before  walking  away  and  disappearing behind the tent flaps. Trisha scoffed and shot Max a pointed glare. 

“What?” he demanded irritably. 

“Someone  as  big,  tall,  and  mannish  as  her  shouldn’t  have  a  smile like  that,”  the  Elementalist  said  waspishly.  Her  gaze  turned  wry  and calculating. “But then again, she is a scion of the Truesteel clan. Marrying her  is  marrying  money,  power,  and  influence,  so  don’t  think  I  don’t  see what you’re doing.” 

“You  too?”  Max  growled.  Before  Trisha  could  ask  him  what  he meant  by  that,  he  held  up  his  hand  in  a  forestalling  gesture.  “Alright. 

Enough. I’m going to get some rest. Come find me in about eight hours or so.” 

“You  sure  you  don’t  need  more  time?”  Trisha  asked,  arching  her brow wryly. “The two of you make quite the racket, you know? I can hear everything.” 

“Then  move  your  tent  farther  away!”  Max  snapped,  walking  past the Elementalist as she tittered sardonically. He walked out of the tent and into  the  sprawling  encampment  the  Apocalypse  Knights  had  established around the Hisktown clock tower. 

Rows  of  wooden  storefronts  were  arrayed  on  the  clock  tower’s eastern side, all of them bearing a sign on which the words “Truesteel” had been stenciled. Apocalypse Knights, all clad in motley armor or draped in robes, milled in their midst, discussing their purchases with one another or any dozens of the uniformed Truesteel clerks. 

A  large  bulletin  board  had  been  set  up  near  the  Warp  Dais  tent, which sat about fifty strides south of the clock tower. Max spotted Valdez and her colleagues walking away, having pinned a large sheet of paper onto the board. A quick glance told him that it was a near-verbatim transcription of  his  summary  regarding  the  new  Dungeons.  He  nodded.  The  Truesteel clan’s employees were nothing if not efficient. 

The western and southern sides of the clock tower were dominated by  makeshift  taverns,  eateries,  and  other  sundry  vendors,  most  of  them Mundanes.  Max  wasn’t  surprised.  Entrepreneurship  didn’t  differentiate between  those  with  Soul  Lenses  and  those  without,  and  it  always  had  a place, even amidst the apocalypse. 

He strode over to one of the many food carts manned by hollering vendors,  took  out  a  few  copper  coins  from  his  belt  pouch,  and  put  them down onto a countertop. 

“Meat pie,” Max said to the vendor, a pot-bellied Mundane man in his middle years. The vendor’s eyes widened in surprise. 

“You!  You’re  the  Knight  Commander!”  he  cried.  “Maximo Strident!” 

“Yes.”  Max  sighed  and  gestured  for  the  vendor  to  hurry  up.  “Can you get my food, or should I go eat somewhere else?” 

“I most certainly can!” the vendor declared, his eyes shining with awe. “Meat pie, was it? Just a moment!” 

But  the  outburst  was  enough  to  draw  the  attention  of  everyone nearby. First one, then another of the Apocalypse Knights recognized Max. 

More and more vendors, most of them Mundanes, crowded around to catch a  glimpse  at  the  leader  of  their  erstwhile  customers.  Before  long,  Max found himself surrounded by Apocalypse Knights who were curious about what transpired in the Kraken’s Wrath. 

“We  destroyed  the  Dungeon,  but  we  lost  Cahya  and  Gunther,”  he said,  and  then  he  had  to  repeat  himself  several  times  until  enough  people got the message to pass it down without him. 

For  several  moments,  he  exchanged  polite  pleasantries  with  and suffered  clumsy  salutes  from  those  who’d  come  to  fight  under  his command.  He  clasped  hands  with  some,  congratulated  others  on  their success,  and  said  a  few  words  of  condolences  to  those  who’d  known  the fallen. 

Eventually,  the  Apocalypse  Knights  were  content  to  move  on  and spread the word of Max’s success. He clasped a few more hands and uttered a  few  more  inane  pleasantries,  and  then  they  were  gone,  leaving  him  to stand alone in front of the food cart where he’d purchased his pie. 

“I  kept  it  warm  for  you,  sir,”  the  man  said,  handing  over  a  paper package. “I figured you’d have to address your, uh, troops first.” 

“Thank you,” Max replied, genuinely grateful for the vendor’s good sense. “You have a good day, now.” 

“Oh,  I  most  certainly  will!”  the  man  crowed.  “The  Knight Commander himself bought one of my pies!” 

Max moved through the encampment, taking bites of his food and exchanging greetings and words with Apocalypse Knights along the way. It didn’t take him long to arrive at the large tent in which the Tobers lived. It

sat far enough away from the clock tower to be private and quiet while still remaining within its protective influence. 

The tent was a sturdy structure of canvas and steel, the best money could  buy,  and  it  stood  nearly  seven  feet  tall  and  stretched  twenty  feet across.  Max  had  paid  the  Truesteel  clan  to  build  more  substantial  and permanent housing for the Tobers. Soon, they would be able to move into a small house beneath the clock tower’s shadow. 

They’d tried sending the Tobers and Sava through the portal to the main timeline, of course. But none of them could enter the swirl of violet energy within the heart of the stone maze. They belonged to the Apocalypse Horizon, just like all the monsters here, and they couldn’t leave it. 

Thankfully,  Healing  spells,  good  food,  and  clean  water  had  begun to  wash  away  the  malnourishment  they’d  suffered.  Aldo’s  and  Beatrice’s cheeks were no longer gaunt, and the sunken look to their eyes had faded. 

But their gazes and mannerisms still carried the weight of countless horrific memories. Those, Max knew, would never go away. 

Corvis fared far worse. Healing spells, it turned out, didn’t work on whatever  was  ailing  him.  Corvis  had  taken  a  blade  to  one  of  his  lungs during the Hunnite war, and he’d never recovered fully since. He’d needed to rely on costly herbs to maintain his vigor and health, all so that he might lead some semblance of a normal and peaceful life. 

But then the Apocalypse Horizon had unfolded in this timeline, and Corvis  had  been  deprived  of  his  herbs  for  years.  Stress,  starvation,  and fatigue had laid waste to his vitality and brought him to the brink of death. 

Max  had  resumed  Corvis’s  medication  as  soon  as  he’d  been  able  to purchase the herbs, but it all seemed a bit too little and too late, at this point. 

Five physicians had been brought in to examine him so far, and they’d all left, shaking their heads helplessly. 

Max caught sight of Aldo first. The boy had grown very tall in this timeline. He was seated on a field chair, with a book open on his knees. A chest of lacquered wood sat open beside the chair, filled nearly to the brim with books. Aldo had always loved reading, and one of the first things Max had done after settling the Tobers in was to buy him stacks of books. 

Back  then,  the  boy  read  out  of  interest  and  curiosity.  Now,  the frantic twitch of his eyes and the desperate grasp he had on his book meant that  he  read  to  escape,  to  flee  the  horrific  circumstances  that  had  befallen him and to elude the waking nightmares of his memories. 

“Aldo!” Max called. “Kid! How’re things going?” 

Aldo shut his book and raised his head. For a minute, panic raced through his eyes, and Max almost thought that he’d flee, away from the tent and  the  clock  tower’s  protection  and  into  the  ghoul-infested  depths  of ruined Hisktown. If that happened, Max would have to chase and catch him. 

But Aldo didn’t run. He took a deep breath and put his book back into the chest. 

“Hi, Max,” the boy said. “I’m alright. Mom is fine, too. But Dad...” 

“Is he any better?” Max asked. 

“No.”  Aldo  gulped.  “I  think  he’s  gotten  worse,  actually.  Is  there anything you can do, Max?” 

“I might have a few ideas. But for now, let’s go check on him.” 

The  two  of  them  peeled  back  the  tent  flap  and  headed  in.  Faint candlelight  illuminated  the  interior,  but  it  wasn’t  difficult  for  Max  to  spot Corvis  lying  in  a  cot  in  the  corner  and  Beatrice  dozing  on  a  field  chair beside  him.  The  former  wasn’t  asleep.  He’d  been  holding  his  wife’s  hand

and gazing fondly upon her troubled face, but he turned to Max and Aldo as they entered. 

“Max!” Corvis said, a trembling smile spreading across his gaunt, wasted face. Once, he’d been a tall and powerfully built man, a formidable warrior and a steadfast soldier. Now, he looked like a talking skeleton. “It’s good to see you, buddy!” 

His  words  stirred  Beatrice,  and  she  came  awake,  blinking  blearily just  as  Max  and  Aldo  pulled  up  field  chairs  so  they  could  sit  by  Corvis’s side. 

“Hello,  Max,”  she  said,  rubbing  her  eyes.  In  the  main  timeline, Beatrice  had  been  a  petite  woman  with  short  dark  hair  and  a  pretty  face. 

Here,  she’d  lost  a  tremendous  amount  of  weight,  and  her  dark  eyes,  once soft and gentle, were now troubled and fearful. “Didn’t hear you come in. 

Would you care for some tea?” 

“Yes, please, if it’s not too much trouble,” Max replied. 

Beatrice  smiled,  squeezed  Corvis’s  hand  briefly,  and  left  the  tent. 

Max  had  set  up  a  fire  pit  a  dozen  strides  away.  He’d  also  built  a  small wooden  shack  and  filled  it  with  vats  of  fresh  water  and  barrels  of  food purchased from the Truesteel clan. 

“Feeling any better?” Max asked. 

The question drew a wheezing chuckle from Corvis, who raised his gaunt hand, peeled back his blanket, and revealed his emaciated frame. 

“What do you think?” he asked, shaking his head. “And yes, Max, I’ve been taking the herbs regularly. They don’t seem to work anymore.” 

“Damn it,” Max muttered under his breath, before catching himself and  casting  an  apologetic  glance  in  Aldo’s  direction.  Corvis  hadn’t  liked cursing in his son’s presence, but now he merely chuckled again. 

“The  kid  has  seen  and  heard  much  worse  over  the  last  few  years, Max,” Corvis said, reaching up and smacking Max lightly against the side of his knee. “Who cares about a little language now, at the end of things?” 

“It’s not the end,” Max replied. 

“Not for you,” Corvis said, sighing. “But it is for us, for our world. 

I suppose I should be grateful I got to spend its final days with my family and see you one last time, you irascible, horrible arse.” 

“Well, since you put it that way...” Max turned to Aldo. “Kid, it’s time you learned about your father’s strange fascination with other people’s arses.” 

Aldo  giggled,  and  for  a  moment,  he  seemed  young  again,  not  the prematurely  wizened  and  flighty  creature  Max  had  seen  outside,  looking desperately for an escape within the pages of a book. 

Beatrice returned with tea a few minutes later, and for a short while, Max was able to chat with his friends and enjoy their presence. The Tobers were undoubtedly scarred by their ordeal, but they were still themselves. Or at least, that was what Max desperately wanted to believe. 

“The real ones are just beyond the portal, Max. These are just pale shadows,  broken  by  their  torment,”  Nesura  whispered  into  his  mind.  The spirit  familiar  had  been  silent  for  more  than  an  hour  now,  but  she’d evidently decided now was an opportune time to start speaking again. 

“Shut  up,”  Max  hissed  back  in  reply.  He  didn’t  want  to  hear  her voice, not now, when he wanted to indulge in some semblance of normalcy with his friends. 

The  mental  conversation,  brief  as  it  was,  evidently  didn’t  go unnoticed  by  Corvis,  because  he  raised  a  trembling  hand  and  pointed  at Max’s belt pouch. 

“That bat of yours is sticking its head out of your pouch, Max,” he said.  “Did  it  just  tell  you  something?  I  remember  you  mentioning  how  it can send its thoughts to you, and you suddenly had a strange look on your face just now.” 

“Sharp  as  always,  Master-Sergeant  Tober,”  Max  said,  chuckling weakly as he thought about avenues of conversation that would allow him to change the subject. 

“Nessy’s not an  it,  dad,” Aldo corrected his father. The boy reached out and stroked Nesura’s furry head gently with a fingertip. “Nessy’s a  she.” 

“That’s  right,  cripple,”  Nesura  said.  “You’d  better  mind  how  you address me. And no, human child, I haven’t given you permission to stop. 

Keep stroking my head.” 

“What did Nessy tell you, Max?” Beatrice asked. 

“Nothing. Just more insults and rudeness,” Max said, glaring at the familiar. “I’m thinking maybe she doesn’t need to eat tonight. Or the next five weeks.” 

“No,  Max!  You  can’t!”  Aldo  insisted.  “You  can’t  starve  Nessy! 

Look at her! She’s so adorable!” 

“Adorable?”  Nesura  gasped  in  horror.  “Are  you  sure  you  didn’t mean sublimely, ravishingly, and infinitely beautiful?” 

“No, he didn’t,” Max said. “Anyway, it’s not important. Nesura’s a bitch. We all know that already. And she was just being herself.” 

“Max!” This time it was Beatrice’s turn to gasp. “Language!” 

“It’s alright, love,” Corvis said. “I was just telling Max here how a lot of things don’t matter anymore. Not now, anyway.” 

“Some  do,  always.”  Beatrice  set  aside  her  teacup  and  clasped  her husband’s hands tightly. 

“Of course, love. Of course.” Corvis smiled tremblingly at Beatrice. 

After a few moments of awkward silence, he turned to Max. “So what’s the situation, Major? Are we winning the war?” 

“That war’s over, Corvis.” Max couldn’t resist the small, sad smile that tugged at his cheeks. “And you know how that went.” 

“Our side saying that we won while the other side saying that they did?”  Corvis  scoffed.  “You  know  what  I  mean,  Max.  This  Apocalypse Horizon thing... you making any headway into taking care of it?” 

Max  briefly  explained  the  situation  with  the  Dungeons  and  the dwindling  number  of  Apocalypse  Knights.  He  sighed  as  he  brought  his account to a close. 

“I  could  really  use  your  help  out  there,”  he  said.  “It’d  be  like  the good old days, the two of us standing against the world.” 

“I would if I could, Max,” Corvis replied. “But to tell you the truth, even if I could and would, I’d rather not. I’m done fighting. I never liked it, not like you.” 

“I  know.  But  maybe  that’s  why  I’d  rather  have  you  out  there watching my back than anyone else.” 

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that, Max. You’ve got Sava back now, and  apparently,  you  can  give  her  a  Soul  Lens,  right?  Make  her  a  Knight-Errant, and have her watch your back.” 

“Oh, she does a lot more than watch, alright...” Nesura said, raising her voice so that everyone could hear her. “Watching is what  I do, since I don’t really have anywhere else to go. Not that I mind, since Sava is quite

possibly  the  most  beautiful  human  female  I’ve  ever  seen.  Max  is  hideous though, but—ow!” 

Max pulled the finger he’d used to flick Nesura across the ear away from  her  snapping  fangs.  She  huffed  and  flew  out  of  the  pouch,  before perching on Aldo’s shoulder. 

“Berate  him,  human  child!”  Nesura  insisted.  “You  saw  how  he brutalized my regrettably diminutive corporeal shell.” 

“Oh no, Nessy.” Beatrice picked the familiar up and put her down on a small wooden stool. “You don’t get to tell my son what to do. And for what it’s worth, you definitely deserved that last one.” 

“I  need  a  Transcendent  Gem  to  transfer  a  Soul  Lens  to  someone who  doesn’t  already  have  one,”  Max  said.  “I  already  have  Apocalypse Knights searching for it in the regions with clock towers. Soon, we’ll find one and...” 

“I know, Max, I know.” Corvis smiled. “You’ll transfer a Soul Lens to me and heal me, just like Artur Brightblade healed your wounds when he turned you into a Knight-Errant. You already told me this several times, and if you need to hear it again, I’ll oblige you. I accept, if you can find one of those gems. I’m not afraid of death, not now, but I’m not eager to meet it either.  So  yes,  I’ll  happily  become  a  Knight-Errant  if  it  means  I  get  more time with my family.” 

“Alright, Corvis. Alright.” Max reached out and patted his friend’s shoulder  gently.  “I  might  be  able  to  send  others  after  the  Dungeons  from now on, so maybe I can handle the searching myself. We’ll get you on your feet soon enough, buddy.” 

With  that,  the  conversation  soon  drew  to  a  close.  Max  said  his farewells  to  the  Tobers  and  left  their  tent,  with  Nesura  trailing  in  the  air

behind him. To his utmost annoyance, she perched on the top of his head and projected a Soul Lens screen. 

  

 Sanguine Wing

 Persistent Spell

 Level 5

 Wing of blood, can be shaped into limb or turned into 5 short-range Ice elemental projectiles, 5 minutes

 Mana Cost: 35 Mana



“Oh?  Is  that  your  new  ability  from  reaching  Level  5?”  he  asked. 

“So now you have an ice elemental attack, eh? That’d come in handy.” 

“Oh, no doubt,” Nesura said. Max felt the familiar draw upon her Mana. A single wing of swirling crimson emerged from his left shoulder. It was bat-like in proportion and appearance, and it spanned nearly three feet in length. 

“Damn it! Of course my spell would originate from you!” Nesura huffed  in  annoyance.  A  curious  sensation,  like  something  pushing  at  his temple  from the inside, had Max blinking in irritation and bewilderment. 

“What did you do?” he demanded. 

“I  just  transferred  full  control  of  the  Sanguine  Wing  to  you,”  the familiar replied. “Go on. Try to move it a bit.” 

Max shrugged and reached out mentally toward the crimson wing. 

It  responded  as  readily  to  his  will  as  his  own  sword  arm  did.  A  thought transformed  into  a  hand  of  blood.  It  was  an  uncanny,  grotesque,  but  fully functional  appendage.  Max  summoned  Stridentsong  and  directed  the

enchanted sword to manifest in the bloody hand’s grasp. It did so without missing a beat. He grinned, dismissed the sword, and had it reappear in his right hand, before tossing it over his shoulder and catching it with the blood hand. 

“Well, now that gives me a few ideas,” he said. 

“Wait  till  this  spell  gets  to  Level  7  or  Level  8,”  Nesura  replied. 

“Then we can have  two wings.” 

“Which means four hands that can use up to four weapons at once.” 

Max  dismissed  Stridentsong  and  released  his  mental  grasp  over  the  blood hand, allowing it to revert to a wing. “Very nice.” 

“No, no, no.” Nesura grunted in exasperation. “You’re not hearing me.  Two  wings. Two! What does that mean?” 

She continued talking before Max could voice any reply. 

“Flight! You can fly! Like I used to, sword in hand, aloft on wings of crimson, and my enemies shrieking and fleeing beneath my shadow!” the familiar cried. 

“I  already  have  a  spell  that  grants  me  flight,”  Max  pointed  out, projecting a Soul Lens screen. 



 Swift Flight

 Instantaneous spell

 Level 3

 Grants caster flight (fast) for 1 minute

 Mana Cost: 18 Mana



“Look, it even costs less Mana than Sanguine Wing,” he continued. 

“If I need to fly, I’ll stick with this.” 

“But  Swift  Flight  lasts  for  only  a  single  minute,  and  it  grants  you much  less  agility  in  the  air,”  Nesura  protested.  “And  that’s  not  all  that Sanguine Wing can do. Look!” 

The familiar seized control of the crimson wing again and sent its tips  snapping  forward,  filling  the  air  with  a  hissing  crack.  Five  spikes  of frozen blood darted into the ground, punching easily through the flagstones of what used to be Hisktown’s central district. 

 Ah,  that’s  why  it  can  be  used  as  an  ice  elemental  spell,  Max thought.  He  glanced  up  at  Nesura,  who  was  still  perched  on  his  head. 

“Alright. You’ve convinced me. Sanguine Wing is an excellent spell. I’ll be counting on you to put it to good use, since you’re far more familiar with it than I am.” 

“Speaking  of  familiarity,  I  took  another  look  through  your memories  and  realized  that  you  have  no  experience  with  aerial  combat,” 

Nesura said. “You need to get some training in.” 

“I’ll get to it when I can.” 

They’d reached the bustling center of the base camp again, and this time,  Max  began  making  his  way  to  the  western  side  of  the  tower,  which had  been  designated  an  open,  general-purpose  space.  Most  of  the Apocalypse  Knights  used  it  for  training  or  testing  out  their  spells  or enchanted items. 

The  open  area  was  crowded,  as  always.  Clusters  of  Apocalypse Knights had gathered around to behold the spectacle that would unfold from sunrise to sunset every day, without fail: Sava sparring with Warmongers, 

Infiltrators, and even the occasional Defender, and imparting the occasional piece of advice or instruction on swordplay. 

As  Max  made  his  way  through  the  crowd,  he  saw  that  Sava’s training opponent this time was the Infiltrator named Kerana, a red-haired woman who fought with a pair of enchanted sabers. Kerana’s lithe form was sheathed in dark leather armor, but her blades were lined with yellow light. 

Max recognized it as a blunting enchantment that would turn any weapon’s otherwise lethal bite into a stinging, stunning, but ultimately harmless jolt. 

Despite  being  an  Infiltrator  rather  than  a  Warmonger,  Kerana fancied  herself  a  master  of  the  blade,  or  so  Max  had  been  told  by  others, and he definitely agreed that she was more than competent with her sabers. 

No, she was good. Very good, in fact. As she twirled her blades and threw them  into  devastating  offensive  sequences  and  combination  attacks,  Max started doubting he’d be able to beat her easily. 

She was definitely very good. 

But  Sava  was  better.  She  was  a  small,  compact  woman,  dusky  of complexion  and  dark  of  eye,  and  she  wore  a  gray  sleeveless  tunic  and belted trousers of a simple but practical cut. Her short black hair danced in time with her graceful, precise movements as she brought her blade forms to  life  through  the  dueling  sword  in  her  right  hand  and  picked  apart Kerana’s attacks. 

Sava’s  Swaying  Willow  Guard  stymied  and  bewildered  the  red-haired Infiltrator’s attempt at a flurry of blade strokes. Her Iron Aegis Block sent Kerana reeling back, her sabers ringing in her hands. Sava executed a Lightness  Step—the  exact,  orthodox  way  it  was  meant  to  be  used—and circled  around  to  the  Infiltrator’s  back.  Her  dueling  sword  came  to  a  rest upon Kerana’s neck, signaling an end to the sparring match. 

Kerana  growled  in  frustration  and  rammed  her  blades  back  into their sheaths. She turned to face Sava, clasped hands with her briefly, and walked away. 

Max smiled ruefully at the sight. He now truly understood why his father had chosen her to be the Grandmaster of the Strident Blade Academy. 

Ten years ago, he might have matched her blade to blade, with him possibly having a slight edge over her. Now, he didn’t stand a chance. Oh, he’d last a lot longer than Kerana and hold his own much better, of course, but Sava would pick him apart without his Prowess spell and enchanted items. 

But  that  was  the  problem.  Sava,  for  all  her  prowess,  was  still  a Mundane. She had no spells and could barely make use of any enchanted items. If Kerana had used her Prowess spell or her Cloak spell, she would have  made  short  work  of  the  Strident  Swordpath  Grandmaster.  Sava  had agreed  to  receive  a  Soul  Lens  though,  so  Max  only  needed  to  find  a Transcendent Gem and transfer one to her. 

 I  don’t  even  need  to  guess  what  Classification  she’ll  get,   Max thought, thinking back to the shadowy doppelganger of Sava he’d fought in the  Feast  of  Dusk.  That  monster  had  been  a  strange  simulacrum  of  a Knight-Errant  Duelist,  and  it  had  drawn  upon  Max’s  memories  to  mimic Sava’s  appearance  and  movements  with  uncanny  precision.  He  couldn’t imagine her having any other type of Classification. 

Scattered  applause  arose  from  the  Apocalypse  Knights  who’d gathered  to  watch.  Some  of  them  exchanged  coins  amongst  themselves, having obviously made bets on the outcome of the sparring match. A few bolder  ones,  a  motley  collection  of  Defenders  and  Infiltrators  at  the forefront  of  the  observers,  tossed  a  few  good-natured  jeers  and  taunts  at Kerana. 

Their comments were teasing and humorous, rather than hurtful and insulting,  but  the  Infiltrator’s  green  eyes  flashed  with  rage.  Her  hands snapped  forward,  and  black  metallic  spikes  streaked  from  her  bracers  to punch into the ground dangerously close to the feet of her hecklers. Their mirth died right away, and they turned to leave, muttering angrily beneath their breaths. 

“You’ve got to lighten up,” Max said as Kerana walked by him. 

The  Infiltrator  halted  in  her  tracks,  and  her  eyes  widened  in  mild surprise. 

“Why  hello  there,  Knight  Commander,”  she  said,  her  voice  laden with wryness. “How nice of you to join us all this afternoon.” 

Whispers  of  surprise  and  murmurs  arose  among  the  Apocalypse Knights  as  they  realized  that  their  leader  was  in  their  midst,  but  before anyone could speak to Max, Kerana scanned him abruptly and projected a Soul Lens screen. Her face crumpled with irritation as she read its contents. 



 Maximo Strident

 Classification: Arcanist

 Level: 5



“You’re Level 5 too?” the Infiltrator growled. “But how...?” 

“I just fought my way through a Dungeon and destroyed it,” Max said. “That might have something to do with it.” 

He scanned her back, then. 



 Kerana Ollster

 Classification: Infiltrator

 Level: 5



“Hey, not bad. You made it to Level 5 too. Not many others have,” 

Max continued. “Keep it up, Kerana. I know you’ve been at this a lot longer than I have, but don’t let the fact that you aren’t much farther ahead get you down.” 

Laughter  arose  from  the  Apocalypse  Knights.  The  closest  ones congratulated Max. The others whispered excitedly to themselves. Some of them even began striding out from the open area and heading away from the clock  tower,  freshly  inspired  to  hunt  more  monsters,  earn  more  Victory Shards, and increase their Level. Kerana huffed in frustration and stomped off, shoving aside anyone too slow to get out of her way. 

Max’s  chuckles  died  in  his  throat,  and  he  sighed  inwardly  as  the remaining Apocalypse Knights closed in around him. He really didn’t have the patience for another round of backslapping and small talk. 

Salvation came in the form of a lean, tightly muscled, and duskily complexioned  figure  who  pushed  her  way  through  the  ranks  of  the Apocalypse Knights to stand in front of Max. Sava looked up at him, her eyes bright with life and eagerness. 

“Hey...” Max began, only for her to reach up, seize him by the lip of his gorget, and begin dragging him away. The Apocalypse Knights cheered and clapped as they stepped aside, allowing the petite woman to pull their leader along in her wake. 

It  didn’t  take  them  too  long  to  reach  his  tent.  It  was  tall  and spacious, though it was nowhere near as large as the Tobers’, since it was only meant to accommodate one or two people. Sava dragged Max into its

depths  and  buttoned  the  flap  up  behind  them.  At  some  point  during  the journey to his tent, Nesura had hopped off his head. He didn’t know where she’d gone, and he didn’t care. 

Conscious  of  what  he’d  heard  about  the  sounds  coming  from  his tent, Max quickly retrieved his sanctuary item and brought the two of them into its extra-dimensional space. Her scent, still laden with sweat, filled the interior of the magical cabin, and Max was sure his own bouquet of sweat, salt, and death did the same, but if she didn’t mind, then neither did he. A single  tap  on  a  stud  upon  his  gorget  had  his  armor  retracting  into  a  steel band around his wrist, leaving him standing in little more than a rough tunic and pair of trousers. 

He  looked  up  and  realized  that  Sava  was  now  wearing  even  less than that. She was obviously in no mood to talk. 

That was fine, because neither was he. 
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Many hours later, Max woke up in one of the cabin’s cots with Sava in his arms. She was still asleep, and she murmured softly as he brushed a stray lock of hair from her brow. Sava was older in this timeline, but though it was impossible, she looked the same as he’d seen her last: fierce, radiant, and  beautiful.  Apparently,  four  years  had  passed  since  the  Apocalypse Horizon  had  unfolded.  Four  years  of  hiding,  scavenging,  and  fighting ghouls with the dueling sword she’d carried everywhere. It was his family’s ancestral  blade,  the  Strident  Tear,  but  it  had  been  broken  when  Guyuk’s followers had captured her and the Tobers. Max had retrieved the blade, but it was mangled beyond repair. 

 It doesn’t matter. The Strident Tear, the Blade Academy, everything about  the  Strident  Swordpath.  None  of  it  does,  Max  thought,  running  his gaze over Sava’s face and the curves of her body.  Only she matters. Only... 

He frowned as he caught sight of Nesura perched upon a pack. The bat had a disturbingly human leer on her face. 

“Shut up,” he sent to her mentally. 

“I haven’t said anything yet,” Nesura replied. 

“You’re saying something now.” Max glared at her. “Shut up.” 

“Technically,  I’m  not.”  Nesura  grinned.  “We’re  speaking  through our  mental  bond  at  the  moment.  Did  you  want  me  to  actually  say something?” 

“Do you want me to feed you to Garlocke?” Max shot back. “How long have you been there anyway? I thought you wandered off to steal food from the vendors.” 

“As your familiar, I can’t be more than approximately five hundred feet  from  you  at  any  given  time.  The  vendor  stalls  are  quite  a  bit  beyond that.  As  your  Level  increases,  so  will  that  distance.  And  as  for  how  long I’ve been here... well. Let’s just say that I enjoyed the show. Most of it.” 

“Get out,” Max demanded. 

“No.” Nesura smirked. 

“You little...” he began, but Sava stirred. She smiled hungrily and climbed  atop  him.  Nesura’s  laughter  echoed  through  the  shadows  of  his mind. 

The  early  morning  found  Max  and  Sava  outside  the  tent,  lightly dressed, with cups of steaming tea and buns filled with dried fruit in their hands. A Truesteel Clerk had dropped off Max’s ring of holding sometime in the early evening. 

Many  Apocalypse  Knights  were  stirring  too,  though  snoring  still resounded from the depths of many tents. Max had given them free reign to manage their own schedules, but he would require a bit more organization from them moving forward. 

“I was going to ask you how you’re faring,” he said to Sava. “But then we got a little sidetracked.” 

“Oh,  I’d  say,”  she  replied,  a  broad  grin  on  her  face.  Nesura  was perched  on  her  shoulder.  The  incorrigible  bat  was  still  smirking.  Sava pinched off some of her bun and fed it to the familiar. Her grin turned into a soft  smile.  “And  I’m  fine,  Max.  I’m  doing  just  fine.  Strange  as  it  may sound, I feel better now than I have in years.” 

“Well, of course. You were fighting for your life over the last four years,” Max said. “Here, you’re safe.” 

“I  meant  I  haven’t  been  fine  for  longer  than  that,  even  before  the monsters  came  and  the  world  ended,”  Sava  explained.  “Your  father  made me Grandmaster of the Blade Academy shortly after your mother’s funeral, and then he washed his hands off the whole thing, leaving me to run it by myself.  And  for  years,  I  did,  while  you  fought  the  Hunnites,  mucked around, and then became a Knight-Errant, of all things.” 

“You  weren’t  happy  as  the  Grandmaster,  I  take  it,”  Nesura  said. 

“Judging from Max’s memories, his father wasn’t the easiest person to get along with. He must have made your life hell.” 

Sava’s smile turned sad. She shook her head and met Max’s gaze. 

“I haven’t had the chance to tell you this yet, Max, but Grandmaster Turino  fell  apart  not  long  after  your  mother  died.  He  turned  into  this confused  and  sad  man  who  was  always  asking  me  where  his  son  was.  I wrote you letters, begging you to visit, but you never did. I was so angry with you then. And yes, I realized later that it wasn’t your fault.” 

Max  nodded  grimly.  The  Inquisitorial  Enforcers  had  blocked  all correspondence  between  the  Dominion’s  civilian  population  and  the military during the war. He’d only discovered that when he’d joined their ranks as an Inquisitor Major with the Special Investigations Unit. 

But  it  was  Sava’s  description  of  his  father  that  shocked  and saddened him. Turino Strident had been a colossus of a man, fearsome and mighty. Nothing Max had achieved in his life had ever been good enough to impress him, and now nothing ever would, because he was dead, just like every  living  soul  in  this  gods-forsaken  place  except  the  Apocalypse Knights, Sava, and the Tobers. 

“It  wasn’t  difficult,  running  the  Blade  Academy,”  Sava  said.  “I handled the work and the instruction well, and student enrolment actually increased after my ascension. But I was miserable.” 

“Because this big oaf was too busy slaughtering people or leading them to their deaths to be there?” Nesura asked, accepting another pinch of bread. 

“Yes,  that  was  a  large  part  of  it.”  Sava  chuckled.  A  strange brittleness entered her smile, which Max found wondrous to behold. In all the years they’d known each other, she’d never seemed so vulnerable, never been  so  beautiful.  The  Sava  of  his  time  alternated  between  fire  and  ice: exhilarating  and  passionate  one  moment,  and  cold  and  contemptuous  the next. Being with her was tiring. Toxic, even. 

This  Sava  was  free  of  such  a  contradiction.  The  horrors  of  the Apocalypse Horizon had left the Tobers scarred on many levels, but they’d had  a  different  effect  on  her,  Max  realized.  She’d  thrived  in  a  crucible  of death and chaos and emerged stronger and purer. 

“And so have you,” Nesura said mentally to Max. “Your memories tell me all I need to know what you were like before you received your Soul Lens.  You  were  lost  and  anxious,  and  that  anxiety  drove  you  toward  the pursuit  of  power  and  status.  But  look  at  you  now:  cunning  and  brutal, playing a tune to which a hundred wildly untamable Knights-Errant dance. 

You  needed  this,  Max.  You  needed  the  Apocalypse  Horizon.  It  made  you whole, as it did for her. You and Sava are two of a kind.” 

Max  didn’t  have  the  words  to  reply,  so  he  sent  a  vague, noncommittal pulse of acknowledgement back through the bond he shared with  his  familiar.  It  was  enough  for  her.  Nesura  puffed  her  chest  up  and preened, a self-satisfied smile on her face. 

“It was the Swordpath, too.” A strange, savage expression fell over Sava’s face. “The blade is an instrument of death, of war and slaughter. It spills  blood.  It  isn’t  a  self-indulgent  dance  for  rich  children  to  dabble  in. 

Nor is it a tool used in polite and civilized duels. I came to realize I didn’t want to teach people how to use the sword. I wanted to kill them with it.” 

“I  like  that.”  Nesura  cackled.  “I  like  her.  But  you  both  knew  that already.  No,  I   love  her.  When  I  get  my  body  back,  Max,  I’m  stealing  her from you, and you can be the one watching.” 

“You could have come to me, Sava. Signed up with the army and came into my regiment. There was plenty of killing to be done. Too much for most people, in fact,” Max said, fighting down the urge to hurl a Jolting Arc at Nesura. “And after the war, if you’d joined the Inquisition like I did, you  would  have  found  that  there’s  no  end  to  the  lowlifes  and  degenerate filth that need slaughtering. You could have killed to your heart’s content.” 

“I did think of that, Max. I’d considered closing the Blade Academy many  times  or  simply  handing  the  whole  thing  off  to  one  of  the  senior instructors. But it was your family’s legacy. Your father’s. I know you two had your differences, but he loved you, Max. He took me in and raised me, too. I couldn’t just throw the Blade Academy away, not even when he was too far gone to know what was going on anymore.” 

“So I stayed and stewed in my misery,” she continued. “And then one day, he died. I went to check on him in the morning, and he was simply no longer breathing. I felt free, then. I handed his body to a funeral house and  took  the  next  ferry  down  to  Hisktown,  where  I’d  heard  you’d  been deployed. But then the Enforcers’ precinct station told me that you’d been expulsed  from  their  ranks,  and  your  only  known  next-of-kin  was  Corvis Tober.” 

“That  was  why  you  were  with  him  and  his  family  when  the Apocalypse  Horizon  unfolded,”  Max  said.  “I  cannot  imagine  how horrifying it must have been.” 

“It  really  was,  at  least  at  first.”  Sava  shrugged.  “All  these impossibly strong and fast monsters killing and eating people everywhere. 

But  then  Corvis  accidentally  activated  that  strange  item  you’d  left  behind and weakened one of the monsters enough for me to kill it. We ran, hid, and survived, and you know the rest.” 

Max  nodded.  It  wasn’t  the  first  time  Sava  had  explained  how  she and  the  Tobers  had  survived  over  the  last  four  years,  but  she  hadn’t  said anything about his father or her thoughts about the Blade Academy before, and  he  hadn’t  wanted  to  press  her  nor  the  Tobers  for  any  further information. 

“But  then  you  found  us,  Max.”  Sava’s  smile  returned  to  her  face. 

“And now I’m free, and I’m with you, so when I say I’m fine, I really am. 

There’s only one more thing that would make things, good as they are now, even better.” 

“Getting you a Soul Lens, so you can kill alongside me,” Max said. 

“Yeah. That’s happening as soon as we find a Transcendent Gem. The last one I saw was rather deep inland, and we’ll be getting there sooner rather than  later.  And  there’s  no  reason  to  believe  there’s  only  a  single Transcendent Gem in existence. The Apocalypse Knights might very well locate another in the regions we’ve set up clock towers in so far.” 

“I  know,”  Sava  said,  grinning.  “In  case  you  haven’t  noticed, patience is one of my many virtues.” 

“Oh,  and  there  are  so  many  of  them,”  Nesura  added,  an  adoring sigh fluttering from her lips. Max frowned at the sight of his familiar draped

across  Sava’s  shoulders  and  wondered  if  he  should  be  disturbed  by  how taken Nesura was with her. 

“You definitely should be,” the bat cackled into his mind. “Oh yes, you  should  be.  She’s  mine,  Max.  But  for  now,  I’m  content  to  let  her  be ours.” 

“Yeah,  I’m  going  to  feed  you  to  Garlocke,”  Max  decided,  giving voice to his thoughts. “He hasn’t had a snack in a while.” 

“The  two  of  you  must  have  the  most  interesting  conversations  in your heads,” Sava said, looking amusedly from Max to Nesura. “And yes, let’s  see  Garlocke  again.  I  haven’t  spoken  to  him  in  a  few  days.  He’s  so cute!” 

“Cute?”  Nesura  gagged.  “The  overgrown  smelly  lizard  brute  is anything but that!” 

“Oh, Nessy.” Sava pinched the bat’s cheek fondly. “You’re cute too. 

Don’t be jealous.” 

“I  should  check  on  Garlocke,  actually.”  Max  took  out  the summoning  totem.  “He’s  Level  5  now.  I  wonder  if  he’s  gotten  any  new abilities or spells.” 

Gray  smoke  poured  from  the  totem,  then  drifted  away  upon  the brisk  morning  breeze,  leaving  behind  a  bipedal  lizard  that  stood  roughly three  feet  taller  than  Max  and  outweighed  him  by  four  to  five  hundred pounds. Garlocke snickered his toe-claws and sniffed at the air. 

“Bat is still stupid and ugly,” he said, right away. “Smells bad, too.” 

“Shut up!” Nesura raged. “Like you’re any better!” 

“I am.” Garlocke’s tongue flickered out from between his fangs. He turned to Max, then Sava. “Hello, Max. Hello, Sava.” 

“Hi, Garlocke!” Sava got to her feet and stroked the raptor’s head as he lowered it, despite Nesura’s hissing protests. “It’s good to see you.” 

“Yes.” Garlocke cast Max a sidelong look. “I like her.” 

“Me too, Garlocke. Me too,” Max agreed, angling his Soul Lens at his spirit beast. 



 Garlocke

 Spirit Beast: Raptor

 Level 5

 Soul-Bound to Maximo Strident

 Health: 145/145

 Mana: 16/16

 Physical Attributes

 Strength: 35

 Dexterity: 36

 Fortitude: 30

 Perception: 19

 Abilities

 Scything Reap

 Lacerating Bite

 Devastating Pounce



“I am stronger now, Max,” Garlocke said. “But I need more Levels before I can cast spells.” 

 Garlocke  can  cast  spells?  Max  felt  his  eyes  widen  in  surprise. 

“Understood. We’ll get you there, Garlocke.” 

“Yes.” The raptor nodded. “We aren’t fighting now.” 

“No, we aren’t,” Max agreed. “Alright. I’ll let you go. Sleep well.” 

“You’re  leaving  already?”  Sava  petted  the  raptor’s  head  one  more time. “That’s a shame, Garlocke. See you later.” 

“You will.” Garlocke bumped his brow gently into Sava’s shoulder. 

His  tongue  flickered  from  his  mouth  again.  “I  like  you.  I  don’t  like  the stupid bat.” 

“Feeling’s mutual! And who are you calling stupid, you imbecile?” 

Nesura spat. 

“Whom,” the raptor corrected, then dissipated into wisps of smoke before Nesura could reply. 

“I’ll  bite  his  eyes  out!”  the  familiar  raved,  taking  to  the  air  and flapping her wings furiously. “I’ll shit in his ears!” 

“They’re  so  adorable  together,”  Sava  said,  laughing.  “Don’t  you think so, Max?” 

“No. No, I don’t,” Max said, shaking his head. He finished the last of his tea and caught sight of Trisha making her way toward his tent. Many more than eight hours had passed since the Elementalist had said she would convene the Knight Captains, but it was alright. Max had needed more rest than he’d anticipated. 

Sava caught sight of Trisha too. She walked up to Max, kissed him on the cheek, then reached into their tent and retrieved her dueling sword. 

“Looks like it’s time for you to get to work,” she said. 

“It is.” Max nodded. “I’ll see you later.” 

“You  most  definitely  will.”  Sava  petted  Nesura  one  more  time before  striding  away.  Max  let  his  gaze  linger  on  her  departing  form  until Trisha  had  walked  too  close  for  him  to  ignore,  and  he  had  to  turn  to  her, suppressing an inward sigh as he did so. 

“We’re  ready,  Knight  Commander,”  the  Elementalist  said.  “The Knight Captains are waiting for you in your command tent.” 

“Alright. Let’s go.” 
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Max’s  command  tent  was  a  simple  and  sturdy  canvas  structure,  standing eight  feet  tall  and  sitting  a  few  strides  from  the  tent  that  held  the  base’s main  Warp  Dais.  It  had  enough  space  for  the  eight  individuals  waiting within  to  stand  comfortably  in  a  loose,  milling  cluster  around  the  large round table set in its center. 

They turned to Max as he pushed through the tent flaps and entered. 

The  window  screens  had  been  rolled  up,  filling  its  interior  with  early morning sunlight and giving him a good look at his Knight Captains. After rescuing Sava and the Tobers from the Slayer, Max had appointed several more Knight Captains to take the place of the fallen and those who’d gone to fight alongside Jonn Crask beyond the Apocalypse Horizon. 

One of them was Jargal Batugiin, who’d become the de-facto leader of  the  Hunnite  Apocalypse  Knights.  The  Warmonger  stroked  his  long, flowing beard and grinned as Max walked up to the table, dragged a chair out, and sat down. 

“Ah,  so  now  we  can  sit?  After  our  esteemed  Knight  Commander does?” Jargal asked. 

“I never said that,” Max replied. “All of you could have sat down whenever you wanted to. I don’t know why none of you didn’t.” 

“Ah. I see.” Jargal cleared his throat abashedly and followed Max’s example, pushing his belted sword to the side as he sat. The other Knight

Captains did the same, with Trisha seated at Max’s left hand and Flora at his right. 

Talos  Resko,  a  powerfully  built  man  wearing  plate  armor  adorned with spikes, sat next to Flora. Fiona Hark, a slim woman clad in chainmail, took  a  place  beside  Trisha.  They  nodded  to  Max,  their  mannerisms  laden with respect and their eyes burning with curiosity. 

“I won’t keep you long,” Max said. “There are a few things I need to discuss with everyone here. A good number of our Apocalypse Knights have gone missing out there, in the regions already secured by clock towers. 

They  could  have  fallen  to  monsters,  but  I  doubt  it,  since  these  places, Hisktown and Misktown, are Level 2 and Level 3 respectively.” 

“You  suspect  that  there’s  something  else  out  there,  hunting  our people down,” Fiona said. 

“Yes.  That’s  why  I’ve  decided  to  send  Jargal  and  those  under  his command  to  search  for  any  traces  of  the  lost,”  Max  said,  directing  his regard to the Hunnite. “Trisha has probably already told you that I’d assign this task to you. If there’s anything left to rescue, it will be rescued. If not, gather  what  information  you  can,  Jargal.  If  you  can  eliminate  whatever’s been killing our people, all the better.” 

“You  can  count  on  me,  Khankiller,”  the  Hunnite  said,  grinning toothily. “We will not let you down.” 

“Glad to hear that,” Max said. “Now, for the next order of business. 

Most  of  you  would  have  read  the  bulletin  board  by  now.  We  have  five Dungeons  to  deal  with,  and  probably  another  four  more,  once  I’ve destroyed the Slaughterhouse of Infinite Blood.” 

“Going  by  this  trend,  you’re  worried  that  destroying  one  of  these new  Dungeons  might  result  in  the  revelation  of  eight  or  even  sixteen

others,”  Talos  reasoned.  “And  soon  there  will  be  too  many  Dungeons  for you to feasibly handle.” 

“Exactly,” Max said. “I can’t be the only one attacking Dungeons anymore.  The  Apocalypse  Knights  will  have  to  form  cohorts,  venture  out into the Apocalypse Horizon, and sort out these Dungeons without me.” 

“We  can  do  that  with  these  invocation  wands,”  Trisha  said, retrieving the rods from her ring of holding and setting them upon the table. 

“Two of these will set the Levels of monsters to 4, while this third one here will set them to 5. Our Knight Commander has also tested a wand against a Dungeon core and proven its effectiveness.” 

“That’s  good  news,”  said  Vasco,  a  Knight  Captain  Elementalist seated across the round table. He was a lean man with short dark hair and a neatly trimmed beard, and he wore robes of a dark blue hue. “We can do something more than hunting monsters and hoping that you’d choose us to be in your cohort. I will attack one of these Dungeons.” 

“Excellent.  Pick  one  of  them  later,  gather  your  cohort,  and  move out as soon as you can.” Max picked up one of the invocation wands and tossed it to Vasco. 

The Elementalist caught it and grinned. 

“Yes,  Knight  Commander.”  Vasco  twirled  the  wand  briefly  in  his fingers,  scanned  it  with  his  Soul  Lens,  and  arched  a  brow.  “The  spell infusion in this one is Level 4.” 

“Which  is  fitting,  because  so  are  you,”  Kerana  spoke  up.  She looked  Max  right  in  the  eye  and  held  out  a  hand.  “Give  me  the  Level  5

wand. I’ll take down one of those Dungeons at Level 5.” 

“Sounds good to me.” Max tossed the Infiltrator the rod in question. 

He picked up the last one. “Anybody else?” 

“I’ll  take  one,”  said  Mila  Kunst,  a  Knight  Captain  Warmonger sitting next to Vasco. She caught the invocation wand when Max lobbed it to  her  and  nodded.  “There  were  four  originally,  right?  One  was  lost.  We know  the  number  of  wands  you  can  infuse  with  your  spell  can’t  exceed your Level, so can you infuse one more, now that you’re Level 5, or two, to replace the one that’s been lost?” 

“As you know, I have to physically touch a wand and strip it of its infusion before it doesn’t count against my limit,” Max said. “So I can only infuse one more, unless someone brings me the lost wand.” 

“What if that wand has been destroyed?” Fiona asked. “Would its spell infusion unravel and free you to infuse another?” 

“If it’s destroyed, then yes,” Max replied. He turned to Flora. “You have  any  more  of  those  wands?  I  want  to  see  how  many  wands  I  can infuse.” 

“Sure,  Max.”  The  Defender  nodded  and  retrieved  a  pair  of  wands from her ring of holding. She placed them on the table. 

Max nodded his thanks to Flora and picked up a wand. He infused it with  Temporal  Equalization,  set  it  down,  and  took  up  the  other.  But  this time,  when  he  cast  his  spell,  its  effects  didn’t  linger  on  the  wand.  The infusion had failed. 

“As  you  can  all  see,  this  means  that  the  lost  wand  hasn’t  been destroyed,” Max said. “It’s been left behind or  taken. Jargal, if the latter has happened,  this  means  your  quarry  isn’t  a  mindless  Dungeon  monster.  It’s capable  of  killing  Level  4  Knights-Errant,  and  it  wishes  to  traverse  the Apocalypse Horizon freely. Who do you think that sounds like?” 

“The Slayer,” Jargal said, his grin becoming toothier. “Ah, this will be  interesting.  Don’t  worry,  Khankiller.  If  he’s  hounding  our  people,  I’ll

bring you his head soon enough. All of them, even his monstrous one.” 

“You do just that.” Max tossed him the last invocation wand. “I’ll head  out  to  the  Slaughterhouse  of  Infinite  Blood  myself.  The  higher  my Level is, the more wands I can infuse, and it seems that we’ll need as many of them as possible, judging by the way things are going.” 

“I’ve already prepared a roster for you to pick your cohort from,” 

Trisha said. 

“Great.  One  last  thing.  We  still  have  about  a  week  before  our current  time  limit  runs  out.  Kerana,  Mila,  and  Vasco:  take  some  time  to scout  the  regions  of  your  chosen  Dungeons  first.  Figure  out  what  kind  of monsters  you’re  facing  and  make  an  educated  guess  about  what  kind  of landscape  your  Dungeon  will  have.  Choose  your  cohort  members  from there. If you feel your skill-set, Classification, or equipment aren’t suited to a  particular  Dungeon  and  its  monsters,  consider  swapping  among  each other, or even excluding yourself from the cohort.” 

“You want us to pick a cohort and send it to a Dungeon while we stay behind?” Kerana growled. 

“If  you  feel  it’s  the  best  thing  to  do,”  Max  clarified.  “Remember, our top priority is eliminating the Dungeons and stopping the Apocalypse Horizon from wiping out our world. Focus on that. Also, if you’re worried about  falling  behind,  hunting  monsters  in  the  regions  with  clock  towers yields  more  than  enough  Victory  Shards,  Dungeon  metal,  and  enchanted items.” 

“That sounds wise, Knight Commander,” Vasco said. “I will do just that.” 

“As  will  I,”  Mila  promised.  She  grinned  at  Kerana.  “So  will  you, Kerana, because you aren’t stupid. Most of the time, anyway.” 

Kerana crossed her arms and sat back in her chair. Thunderclouds swirled in her eyes. Max sighed inwardly. The Infiltrator had a belligerent and  prickly  nature,  and  he  foresaw  no  end  to  the  push-back  he  would  get from  her.  Still,  Mila  was  right.  The  Infiltrator’s  battle  prowess  was undeniable,  and  from  what  he’d  heard,  she  was  a  remarkably  competent Dungeon delver and monster slayer. She also had a very devoted contingent of  followers,  admirers,  and  hangers-on  amongst  the  Apocalypse  Knights, not  entirely  unlike  Jargal.  All  those  justified  her  appointment  as  a  Knight Captain, and ultimately, Max was confident in his ability to keep her in line. 

“Knight  Commander,  I  would  like  to  bring  up  one  other  thing,” 

Talos  said.  “You  wanted  us  to  keep  an  eye  out  for  a  Transcendent  Gem, didn’t you? So far, we haven’t found anything in Misktown and Hisktown, but  now  that  Graiatown  is  accessible  to  us,  we  can  expand  our  search there.” 

“Please  do  so,”  Max  told  him.  “I’d  really  appreciate  it.  Anything else?” 

The Knight Captains exchanged glances, but nobody had anything further to say. 

Max nodded, pushed his chair back, and stood. “Alright. Dismissed, everyone. Go about your business. Trisha, get me that roster.” 

The Elementalist grinned and produced a small binder from her ring of holding. Max turned to Flora as the other Knight Captains shuffled out of the tent. 

“Do you want to come along?” he asked. “I could use your help.” 

“I’d like to,” the Defender said. “But I need to see to the installation of some enchanted items I’ve commissioned for this command center.” 

“Really?” Max scratched the back of his head. “You shouldn’t have, Flora. We seem to be getting by just fine.” 

“Oh no, Max,” Flora protested, her cheeks coloring. “I  want  to do this. Please let me.” 

“Don’t turn down such a heartfelt gift, Knight Commander,” Trisha said,  winking.  She  made  a  sweeping  gesture  that  encompassed  the command tent. “Honestly though? Yes, the round table is a nice touch, since we’re calling ourselves knights and all, but everything else is pretty bare-bones, isn’t it? Didn’t you command a regiment, Max? You must have had panels  of  charts,  dozens  of  maps,  and  a  full  staff  of  clerks  and administrators helping you.” 

“That was for thousands of soldiers. We don’t have nearly as many Apocalypse Knights.” A standing board set up at the back of the tent had a map of the Dominion pinned across its surface. Max jabbed his thumb at it. 

“And our war theater is our own homeland, a largely flat cityscape which most of us are very familiar with. Plus, we have all those Truesteel clerks helping us with administration and supplies. We’re fine as is.” 

He  paused  when  he  saw  Flora  slump  her  shoulders  and disappointment creep across her features. 

“Still, we could use all the help we can get,” he said. “So thank you, Flora.  Please  go  ahead.  But  I’m  not  accepting  anything  for  free.  I’ll reimburse you or the Truesteel clan. Just let me know how much everything costs, and we’ll figure out some kind of payment plan if we have to.” 

“I know how you can pay her,” Nesura whispered, punctuating her thoughts with the mental equivalent of manic cackling. Max fought down an urge to reach down to his belt pouch and smack the familiar across the back of the head. 

Flora’s expression brightened. She smiled and nodded. 

“Alright,  Max,”  the  Defender  said.  “The  shipment  is  still  being readied  at  one  of  my  family’s  outlets  in  the  Errantry  Mansion.  I’ll  head there to make sure it all goes smoothly. Everything should be set up in here by the time you’re back from the Slaughterhouse of Infinite Blood.” 

“Good. Thanks again. I’ll see you soon.” Max clasped hands with her, and then Flora was gone, striding eagerly out of the command tent. 

Sitting  back  down,  he  opened  Trisha’s  binder  and  found  a  single sheet of paper with a rune upon its surface. Max scanned it with his Soul Lens. Several screens unfolded in the air before him, each of them bearing a likeness of an Apocalypse Knight and his or her Classification and Level. 

He extended his will toward a screen portraying one Axel Turas. 



 Axel Turas

 Classification: Warmonger

 Level: 5

 Overview:

 Wields  an  enchanted  axe  and  shield  in  combat.  Skilled  in melee  combat.  Possesses  an  enchanted  helm  that  allows  him  to project a shout that stuns monsters up to thirty feet away. This shout can  be  used  every  five  minutes  and  consumes  20  Mana  from  Axel each time. 



“Before you start singing my praises, you should know that it was the  Truesteel  clerks  that  compiled  this  roster  and  transcribed  it  into  this erudition  rune,”  Trisha  said,  leaning  back  in  her  chair.  “And  yes,  we  paid

them a gold coin from the funds you set aside for every Apocalypse Knight profile they put together.” 

“This  is  definitely  very  helpful,”  Max  said,  scrolling  through  the information  on  Axel  Turas  and  written  summaries  of  his  most  notable exploits  as  a  Knight-Errant  and  brief  descriptions  of  his  personality  and favored battle tactics. Axel, it seemed, was a strong and resilient hand-to-hand  fighter  but  he  didn’t  possess  many  other  skills  and  abilities,  making him a fairly non-versatile specialist. 

 Not that there’s anything wrong with that,  he thought.  Sometimes, you just need someone who can do a single thing and do it very well. 

“What  you  have  so  far  are  the  profiles  of  the  very  few  Level  5

Apocalypse  Knights  that  I  thought  would  be  best  suited  to  accompanying you to the Slaughterhouse of Infinite Blood,” Trisha said. “And yes, I did lead a small scouting cohort into Benatown while you were dealing with the Kraken’s  Wrath,  so  we  have  some  information  on  the  monsters  you  can expect to deal with there.” 

The  Elementalist  flipped  the  piece  of  paper  bearing  the  erudition rune around, revealing another rune on its other side. She scanned it with her  Soul  Lens,  and  more  screens  appeared,  each  of  them  containing  brief descriptions of a monster. Max looked at one. 



 Monster: Swine Ripper

 Level 4

 Health: 55/55

 Mana: 32/32

 Physical Attributes

 Strength: 19

 Dexterity: 21

 Fortitude: 13

 Perception: 11

 Abilities

 Rip Flesh

 Crimson Feast

 Red Frenzy

 Rewards

 Victory Shard value: 4

 Treasure Class: B

 Appended description:

 Wields  serrated  blades,  hooks,  chains,  or  spikes  as  hand weapons. Rushes into melee at the first opportunity. Can heal itself by consuming the blood of its victims or other monsters. Works itself into a frenzy as battle unfolds. When frenzied, the monster’s strength gains up  to  a  five-point  boost,  and  it  becomes  more  aggressive,  but  also more reckless. 



“As  you  can  see,  these  scans  were  taken  at  Level  4,”  Trisha  said. 

“You’ll  be  dealing  with  the  Level  5  equivalents  of  these  monsters,  which will be different, of course, but perhaps not enough for this information to be completely worthless.” 

“No,  you’re  right,”  Max  agreed.  “Take  the  ghouls,  for  example. 

They vary wildly at different Levels, but at the end of the day, they’re still ravenous  flesh-eating  monsters  that  like  to  swarm  their  prey.  The  disc

monsters  in  Misktown  are  the  same  too.  Level  3  or  Level  99,  they  prefer flying around and lashing out with elemental bolts.” 

“Looks like Benatown is filled with swine monsters, which means the  Dungeon  there  is,  too,”  he  continued,  after  looking  through  several more  of  the  monster  descriptions.  “Most  of  them  seem  to  favor  melee combat, rushing into it like Hunnite berserkers.” 

“That’s why I thought Axel would do well here,” Trisha said. “This type of fighting is his forte.” 

“It’s  the  monsters’  too.  No  sense  in  playing  to  our  enemy’s strengths. I’ll find some other use for Axel Turas, but he’s out on this one,” 

Max  replied,  shaking  his  head.  He  nodded  at  the  screen  with  the Warmonger’s information, and it disappeared. He then turned and looked at Trisha. “What Level are you now?” 

The Elementalist grinned and pointed at one of the screens from the first erudition rune. 



 Trisha Weis

 Classification: Elementalist (Earth)

 Level: 5

 Overview:

 Capable  of  earthen  manipulation  (major).  Favors  using earthen  manipulation  to  shape  battlefield  terrain  or  create  earthen obstacles  to  slow  enemies  or  block  their  attacks.  Possesses  an enchanted ring that reduces her Mana costs and quickens her spell-casting. 



 That  would  be  her  sister’s  ring,  the  Elemental  Barrage,  Max recalled.  He’d  used  it  briefly  when  he  attacked  the  Feast  of  Dusk  by himself, and he’d found the enchanted ring to be very useful indeed. 

“Of  course  I’d  recommend  myself,”  Trisha  said.  “I’m  good  at dealing with idiotic beasts who only know how to charge mindlessly into a fight.” 

“That’s what I thought.” Max closed Trisha’s screen too. “Alright, you’re in. Just don’t get too cocky out there.” 

“You know I won’t.” Trisha grinned, folded her arms, and shot him a wink. 

“No,  I  actually  don’t.”  Max  turned  his  attention  back  to  the  other screens describing the Apocalypse Knights shortlisted by the Elementalist. 

“I  don’t  see  any  Defenders  here.  Is  Flora  the  only  Defender  who  has reached Level 5 right now?” 

“That’s  right,”  Trisha  said.  “There  are  a  few  who’re  very  close though, but they probably won’t be able to get there in time to go with you, not if you’re intending to head out right away.” 

“That’s  fine.  I’ll  take  on  the  role  of  a  Defender  this  time.”  Max continued browsing the profiles, before choosing two Infiltrators. 



 Valerie Vasquez

 Classification: Infiltrator

 Level: 5

 Overview:

 A skilled archer who favors ranged combat. Uses her Cloak spell  to  increase  her  lethality.  Possesses  an  enchanted  arbalest  that

 fires powerful shots but is slow to reload. 



 Martin Urbas

 Classification: Infiltrator

 Level: 5

 Overview:

 Trap  specialist  who  is  highly  skilled  with  the  Circumvent spell.  Can  disarm  Level  4  traps  within  two  seconds.  Possesses  a special ring of holding that can store disarmed traps and repurpose them. 



“Find  these  two  and  come  meet  me  at  the  main  Warp  Dais  tent within the hour,” he said, standing. “We’re heading out to Benatown and its Dungeon.” 

“Alright. Nice choice, by the way. Let me guess. I slow down the monsters. Vasquez kills the spell-casters among them, while you and Urbas finish off the others?” 

“Something  like  that.”  Max  dismissed  the  rest  of  the  screens  and closed  the  binder.  He  retrieved  two  hundred  gold  coins  from  his  ring  of holding and set them in neat piles upon the table. “Get this to the Truesteel clerks. I want profiles of every Apocalypse Knight prepared. See if you can negotiate some kind of deal for the profiles to be regularly updated too.” 

Trisha brought the coins into her own ring of holding. “Done. You should have the profiles by the time you get back from Benatown. Anything else?” 

“No. That’s it. Go and get ready. I’ll see you soon.” Max gave the Elementalist a final nod, then left the command tent. 
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Chapter 6







Max hadn’t ever been to Benatown, but he knew that it contained several  of  the  Dominion’s  largest  slaughterhouses  in  its  industrial  district, and its outskirts were dotted with ranches and pig farms. It seemed fitting then,  that  the  monsters  infesting  its  streets  were  twisted  bipedal  porcine parodies of butchers and meat workers with upper limbs that terminated in paw-like mimicries of hands instead of hooves. They wore bloody aprons and wielded all manner of cleaving, flensing, and gutting tools. 

The  Level  5  equivalent  of  a  swine  ripper  was  a  monster  called  a swine chopper. The latter had noticeably higher physical attributes than the former,  but  as  Trisha  had  predicted,  it  had  a  tendency  to  give  off  a  loud, piercing  shriek,  then  charge  mindlessly  into  battle.  Trisha’s  spells  and Martin’s traps would hold the monster in place then, making it an easy mark for Max’s or Valerie’s bows. 

Regardless  of  their  Level,  the  swine  creatures  didn’t  vary  in  their unsubtle  approach.  This  meant  that  even  the  Level  99  version  of  a  swine chopper—a massive humanoid pig called a swine eviscerator—stood little chance of blindsiding and wiping the cohort out immediately, since Max’s Temporal Equalization spell was now Level 5 and had a range of fifty feet. 

Nevertheless,  the  cohort  found  themselves  wading  through  hordes of swine choppers, a process that was more tedious and arduous than truly challenging. They ground their way through Benatown for two days, hiding in  Max’s  sanctuary  item  to  rest  and  replenish  their  Mana  reserves  when

necessary. By the time the cohort arrived at the Slaughterhouse of Infinite Blood, they’d expended nearly a third of their potions and ammunition, but they’d also accrued a truly ludicrous amount of Victory Shards, large stacks of Dungeon metal, and a substantial cache of enchanted items. 

The cohort had shared the latter amongst themselves while resting in  Max’s  enchanted  cabin  the  night  before.  Max  had  claimed  a  dueling sword  with  an  ornate  hilt,  a  pair  of  boots  that  enhanced  its  wearer’s swiftness, and a suit of half-plate enchanted for sturdiness and lightness, so that it weighed little more than a heavy cloth tunic. If Sava ever got a Soul Lens,  these  items  would  fit  her  perfectly,  and  if  she  didn’t,  Max  could simply sell them to the Truesteel clan for more money. 

 I’ll  worry  about  that  later,  he  thought  as  he  strode  toward  the Slaughterhouse of Infinite Blood. The Dungeon’s exterior took the form of a round stone building with spiked crimson chains draped all over its pitted gray  surface.  Its  entrance  was  a  rusted  iron  grille  on  lopsided  hinges.  A charnel stench arose from the structure, causing Valerie to flinch and gag. 

“Ugh. I don’t know if I’ll ever eat meat again after this,” she said. 

The  Infiltrator  was  a  tall  woman  who  wore  her  dark  hair  in  a  braid  that reached just past her shoulders. Her thickly muscled limbs were encased in plain,  utilitarian  leather  armor  of  a  gray-green  hue,  and  she  carried  her enchanted  arbalest,  a  sweeping,  oversized  weapon,  in  both  hands.  Valerie was a lethal markswoman, as her profile had suggested, capable of picking off targets from as far as a thousand feet with pinpoint accuracy. 

“Yeah,  me  too,”  Martin  said,  grimacing.  He  was  a  short,  fairly portly man in his early forties. His balding hair left the crown of his scalp exposed  to  the  sky,  and  he  wore  an  enchanted  mail  shirt  over  his  tunic. 

Martin  had  a  short  sword  belted  to  his  hip,  but  he  relied  mostly  on  his curious  ring  of  holding,  which  allowed  him  to  also  set  the  magical  traps

he’d repurposed in the space of a heartbeat on any flat surface up to twenty feet  away.  The  Infiltrator  had  claimed  that  he’d  stored  thousands  of  traps within his ring. Max hoped that was the case, since Martin had already used up several hundred on the way to the Dungeon. The last thing Max needed was a cohort member who couldn’t pull his weight. Martin had proven to be an  adequate  bladesman,  having  finished  off  several  reeling  and  wounded swine choppers in close combat, but without his magical traps, he wouldn’t be much help within the Slaughterhouse of Infinite Blood. 

Trisha  scrunched  up  her  face  in  disgust  too,  but  she  didn’t  say anything. She caught Max’s eye and pointed at the Dungeon. 

“Should  we  get  on  with  it?  We  don’t  have  a  lot  of  time  left,”  the Elementalist said. 

“Yes.”  Max  cast  Temporal  Equalization  at  the  Slaughterhouse  of Infinite Blood. Green light flashed from his outstretched fingers to envelop the grotesque building. He then scanned it with his Soul Lens. 

 

 Slaughterhouse of Infinite Blood

 Dungeon: Level 5

 Monsters

 UNKNOWN



Max  nodded  to  the  cohort.  Then  he  strode  toward  the  Dungeon’s entrance, pushed open the rusted iron grille, and stepped through. Darkness filled  his  vision,  and  when  it  peeled  away,  he  found  himself  in  a  small room.  Faint  crimson  light  pulsed  from  veined  spheres  set  into  the  low-hanging  ceiling.  Blood,  both  dried  and  new,  stained  the  oppressively featureless gray walls. 

His  boots  squelched  as  he  took  a  step,  and  he  looked  down.  The floors were covered in spilled viscera from which a rank charnel stench—

ten  times  worse  than  the  one  given  off  by  the  Dungeon’s  exterior—

emanated. 

The  rest  of  the  cohort  gagged  and  cried  out.  Trisha  threw  up, voiding  the  contents  of  her  last  meal  into  the  carpet  of  guts  and  offal. 

Valerie and Martin paled. The latter swooned, but the former retained some degree of her composure, readying her bow and aiming it at the only exit from the room, a narrow archway shrouded in shadow. 


“Pull  yourselves  together.  All  of  you!”  Max  barked,  catching Martin  by  the  shoulder  and  steadying  him.  “The  sooner  we  get  this  done, the sooner we can get out of here.” 

“A Level 5 Dungeon might take days for us to overcome,” Valerie said. “Days of this... ugh. I don’t know if I can stand it.” 

“You can, and you will.” Max held his bow low, ready to loose the three arrows in his right hand in rapid succession. “Get back in formation. 

Trisha,  you’re  beside  me.  Martin,  take  the  rear.  Valerie,  stay  sharp.  Let’s move.” 

“Wait.” Martin retrieved a quartet of potions from one of his more commonplace rings of holding. Green liquid sloshed within the glass vials in his hand. “These are Resilience potions. They enhance our fortitude by five points, and their effects last up to a day. That should help us deal with this horrific stench. I only have a dozen on hand though. There are four of us, so that means we have enough for three days.” 

“Make that four,” Max said. “I don’t need a potion. Martin, you’d better share them out among the three of you now, just in case you’re slain and we cannot retrieve the potions from your remains.” 

“Yes, sir.” The portly Infiltrator paled even further, but he nodded and followed Max’s suggestion. There was a time for a stirring speech and a time for cold, realistic pragmatism. Nauseated and sickened as they were, the  cohort  was  in  no  condition  to  benefit  from  the  former,  but  the  latter would shock and focus them into some semblance of lucidity. 

“How can you stand this?” Trisha whispered to Max, as they began advancing through the Dungeon. The Elementalist was faring much better beneath the effects of Martin’s potion, and she had sheathed her hands in a dull  ochre  light.  The  walls  were  stone,  similar  to  the  Dungeon’s  exterior, and so was the floor, beneath its coat of innards and excrement. They would respond to her spells and elemental manipulation. 

“I’ve smelt worse,” he replied. 

“I don’t know what you’re all complaining about. This place smells wonderful. A bit too heady, I’d admit, but there’s nothing quite as stirring as the scent of mangled flesh and lingering torment,” Nesura sent mentally as she  gave  off  a  contented  sigh  from  her  customary  perch  in  Max’s  belt pouch. “The stupid lizard will enjoy this too. That’s about the only ounce of good taste he has.” 

 That’s  right.  Garlocke  would  be  an  asset  in  such  close-quarters, Max thought. He held up his hand to halt the cohort’s advance just before they arrived at the archway, then took out the raptor’s summoning totem. 



 Garlocke +5: Soul-Bound Summoning Totem

 Consumes 20 Mana to call forth Garlocke, a laconic lizard, for 30

 minutes



Max extended his will to the totem, and a moment later, Garlocke was  by  his  side,  this  time  clad  in  his  battle  armor  of  midnight-blue  steel plate.  Martin  and  Valerie  were  more  than  happy  to  have  the  formidable spirit  beast  fighting  alongside  them.  Over  the  last  two  days,  they’d  seen Garlocke  rip  apart  and  devour  plenty  of  swine  choppers.  The  two Infiltrators  cheered  and  petted  his  flank.  In  return,  Garlocke  gave  them gentle bumps with his snout and a respectful flick of his tongue each. 

Trisha was much less thrilled to see the raptor, and Max understood why. Garlocke had threatened to eat her twice, and he’d made no effort to hide the fact that he considered the Elementalist to be particularly tasty. 

“Alright, Garlocke, cut it out,” Max said, clasping the raptor on the shoulder. “Stop staring at Trisha like that. I’m not going to let you eat her.” 

“Yet,” the raptor added, his eyes boring into the Elementalist. 

“What... what does he mean by that, Max? Yet?” Trisha stammered. 

“Were you going to feed me to him at some point? You wouldn’t do that, would you?” 

“No.” Max waited until her shoulders began sagging in relief before adding another word. “Comment. Let’s go. Garlocke, take point. Sniff out the pig bastards before they get close.” 

“Yes.”  Garlocke  plodded  ahead  and  disappeared  through  the archway, lowering his head as he passed. Max followed next, telling Trisha to keep pace. The two Infiltrators came after. 

The  cohort  emerged  into  another  room  much  like  the  first,  except for the fact that one of the walls was covered in crude, foot-long iron spikes caked in rust and gory filth. A horde of swine choppers, nearly forty strong, stood  between  them  and  another  archway  at  the  far  end  of  the  room.  The

porcine  monsters  shrieked  and  charged,  waving  rusty  cleavers,  spiked chains, and filthy meat hooks in their grotesque forepaws. 

Max immediately noticed that one of the monsters had hung back, a hairy  pig-man  with  gore-caked  tusks  wielding  a  meat  cleaver  in  each forepaw. It stood atop a slab of thick iron that seemed to be hovering nearly two feet off the floor. Nesura scanned it. 

 

 Monster: Swine Foreman

 Level 5 (special condition)

 Health: 75/75

 Mana: 48/48

 Physical Attributes

 Strength: 23

 Dexterity: 24

 Fortitude: 18

 Perception: 14

 Abilities

 Upheaval (only within the Slaughterhouse of Infinite Blood) Crimson Feast

 Red Frenzy

 Rewards

 Victory Shard value: 5

 Treasure Class: B+



“Nesura, find out what that Upheaval ability does and tell me,” Max instructed  as  the  first  of  the  swine  choppers  closed  in.  He  raised  his  bow and  shot  three  of  them  in  the  face,  even  as  Trisha  warped  the  floor  and turned it into a gory, sticky morass that slowed the monsters’ advance to a crawl. 

Valerie must have caught sight of the swine foreman too, as she sent an arbalest bolt slicing thunderously toward the monster. A cluster of swine choppers threw themselves into the projectile’s path. The bolt tore through their  bodies  and  burst  them  like  bags  of  ichor  and  meat  but  in  doing  so, shattered into fragments. The foreman howled derisively as Valerie cursed and  began  working  the  crank  of  her  arbalest,  wrenching  its  arms  back  to readiness once more. 

All  this  time,  Max  was  firing  his  bow  and  filling  the  air  with  his arrows. The powerful enchantments bound within his weapon, together with his Momentum ability, meant that every shot he fired struck with the impact of  a  battering  ram,  punching  into  the  flesh  of  the  swine  choppers  and hurling them back in spirals of trailing gore and twitching limbs. 

Martin  tossed  magical  traps  behind  Trisha’s  bloody  swamp,  and when  the  monsters  stepped  upon  them,  arcs  of  lightning,  tongues  of  fire, and globules of acid blasted out to consume their flesh. Some of the traps conjured  magical  blades  that  snickered  the  swine  choppers  into  heaps  of shorn torsos and twitching limbs. 

Garlocke tore into the five monsters that made it past the gauntlet. 

He decapitated two with swings of his foreclaws, bit another’s head off its shoulders, and de-limbed, then disemboweled the last two with deft chops of his toe-claws. The raptor bent his snout down and began feasting on the spilled  innards  of  the  dismembered  swine  choppers  as  Max  shot  down another trio of monsters. 

“Max!” Nesura sent a mental yell ringing through his mind. “I’ve been speaking to you for the last few minutes, you big dolt!” 

“Yeah, I was a bit occupied,” Max replied, sparing a moment from his archery to glare down at the familiar. “In case you haven’t noticed.” 

“The  swine  foreman  can  spin  the  room  around.  That’s  what  its Upheaval ability does,” Nesura said. 

“Spin the room around?” Max asked. “What do you mean?” 

The swine foreman cackled then, and provided a demonstration. 
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The  room  spun  clockwise,  so  that  its  gore-streaked  floor  abruptly became a deathtrap of iron spikes. The sudden rotation threw the cohort off their  feet.  Trisha  and  Valerie  cried  out  in  horror  as  they  began  tumbling  , while Martin tapped a rune on his belt and hovered in the air. 

Max pulled out his Magus Staff and cast a Quadra Shield directly beneath him. He then planted his feet against the magical barrier and willed it to disallow him or anyone in the cohort from passing through its surface. 

Garlocke,  Trisha,  and  Valerie  thudded  onto  the  Quadra  Shield  a  moment before  the  barrier  slammed  against  the  iron  spikes  in  a  cacophony  of shrieking  metal  and  fragmenting  light.  A  layer  of  the  spell  shattered instantly. Cracks cobwebbed across the surface of the next. 

The  remaining  swine  choppers  enjoyed  no  such  salvation.  They tumbled  into  the  mass  of  spikes,  howling  and  screaming  with  rage.  Their bestial voices cut off abruptly, to be replaced by the wet crackle and pop of mass  impalement.  Ichor  jetted  high,  arcing  crimson  against  the  newly located ceiling. 

The  swine  foreman  howled  in  frustration  and  flung  one  of  its cleavers at Martin. Hanging stationary in the air, the Infiltrator had no hope of avoiding the spinning blade. He shrieked as it hurtled inexorably toward him. 

Max raised his bow and shot the cleaver. The heavy weapon wasn’t so easily diverted from its path, however, but the impact of an arrow against

its  length  was  enough  to  send  it  into  a  much  slower  and  more  haphazard wobble, so that the cleaver clipped Martin across the left shoulder with its handle instead of splitting his skull with its blade. 

The Infiltrator grunted in pain and tapped his belt again, turning off whatever floating enchantment held in his belt. He dropped onto the Max’s Quadra Shield, clutching his bruised joint. 

The swine foreman growled and waved its cleaver above its head. 

Incomprehensible gibbering and oinks rolled from its snout. 

“It’s  going  to  use  Upheaval  again!”  Nesura  cried.  “It’ll  keep spinning  the  room  around  and  dropping  us  onto  the  spikes  until  your Quadra Shield breaks!” 

“Shoot  the  thing  the  bastard’s  standing  on,”  Max  told  Valerie, reaching a hand out to her arbalest as she raised it. 

“My  bolt’s  not  going  to  punch  through  that  much  metal,”  the Infiltrator warned. 

“It won’t have to.” Max cast Elemental Imbuement upon her bow, then his. Tendrils of crackling electricity wreathed the projectiles readied on their weapons. 

Understanding  filled  Valerie’s  eyes.  She  braced  the  stock  of  her bow against her shoulder and pulled the trigger. Max fired his bow at the same  time.  Twin  lightning  bolts  lanced  into  the  underside  of  the  swine foreman’s platform and discharged their enchantments. Electricity coursed through the platform’s iron base and raced up into the monster’s corpulent frame. 

The swine foreman shrieked and convulsed, before tumbling off its floating  platform  and  plunging  toward  the  spiked  floor.  It  cried  out  once more before a wet, squelching thump marked its impalement. 

“Let’s  keep  moving,”  Max  said  as  another  layer  of  his  magical barrier broke. He needed to wait a few seconds upon the dissipation of any of his Shield spells before he could cast them again, and he had no desire to join the slain monsters amidst the spikes. 

The swine foreman had left behind an enchanted item, a belt of dark leather with a prominent silver clasp. Martin fished it from the spikes with one  of  his  own  enchanted  items,  a  whip  that  coiled  around  other  objects upon its owner’s command. No one had the time to examine it though, as yet  another  layer  of  Max’s  Shield  spell  broke,  and  the  cohort  hurriedly made their way to the exit and climbed through. 

More  swine  choppers  awaited  them  in  the  next  room,  this  time accompanied  by  a  spell-casting  monster  called  a  swine  reaper—a hunchbacked,  snuffling  creature  that  carried  a  bone  staff.  Nesura  scarcely had  time  to  scan  it  before  Valerie  cast  Cloak  on  herself  and  shot  it  in  the head.  Its  lethality  empowered  fivefold  by  the  Infiltrator’s  spell,  her crossbow bolt punched through the monster’s skull and vacated its contents. 



 Monster: Swine Reaper (special condition)

 Level 5

 Health: 35/35

 Mana: 68/68

 Physical Attributes

 Strength: 17

 Dexterity: 16

 Fortitude: 19

 Perception: 26

 Abilities

 Charnel Manipulation (Major)

 Crimson Feast

 Red Frenzy

 Rewards

 Victory Shard value: 5

 Treasure Class: B+

“Ah well, you can’t learn Manipulation abilities with Arcane Flux anyway, Max,” the familiar said, clicking her tongue. “While you were busy back  there,  I  got  this  for  you  though.  It’s  from  the  swine  creatures’  Red Frenzy ability.” 



 New spell acquired! 

  

 Berserk

 Persistent spell

 Level 5

 Boosts  caster’s  Strength,  Dexterity,  and  Fortitude  by  8  points  but reduces Perception by 8 points for 4 minutes. No other spells can be cast during this duration. 

 Mana Cost: 33 Mana



 I  can’t  see  myself  using  this  spell  very  often,  Max  thought.  But maybe I could use my Subvert spell to—

He  had  no  time  to  think,  as  a  horde  of  squealing  and  shrieking swine choppers raced toward the cohort. Max raised his bow and let it sing, while Trisha and Martin impeded their advance. After all the monsters were dead and Max and Valerie had retrieved as many of their arrows or bolts as possible, the cohort found that the swine reaper had left behind a small twist of dried bone. 

Trisha scanned it with her Soul Lens. 

  

 Slaughterhouse of Infinite Blood Special Challenge Token

 Crush token to initiate Special Challenge

 Objective:

 Defeat  the  Warden  of  the  Slaughterhouse  of  Infinite  Blood  while being  stalked  by  the  Slaughterman;  Knights-Errant  cannot  leave  the Slaughterhouse of Infinite Blood while Challenge is underway. 

 Reward:

 While  Challenge  is  underway,  Knights-Errant  enjoy  a  1,000%

 multiplier to all Victory Shard acquisitions, Dungeon metal, and probability of finding enchanted items. 

 Failure:

 Souls  of  Knights-Errant  are  consumed  by  the  Slaughterman  and subject to eternal torment. 



“I  know  about  the  Slaughterman,”  Nesura  said,  popping  her  head out of Max’s belt pouch and raising her voice so that the entire cohort could hear  her.  “That  last  part  about  your  soul  being  consumed  and  subject  to eternal  torment  isn’t  a  joke.  If  you’re  slain  by  the  Slaughterman,  there’s

nothing  anyone  can  do  to  spare  you  from  that  fate.  Destroying  the Slaughterman’s physical incarnation banishes him temporarily, and he takes your soul with him when he leaves.” 

“How powerful is the Slaughterman?” Max asked. 

“He is always at least five Levels higher than whichever Dungeon he manifests in,” Nesura said. “There is no way you can defeat him.” 

“Can Max lower his Level to 5?” Trisha asked. 

“I’m  not  sure,  but  I  don’t  think  so,”  Nesura  said.  “Temporal Equalization  is  directed  at  the  Level  99  monsters  and  Dungeons  of  the Apocalypse  Horizon.  This  Dungeon  has  already  been  subjected  to  the spell’s effects. Can any monster that subsequently arises from it be affected again by Temporal Equalization? I doubt it.” 

“Still,  that’s  a  ridiculously  huge  bonus  multiplier,”  Martin  pointed out. “We might even make Level 6, possibly 7 with it. Also, just imagine how much money all that Dungeon metal and enchanted items are worth.” 

“You can’t spend money if you’re dead,” Valerie pointed out. “But you’ve got a point. Something like this is too good to pass over, regardless of the risks.” 

“We’ll have to move fast,” Max said, taking a quick look around the reeking  room.  There  were  three  exits  now.    He  activated  his  Focus  Map, conjuring a three-dimensional construct of blue light that depicted the areas of the Dungeon they had covered so far. “And keep track of where we’re heading.” 

“So  we’re  doing  this,  then?”  Martin  asked,  his  eyes  shining  with greed. 

“Yes.”  Max  nodded.  The  most  common  trait  all  Knights-Errant shared  was  their  insatiable  lust  for  Victory  Shards  and  enchanted  items. 

Even  the  stoic  and  reliable  Flora  Truesteel  wasn’t  exempt  from  this. 

Knights-Errant would risk their very souls in an instant if doing so meant they  could  increase  their  Level  or  acquire  more  enchanted  items.  Max suspected that he would have a mutiny on his hands if he  didn’t take on this challenge. 

He crushed the token beneath his heel. Soul Lens screens appeared unbidden in front of each cohort member. 



 Slaughterhouse of Infinite Blood Special Challenge Initiated

 Bonus multipliers applied

 Beware: The Slaughterman comes for you



“Let’s  move,”  Max  said,  choosing  one  of  the  exits  and  jogging through it. 

More swine choppers infested the next room and the next few ones after that. Each group of the porcine monsters were led by a swine foreman or swine reaper, but now the cohort had the foreknowledge to eliminate the special  condition  monsters  first,  usually  with  a  single  shot  from  Valerie’s bow  while  she  remained  beneath  the  effects  of  her  Cloak  spell.  Max refreshed  Garlocke’s  summoning  duration  twice  along  the  way,  before replenishing his Mana reserves with potions. 

As  the  Challenge  promised,  the  cohort  acquired  Victory  Shards  at ten times the rate, and the conclusion of every battle left the gore-streaked floor heaped with Dungeon metal. 

The  swine  choppers  began  leaving  enchanted  items  behind  upon their deaths as well. These were thrown hurriedly into the general storage compartments of the cohort’s rings of holding, to be examined later. 

The  sixth  room  they  entered  contained  two  swine  reapers.  Valerie slew one, even as Max began scything down the charging swine choppers. 

The other raised its bone staff and chanted a few unintelligible syllables. 

Violet mist spewed from the tip of the monster’s staff and fell over the  slain  swine  choppers.  The  monsters’  corpses,  instead  of  disappearing, twitched  and  shambled  to  their  feet  once  more,  their  eyes  dulled  by mindless hunger. 

“Charnel  manipulation  is  just  that,  the  reanimation  of  corpses,” 

Nesura said. “Kill the swine reaper and its puppets will fall.” 

“Valerie!” Max cried. “Kill that spell-casting monster!” 

The  Infiltrator  responded  by  putting  a  crossbow  bolt  through  its throat. The enchanted projectile tore the swine reaper’s head off and sent it spinning  into  the  ceiling.  The  reanimated  corpses  moaned,  then  fell  into flakes of putrid ash. 

The last swine chopper perished shortly after, torn into pieces and devoured by Garlocke. The raptor snuffled contentedly. 

“Delicious,” he said, licking his snout. “Pork is good.” 

“We’ll  see  about  getting  you  some  barbequed  chops  sometime,” 

Max  said,  clasping  Garlocke’s  flank  appreciatively.  The  raptor  had  truly outdone himself in this Dungeon, accounting for nearly a hundred monsters with his claws and fangs. 

“Yes.”  Garlocke  nodded,  then  froze.  He  snapped  his  snout  toward the room’s northern exit. “Something’s coming. Something bad.” 

“Charnel  spells  have  a  distinct  magical  signature,”  Nesura  said. 

“The  swine  reaper  got  one  off  just  now.  If  there’s  anything  the Slaughterman can be enticed by, it’ll be Charnel magic.” 

A  shambling  humanoid  silhouette  emerged  from  the  shadows beneath  the  exit  archway.  It  was  not  porcine  in  appearance.  Instead,  it looked like a tall, gaunt man whose face was wrapped in filthy bandages. A leather apron covered its misshapen torso, and the exposed flesh of its arms, legs, and bared feet were covered in tiny, weeping cuts. The creature’s arms ended in what appeared to be serrated blades of bone, but as it took another step  forward,  a  buzzing  sound  radiated  from  its  upper  limbs,  and  the wickedly  curved  teeth  jutting  from  their  ends  began  to  whir  and  cycle, reminding Max of the mechanical saws he’d once seen in a lumber mill and the spinning blades of his gauntlet. 

Valerie  gulped  nervously  as  she  scanned  the  monster  with  the sawblade arms and projected a Soul Lens screen through everyone’s cohort link. 



 Monster: The Slaughterman (special condition)

 Level 12

 Health: 3590/3590

 Mana: 423/423

 Physical Attributes

 Strength: 121

 Dexterity: 85

 Fortitude: 350

 Perception: 87

 Abilities

 Charnel Hunt

 Flense

 Fillet

 Debone

 Rewards

 Victory Shard value: 12

 Treasure Class: B+++++



 We’re not beating that.  Max took a quick glance at his Focus Map, before turning to Trisha and Martin and barking instructions at them. “Slow the damned thing down! We’re heading east!” 

Trisha didn’t hesitate. She threw up her hands and conjured a thick wall of ceiling-tall stone in front of the monster, sealing off the entirety of the room from its advance. Congealing gore sloughed off the risen rock in jellied sheets. 

Max led the cohort to the eastern exit. He had managed to guess the rough shape of the Dungeon by now, and they had been edging toward one of its corners. Heading east would bring them deeper into its central area, where they would be less likely to run into a dead end. They had already done  so  a  few  times  and  needed  to  backtrack,  and  doing  that  with  a powerful monster on their trail would be perilous, to say the least. 

They  had  scarcely  reached  the  exit  before  a  high-pitched  whine filled  the  air.  Max  glanced  over  his  shoulder  and  saw  the  one  of  the Slaughterman’s  saw-arms  slice  a  fist-sized  hole  through  Trisha’s  earthen wall, scattering powdered rock upon piled gore. 

“It’s slicing through a foot of solid stone!” the Elementalist gasped. 

“It’ll  still  need  some  time  to  break  through,”  Max  said.  “Keep moving!” 

The cohort burst into the next room. Trisha immediately collapsed the archway they had come through, filling its shadowy depths with shards of  rock.  Her  features  tight  with  strain,  the  Elementalist  worked  the  piled debris further, forging it into a solid plug. 

This meant that only Martin was available to slow the shrieking and charging swine choppers within. He laid down a ring of traps that killed or incapacitated the first dozen of the porcine monsters, but twice that number got  through.  Behind  the  swine  choppers,  another  swine  reaper  raised  its bone staff and began to chant. 

Max  put  his  bow  away  and  drew  Stridentsong,  swiftly  refreshing his  Prowess  spell  as  he  did  so,  while  Nesura  cast  Empower  and  Hasten upon  him.  Bellowing  a  wordless  battlecry,  he  ran  to  meet  the  charging monsters, Garlocke by his side. 

The raptor outpaced Max and struck home in the midst of the swine choppers  first.  His  foreclaws  snickered  out,  slitting  throats  and  bellies, while his fangs snapped shut on a monster’s skull with such force that brain matter  and  an  eye  still  trailing  its  optic  nerve  burst  from  the  sides  of  his closed maw. 

Stridentsong  flashed  through  butcher  tools  raised  in  frenzied  rage and lanced into nerve clusters and hearts. Swine choppers fell in twitching and bleeding piles. Inspired by the sight of the Slaughterman, Max activated the  spinning  blades  of  his  gauntlet  and  scythed  them  into  the  monsters’

flesh, macerating torsos and sending splatters of shredded meat everywhere. 

A crossbow bolt dropped the swine reaper before it could complete its  chant,  but  just  as  the  last  of  the  monsters  fell,  the  same  high-pitched, whining noise rose to their ears once more. The solid block of stone Trisha had created out of the ruined archway trembled. 

A crack appeared across its surface. 

Then another. 

“Go!  Let’s  go!”  Max  said,  directing  his  words  at  Martin,  who’d been filling his ring of holding with Dungeon metal. The Infiltrator nodded, then  snatched  up  the  enchanted  item  left  behind  by  the  swine  reaper,  a jeweled band adorned with emeralds. 

The  cohort  raced  east  and  found  yet  another  collection  of  swine choppers led by a swine reaper. 

Max  raised  his  hand  to  forestall  Valerie  from  shooting  down  the spell-casting monster. “I have an idea. Shoot the swine reaper only on my mark. Let’s kill the swine choppers first. Martin, cover our flanks. Trisha, seal the way behind us again.” 

The Apocalypse Knights fell readily into their assigned roles, with Valerie refreshing her Cloak spell while Max and Garlocke broke the swine choppers’ charge. Soon enough, the first of the monsters hit the floor, and the swine reaper began chanting. 

Max  thrust  his  Magus  Staff  out  and  sent  Firebolts,  Icelances,  and Jolting Arcs punching through the ranks of the swine choppers. The spells weren’t enough to kill the monsters outright, only send them reeling back, their limbs scorched, their flesh frozen, or their nerves mangled. 

Max and Garlocke scythed into the monsters, killing two or three of them with every heartbeat. The last living swine chopper fell just as the first reanimated one shambled to its feet. Another moment passed, and more of the  undead  creatures  rose,  moaning  and  reaching  for  Max  with  nerveless paws. 

“Valerie, now!” Max barked. 

A bolt punched into the swine reaper’s skull and pinned it to the far side of the room. 

Max  turned  to  Garlocke  while  hacking  off  an  undead  pig-man’s forepaws as they grasped at his pauldron. “Lead them away from us. Try to get through at least three rooms, more if possible, then dematerialize. Can you do that?” 

“I  can.”  The  raptor  lashed  its  tail  against  the  torsos  of  the  three reanimated corpses on its flank. They tumbled into a carrion pile with more of their fellows. The whole lot rose again soon enough, their glassy gazes now  fixed  on  Garlocke.  The  raptor  nodded  once  to  Max,  before  darting through one of the exits. The undead swine choppers shambled after him, moaning and clutching at the fetid air. 

“I  get  it!”  Martin  said.  “The  Slaughterman  is  drawn  to  Charnel energy, and those things are filled with it.” 

“Which  means  the  Slaughterman  will  go  chasing  them  instead  of us,” Valerie added. 

“This way. Trisha, leave this exit unsealed. Save your Mana for the next,”  Max  said,  looking  down  at  his  Focus  Map  and  taking  the  northern exit  this  time.  He  reached  out  to  Nesura  mentally  as  the  cohort  moved through the archway. “Can I speak to Garlocke this way?” 

“No.  He’s  your  spirit  beast,  not  your  familiar.  The  connection between the two of you isn’t quite as... intimate,” Nesura replied, a tinge of distaste flavoring her thoughts at the last word. “Every time you summon him,  your  mind  pulses  a  brief  summary  of  recent  events  to  his consciousness. That’s why he always seems to know what’s going on. You and I, on the other hand, always have our minds linked.” 

“Garlocke will have to fend for himself, then,” Max said. “He’ll be fine.” 

The cohort pressed on through the Dungeon, but without Garlocke fighting  alongside  Max,  their  progress  became  a  lot  slower  and  more perilous.  A  swine  chopper  actually  made  its  way  past  Max  and  stabbed Martin  in  the  thigh  with  a  gore-streaked  skewer.  Valerie  took  its  head  off with a bolt while her fellow Infiltrator shrieked and fell to the ground. 

“That’s not good!” Nesura swiftly scanned Martin. 



 Crimson Fever inflicted

 Inflicts frenzied flesh-lust. Unaffected by Cleanse spells below Level 4. 



“Your Cleanse spell is still at Level 3!” the bat said. “You haven’t optimized it since Graywind Mage Tower!” 

“Valerie!  Stay  back!”  Max  warned,  but  it  was  too  late.  Martin disappeared  from  sight,  hidden  by  his  own  Cloak  spell,  just  as  Valerie approached with a Heal potion in her hands. She blinked in bewilderment. 

The  balding  Infiltrator  reappeared  a  moment  later  behind  Valerie. 

His  eyes  were  filled  with  blood,  and  a  wild  hunger  twisted  his  features. 

Martin caught Valerie by the waist and bit into her cheek. 

Valerie screamed in agony and horror. She broke free of Martin and shoved him to the ground as Max slew the last swine chopper in the room. 

Trisha  stepped  away  from  the  archway  she’d  sealed,  her  eyes  wide  with horror as she gave the two Infiltrators a wide berth. 

Nesura quickly scanned Valerie. 

 

 Crimson Fever inflicted

 Inflicts frenzied flesh-lust. Unaffected by Cleanse spells below Level 4. 



Sure  enough,  above  the  gaping  ruins  of  her  cheek,  Valerie’s  eyes had  turned  crimson,  too.  The  two  Infiltrators  turned  their  gazes  on  Trisha next. The telltale shimmer of colorless magical energy washing over their bodies told Max that they’d refreshed their Prowess spells on themselves. 



 Cohort link with Martin Ubas broken

 Cohort  boosts  removed  (-1  to  all  physical  attributes,  -5  to  Health and Mana reserves)

  

 Cohort link with Valerie Vasquez broken

 Cohort  boosts  removed  (-1  to  all  physical  attributes,  -5  to  Health and Mana reserves)



Trisha gasped and gestured. The Infiltrators sank up to their knees in  the  suddenly  softened  floor.  Before  they  could  pull  themselves  free, Trisha  clenched  her  fists  and  uttered  a  few  unintelligible  whispers.  The floor  hardened  again,  trapping  Martin  and  Valerie  fast.  The  diseased Infiltrators  howled  and  reached  for  Trisha,  then  Max  as  he  skirted  them, made his way to the Elementalist’s side, and seized her by the upper arm. 

“We’ve got to move,” he said, pulling Trisha with him. 

“But  Martin  and  Valerie...!”  she  protested,  raising  her  ring  of holding  and  retrieving  a  glass  vial  of  clear  fluid.  “I’ve  got  a  Purgation potion here. It’s the equivalent of a Level 4 Cleanse spell.” 

“Flesh!” Martin howled, drawing his blade and hurling it at Trisha. 

Max blocked the Infiltrator’s thrown weapon with Stridentsong, sending it clattering wetly to a corner of the room. His eyes flickered to Valerie’s bow. 

She’d lost her grip on it when Martin had attacked her, and it was too far for her to reach from where she was trapped. 

“Give us your flesh!” Valerie shrieked. “I’m so hungry! Feed me! I want meat!” 

“Your meat!” Martin added, reaching futilely for Trisha. His breaths came  in  gasping  pants.  “Nibble  your  veins.  Feel  them  burst  between  my teeth. Chew on your eyes. Suck them out of your sockets.” 

“Alright,”  Max  said,  giving  Trisha  a  slight  push  between  her shoulder  blades.  She  yelped  as  she  stumbled  a  few  steps  toward  Martin’s grasping fingers. “Go ahead. Make him drink the potion.” 

Trisha glared over her shoulder at Max. He glared back. 

“No?”  he  asked.  “Didn’t  think  so.  Let’s  go.  We’ll  come  back  for them  once  we’re  done  with  the  Dungeon.  They’ll  be  expelled  from  here once the core breaks, right? We’ll incapacitate them and bring them back to base then.” 

The  Elementalist  nodded  numbly  and  followed  Max  into  the  next archway,  Martin’s  and  Valerie’s  screams  and  pleas  chasing  them  into  the shadows. 
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“Nesura, Martin took only a single wound,” Max said. “Is that all it takes to get sick?” 

“No.  There’s  a  slight  chance  of  contracting  Crimson  Fever  each time a swine monster’s weapon cuts into your flesh,” the familiar explained. 

“But an infected person’s bite will always pass on the disease.” 

“Great.  Don’t  let  me  bite  you  if  I  get  infected,  Max,”  Trisha  said shakily, forcing a grin onto her face. “I might like it too much.” 

“Don’t  worry.”  Max  clenched  his  gauntleted  fist.  “You  won’t  be able to bite anything without teeth.” 

“Ah, Max, gentlemanly as always.” The Elementalist’s forced grin turned into a genuine grimace. 

“I do try. Don’t get infected and I won’t punch you in the face.” 

“If  Max  gets  infected  though,  he’s  going  to  eat  you,”  Nesura pointed out unhelpfully. “I don’t think you’d be able to stop him.” 

“Thanks, Nessy,” Trisha said. “But if that happens, I hope he eats you first. That way, I’d get one last laugh before I die.” 

“Shut up, both of you,” Max snapped as they emerged into the next room.  Another  horde  of  swine  choppers  awaited  them,  this  time  led  by  a swine foreman. 

Max tapped Garlocke’s totem and dismissed him. If he let Garlocke be  overwhelmed  and  slain  either  by  the  Dungeon’s  monsters  or  the

Slaughterman, it would be a full day before he could re-summon the raptor again. If Garlocke were dismissed, however, he could return a few minutes later. 

A quick glance at his Focus Map told Max they had nearly arrived at  the  heart  of  the  Dungeon.  He  leveled  his  Magus  Staff  at  the  horde  of charging monsters. 

 No  more  holding  back,  he  thought  as  he  filled  the  room  with lightning, ice, and fire, rapidly draining his Mana reserves, before dancing his  sword  through  the  ranks  of  the  reeling  monsters.  Snouted  heads  flew from shoulders beneath the sweep of his blade, and soon, he was within a few  strides  of  the  swine  foreman’s  platform.  The  monster  flinched  in surprise, obviously not expecting Max to cut his way through so quickly. 

A  Lightness  Step  brought  Max  upon  the  platform  as  well. 

Stridentsong  split  the  swine  foreman’s  head  in  half.  And  then  Max  was leaping away, back into the midst of the surviving swine choppers, slaying them  before  they  could  converge  on  Trisha  as  she  sealed  the  archway behind them. 

“We can’t be too far away,” Trisha said as Max drained three Mana potions in rapid succession and chucked the vials away. She frowned at the sight.  “What  a  waste.  Most  shops  take  them  back  for  a  copper  each,  you know?” 

“Not worth my time,” Max replied, snatching up as many pieces of Dungeon  metal  with  his  ring  of  holding  as  he  could  within  easy  reach. 

Trisha  pulled  free  a  scepter  from  the  dissipating  remains  of  the  swine foreman. 



 Hammercast +5: Rare enchanted item

 On equip:

 -50% Mana cost for all spells

 +50% effectiveness of all spells



“This works for elemental manipulation too. It’ll definitely come in handy.” The Elementalist hefted the scepter in her hands and nodded. 

“Put  it  to  use.  The  very  next  room  might  be  the  Warden’s.”  Max pulled  out  Garlocke’s  summoning  totem  and  called  to  him.  Inky  smoke billowed from the totem, and the raptor stepped out from it. 

“Max. Three rooms, like you said,” Garlocke reported. “Many pigs chased me. Slaughterman came and started tearing into the pigs.” 

“The Slaughterman is hostile to the Dungeon’s monsters too?” Max asked. 

“Yes. The pigs attacked the Slaughterman.” Garlocke nodded. “But when the Slaughterman was done with the pigs, it turned and went back the way  it  came.  I  think  it’s  tracking  you  again.  I  tried  to  follow,  but  you dismissed me.” 

“It’ll come across Valerie and Martin!” Trisha gasped. “We need to go back for them!” 

“Not  an  option,”  Max  said.  “We  press  on  and  try  to  finish  off  the Warden before the Slaughterman gets to them.” 

“But...”  Trisha  sighed  and  slumped  her  shoulders.  “You’re  right, Max. The last thing we need now is to backtrack and risk running into the Slaughterman. And even if we do reach Martin and Valerie, I’m not sure I can keep them incapacitated. They might have even broken out by now and are hunting  us.” 

“As Level 5 Infiltrators, they have access to Prowess as a Level 2

spell.  So  that’s  very  likely,”  Nesura  added.  The  bat  pointed  one  of  her wingtips at the archway Trisha had just sealed. “They might very well be behind that now.” 

“Best thing we can do for them now is to finish this.” Max strode to another exit, Garlocke walking by his side and Trisha following close on his heels. 

Another  four  rooms  fell  to  Max’s  blade  and  Garlocke’s  claws.  As the  last  monster  he  slew  fell  away  into  motes  of  shadow,  Max  dismissed Stridentsong and studied his Focus Map. There was only one exit archway left, and it led to the heart of the Dungeon. The Warden was either there, or he and Trisha had boxed themselves in. 

A  nightmarish  whine  rose  into  the  air.  Max  looked  over  his shoulder,  and  cracks  cobwebbed  over  the  surface  of  the  room’s  sealed entrance. 

The Slaughterman had found them. 

Max  downed  his  last  pair  of  Mana  potions  and  tossed  the  vials aside, before racing into the next room. 

Relief and trepidation warred within his heart as the shadows of the archway  peeled  away  to  reveal  a  massive  chamber.  Vast,  sweeping  grills interspersed its gore-crusted and viscera-piled floor. Chains hung from the walls, sporting hooks from which carcasses of vaguely humanoid shape and appearance swung. 

A gigantic swine monster, twice as tall and thrice as wide as Max, dominated  the  center  of  the  room.  Standing  before  a  vast  stone  slab  that reached up to its waist, it had its back turned to Max and Trisha, and it held a  massive  meat  cleaver  in  its  right  forepaw.  On  its  left,  a  small  cluster  of

swine  reapers  chanted  and  gestured,  waving  their  bone  staffs  in  the  air. 

Eerie  violet  light  wafted  from  the  spell-casting  monsters  and  fell  on  the carcasses  hanging  upon  the  chains  closest  to  them.  The  carcasses  tore themselves  free  from  the  hooks  and  shambled  to  the  swine  reapers.  They had  neither  heads  nor  innards,  Max  saw,  and  their  flesh  was  pale  and bloodless. 

 So that’s where all the blood and guts came from,   he  realized.  He spotted  a  pile  of  grinning  skulls  stacked  to  the  ceiling  right  beside  the entrance.  Thousands  upon  thousands  of  rotting  heads  grinned  vacantly  at him. Trisha paled and clapped a hand over her mouth so that she wouldn’t scream. The knuckles of her other hand whitened as she tightened her grip on her enchanted scepter. 

As Max watched, the huge swine monster picked up a carcass that had  shambled  within  paw’s  reach  and  placed  it  on  the  stone  slab.  The cleaver in its paw descended a few times. The swine monster pushed a pile of  meat  and  bone  off  the  slab  and  onto  the  floor.  Several  swine  choppers gathered  the  detritus,  reduced  it  further  with  their  smaller  blades,  and wrapped  the  product  up  in  filthy  cloth.  One  of  them  hauled  the  package upon its shoulders and ran off into the darkness shrouding the far side of the room. 



 Warden: The Butcher

 Level 5

 Health: 750/750

 Mana: 600/600

 Physical Attributes

 Strength: 40

 Dexterity: 33

 Fortitude: 50

 Perception: 28

 Abilities

 Tenderize

 Butcher’s Chop

 Exsanguination

 Rewards

 Victory Shard value: 5

 Treasure Class: B+ (Warden)



The  Warden  raised  its  snout  then,  and  snuffled.  It  looked  over  its shoulder  and  spotted  Max,  Trisha,  and  Garlocke.  A  toothy  grin  crawled across its face, partially obscured by its sweeping tusks. 

“Ah,  fresh  meat,”  the  monster  said  in  a  silky  smooth  and surprisingly genial tone as it turned to face the Apocalypse Knights. “You should  have  been  processed  in  the  rooms  outside,  arriving  here  on  hooks instead of on your feet. No matter. We can get that done here, too.” 

Dozens of swine choppers appeared from behind the stone slab and began stalking over, their forepaws bristling with filthy blades, hooks, and spikes. 

“Garlocke, you’re not going to like this part,” Max warned. 

“I know what you’re going to ask me. And I don’t like it. I don’t like her, except as food.” The raptor turned and glared balefully at Trisha. 

She  flinched  as  he  flicked  his  tongue  in  her  direction.  “But  I’ll  do  it.  I’ll carry her.” 

“Thanks,”  Max  said.  The  raptor  lowered  his  haunches  for  Max  to put one foot in the stirrup of his armor and climb onto his back. 

“Wait. Carry me? What are we going to—” Trisha’s question died off in a squeal as Max reached down, seized her by the back of her belt and hauled her up to sit in front of him. 

“Keep us moving,” Max told the Raptor, leveling his Magus Staff as if it were a very short lance. “I’ve got an idea.” 

“Yes.” The raptor hurled himself into the air and toward one of the walls. His toe claws found purchase amidst the bodies and the chains, and Garlocke began running along the walls, leaping from one fleshy foothold to a steely one over and over again, while a pack of swine choppers chased him, grunting and oinking as they waved their weapons above their heads. 

“Trisha,  you’re  here  so  you  can  see  where  we’re  headed.  Give Garlocke places to go to,” Max instructed. 

The  Elementalist  caught  on  immediately.  She  clutched  her  scepter and  whispered  furiously  under  her  breath.  The  floor  of  the  vast  chamber writhed and roiled, tossing swine reapers and swine choppers off their feet. 

Only  the  Warden  remained  standing,  an  eerily  human  expression  of  wry amusement upon its snout. 

Ramps,  platforms,  and  mounds  of  gory  stone  rose  into  existence across the floor. Garlocke took to them, pouncing deftly onto a platform and dodging a shower of hurled cleavers and meat-hooks from the increasingly frustrated swine choppers. 

“You  don’t  seem  to  want  to  fight,  but  how  long  can  you  keep running, little morsels?” the Warden asked. A slimy purple tongue slithered from  its  maw  and  licked  the  bloody  blade  of  its  cleaver.  “Soon,  your strength will fail, and I will butcher you.” 

“He’s  right,  Max,”  Trisha  said,  conjuring  another  mound  of  stone that  knocked  over  a  cluster  of  swine  choppers.  “I  don’t  know  how  much longer Garlocke can keep running and jumping around like this, but it can’t be forever. Even if he  can  keep  this  up,  I’ll  run  out  of  Mana  and  potions sooner or later, and we’ll get caught.” 

“We  just  need  to  buy  some  time,”  Max  said,  leveling  his  Magus Staff and sending a pinpoint Icelance through the back of a swine chopper’s skull.  The  monster  fell,  convulsing  as  its  perforated  nerves  froze  and shattered. Sure enough, moments later, its reanimated corpse had joined the chase,  shambling  alongside  its  living  fellows  and  grasping  at  Garlocke’s powerful form. 

“For what?” Trisha asked as the raptor traversed farther and farther away from the entrance, staying one step ahead of the swine choppers, who were howling in frenzied frustration by now. She looked over her shoulder at Max, her eyes wide with dawning horror. “No. You can’t be serious.” 

“I  am,”  Max  told  her.  He  nodded  at  the  entrance  archway,  which was  swarming  with  swine  choppers.  A  tall,  gaunt  silhouette  emerged.  “In fact, there it is right now...” 

Max  felt  his  words  die  in  his  mouth  as  the  Slaughterman  walked into full view. Valerie and Martin were each impaled through the gut upon one  of  its  saw  arms,  but  they  were  still  alive.  His  legs  dangling  limply, Martin howled, shrieked, and thrashed his arms. 

“Hungry!” the Infiltrator bayed. “Flesh! Hungry!” 

“Meat!  I  want  meat!”  Valerie  screamed.  Her  crimson  eyes  were locked onto Max and Trisha. “I want to eat your heart!” 

The swine choppers fell silent upon the Slaughterman’s emergence. 

The  wry  grin  left  the  Warden’s  snout.  Only  the  swine  reapers  continued

their chanting, causing carcasses to pry themselves off the meat-hooks and shamble to the slab, forming a growing pile of twitching meat. 

“Take  a  closer  look  at  its  apron,  Max,”  Nesura  said.  “I’ve  seen artifacts like those before. One of my family’s Matriarchs possesses one in fact, only in the form of an obsidian globe, not a piece of filthy leather.” 

“What are you...” Max felt his mouth go dry as he did what Nesura suggested and peered closely at the Slaughterman’s apron. 

 Faces  crawled  beneath  the  surface  of  the  gore-streaked  leather garment. They writhed, their jaws agape in silent screams, and they swam, bringing one visage to the forefront after another. 

“A Soul-Binder,” Nesura confirmed. “It traps...” 

More  high-pitched  whining  filled  the  air  as  the  serrated  blades across  the  Slaughterman’s  arms  spun.  Valerie  and  Martin  had  time  to scream once more before their bodies fell apart. Not even a heartbeat later, their  faces  appeared  upon  the  Slaughterman’s  apron,  before  submerging beneath a sea of soundless shrieks. 

“Yeah, I get it,” Max said. 

“That  is  against  union  regulations!”  the  Warden  thundered, stomping  toward  the  Slaughterman  and  waving  its  gigantic  cleaver  in  the air.  “We  take  only  meat  in  this  place,  not  souls!  And  we  definitely  don’t consume our product! Well, not that much, anyway.” 

“It’s lying,” Garlocke stated flatly. “It eats a lot of meat. Otherwise, it wouldn’t be so fat.” 

The Warden  was fat, Max had to admit. It wore an apron too, but it fell far short of covering its immense paunch. The Slaughterman didn’t say anything. Instead, it strode forward and scythed one of its limbs through a cluster of swine choppers. They fell apart, squealing in agony. 

With that, the Dungeon monsters swarmed into motion. More swine choppers  poured  from  behind  the  stone  slab,  howling  and  waving  their weapons. The Warden loosed a bellow of fury as well and charged toward the  Slaughterman,  seemingly  no  longer  interested  in  the  Apocalypse Knights.  Its  massive  trotters  crushed  its  squealing  lackeys  as  it  advanced, and then it was bringing its cleaver down on the Slaughterman’s bandaged head. 

The Slaughterman dashed the cleaver aside with one of its arms and plunged  the  other  into  the  Warden’s  prodigious  gut.  Serrated  blades churned,  ripping  flesh,  dragging  out  globules  of  minced  intestines,  and drawing  forth  a  river  of  ichor.  The  Warden  howled  in  agony  and  pulled away, but swine choppers swarmed the Slaughterman before it could follow up and finish off its opponent. The smaller porcine monsters hacked at the Slaughterman’s legs and flanks, their blades carving shallow gouges across its flesh once in a while, but bouncing off harmlessly for the most part. 

“The  Warden  can’t  win,  and  a  Knight-Errant  has  to  be  the  one  to kill  it  for  the  Dungeon’s  core  to  manifest!”  Nesura  warned.  “If  the Slaughterman  cuts  the  big  pig  into  pieces,  you’ll  have  to  wait  for  the Warden  to  reappear.  That  might  take  hours,  if  not  days,  and  you’ll  be trapped here all this time!” 

“I guessed as much,” Max said. “Now that it’s come to this, I have no  intention  of  missing  out  on  killing  either  the  Slaughterman  or  the Warden.” 

“The Slaughterman?” Trisha gasped. “You’re insane. How...?” 

“We’ve  got  an  army  at  our  disposal,”  Max  said,  pointing  at  the swine  choppers  pouring  upon  the  Slaughterman.  The  special  condition monster was tearing through the pigs at a prodigious rate, slaying nearly a

dozen of them with every passing heartbeat. Once in a while, the Warden would wade in and trade a few blows with the Slaughterman, only to reel away, bleeding from a fresh wound. 

“They’re occupying it from the front, which means we just have to strike from a different direction,” Max continued. “And make it count.” 

He  tapped  Garlocke’s  flanks  lightly  with  his  heels,  spurring  the raptor  into  action,  and  pointed  to  a  corner  of  the  chamber,  several  dozen strides behind the Slaughterman. 

“Trisha, give me something tall there. Garlocke, get us to it,” Max instructed. 

The raptor kicked off into motion once more, hopping from earthen mound  to  dangling  chain  and  sometimes  off  of  porcine  flesh.  As  they neared  the  corner  that  Max  had  pointed  out,  Trisha  thrust  out  her  scepter and barked a few words. 

A  massive  column  of  stone  nearly  fifty  feet  tall  and  twenty  feet across, burst into existence, its surface gnarled and twisted for Garlocke’s claws  to  find  easy  purchase.  The  raptor  scaled  it  with  ease,  while  Max blasted any stray swine choppers in their path with Jolting Arcs or Firebolts. 

Max climbed off Garlocke the moment the raptor attained a steady perch upon the top of the column. Trisha did the same, her face pale and her breaths coming in shallow gasps. She retrieved a Mana potion from her ring of  holding  and  downed  its  contents,  before  letting  the  vial  fall  into  the churning melee below. She snarled at Max’s smirk. 

But that was all the time or attention he had for her. Putting away his  Magus  Staff  and  taking  out  his  bow,  Max  retrieved  a  handful  of  the elemental arrows he’d purchased just before his first confrontation with the

Slayer.  He  looked  inward  to  his  Flux  spells,  but  Nesura  had  already preceded him. 



 Cloak (optimized x3)

 Flux Spell: Ready

 Level 4

 Stealth Strength: 4

 Mana Cost: 3/6/12/24



Max sent a pulse of mental gratitude the bat’s way and cast Cloak at its highest spell Level. Twenty-four points of Mana was a small price to pay to deliver blows that would connect with four times the lethality. 

He picked up a lightning arrow and an ice arrow next. As far as he knew,  Cloak  didn’t  amplify  the  effects  of  spells,  only  the  strength  of physical  blows.  But  there  were  other  ways  to  increase  the  impact  of elemental and magical attacks. 

Max turned his attention back to the melee and saw that the Warden had  actually  managed  to  land  a  blow  against  the  Slaughterman  this  time, hacking a chunk of its flesh free and staggering it. He raised his bow and sent  the  two  arrows  he’d  picked  streaking  out  in  rapid  succession, empowering  their  flight  with  his  Momentum  ability.  The  lightning  arrow plunged into the Slaughterman’s back first, followed closely by the ice one. 

A  coruscation  of  swirling  frost  and  crackling  electricity  rose  into the air. Fistfuls of gray, corpselike flesh came free from the Slaughterman’s torso.  Nesura  helpfully  placed  the  Soul  Lens  screens  that  emerged  in  the corner of Max’s vision. 

 

 Elemental Synergy

 x4 effect

 x4 area-of-effect



The  lightning  and  frost  from  Max’s  arrows  spiraled  outward, catching a cluster of swine choppers in their spiral. The monsters shrieked and convulsed until their frozen limbs broke off from their torsos. 



 Saga effects applied:

 x2 damage

 x2 electroshock (stun, 4 seconds)



But  that  was  not  all.  Their  lethality  heightened  by  Max’s  Cloak spell, the arrows blasted through the Slaughterman’s torso, tearing fist-sized chunks of corpse-like flesh free. 



 Critical hit: x16 damage



The Slaughterman staggered, its body rent and ravaged by steel and magic. It snapped its gaze to Max, only to receive a massive cleaver in the back from the Warden. The Slaughterman spun back to the massive pig and buzzed  off  one  of  its  trotters,  causing  it  to  fall  and  crush  dozens  of  its lackeys. 

Swine choppers hurled themselves at the Slaughterman, only to be ground into minced meat by its bladed arms. The Warden tried to stand as

the Slaughterman loomed over it. 

Max hit it with another pair of elemental arrows, blasting more of its flesh free from its body. Trish struck as well, bouncing a massive boulder of  stone  off  the  back  of  its  skull.  The  Slaughterman  reeled,  and  Max cheered  inwardly.  They’d  inflicted  real  damage  on  the  special  condition monster this time. 

The  Warden  took  the  chance  to  bury  its  cleaver  in  the Slaughterman’s side and drag the blade across, spilling ropes of greasy, dark intestinal  coils  that  writhed  to  the  floor  in  a  torrent  of  grayish  fluids.  In response, the Slaughterman plunged a blade arm into the Warden’s shoulder and  buzzed  an  entire  massive  arm  from  its  socket.  Shrieks  of  agony  and rage blasted from the Warden’s snout. 

Max  shot  the  Slaughterman  again,  then  again.  One  of  the  special condition monster’s arms came free from its gaunt torso. It fell to one knee. 

The Warden gored it in the neck with its tusks. Swine choppers continued hacking at its limbs and torso. 

Nesura did a swift scan of both monsters. 

  

 Warden: The Butcher

 Level 5

 Health: 95/750

  

  

 Monster: The Slaughterman (special condition)

 Level 12

 Health: 200/3,590

 

Max  put  away  his  bow  and  summoned  Stridentsong.  He  set  its blade ablaze in flame with an Elemental Imbuement spell, then drove it into his Amplification Sheath, before renewing his Cloak spell, just to be sure. 

He reappeared briefly upon recasting Cloak, and it was enough for the shrewd Trisha to notice that he no longer had his bow out. 

“What’re you thinking, Max?” she demanded. “Are you going to do something absolutely insane again?” 

“I  need  to  make  sure  I  strike  the  killing  blow  on  both  the Slaughterman and the Warden,” Max said. “The best way to do that is up close.” 

“What?” Trisha pointed to the carnage and chaos unfolding below. 

“Have you seen what’s going on down there?” 

“I have. That’s why I need you up here to thin the number of the swine  choppers  down  and  make  my  job  easier,”  Max  said,  before  leaping off the column and casting Swift Flight. 
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Chapter 9







Trisha  tore  chunks  of  rock  from  the  room’s  ceiling  and  dropped them directly on the swarming monsters at the base of the column. Swine choppers  perished  in  droves  as  did  a  few  swine  reapers,  but  none  of  the boulders  struck  the  Slaughterman  or  the  Warden.  Neither  did  any  come close  to  hitting  Max.  It  didn’t  take  too  long  before  he  realized  that  the Elementalist’s  efforts  had  reshaped  the  terrain  of  the  room,  with  piles  of broken  rock  funneling  swine  choppers  into  an  endless  stream  toward  the Slaughterman. 

“Credit  where  credit’s  due,  Trisha  is  a  smart  one,”  Nesura  said. 

“Maybe  a  bit  too  smart.  You  might  have  to  kill  her  if  she  tries  to  seize power from you.” 

“She’s  a  bit  too  smart  for  that,”  Max  replied.  The  Challenge’s conditions are still active, so she’s raking in heaps of Victory Shards doing this too. 

He  landed  in  the  midst  of  a  heap  of  disintegrating  swine  chopper bodies.  There  were  none  of  the  pig  monsters  left  nearby.  As  he  watched, more  and  more  stone  fell  from  the  ceiling,  covering  his  flanks  and preventing  the  swine  choppers  from  swarming  him  in  their  efforts  to surround the Slaughterman, whose back was now turned to him. 

Max drew his sword and charged. Stridentsong’s blade blazed with a  triple  amplified  fiery  enchantment.  The  Slaughterman  batted  aside  the Warden’s  final  feeble  defenses,  leveled  its  saw  arm  at  the  gigantic  pig’s

throat, and pushed. Ichor spurted into the air. The Warden’s angry bellows became squeals of pain and despair. 



 Warden: The Butcher

 Level 5

 Health: 6/750



Max leaped high with a Lightness Step and drove his sword through the base of the Slaughterman’s skull, so that Stridentsong’s tip burst through its bandaged mouth, scattering shards of yellowed teeth and slices of gray tongue. 



 Critical hit: x16 damage



At  the  same  time,  he  seized  the  side  of  the  Slaughterman’s  neck with his left hand and extended his will to the saw blades of his enchanted gauntlet,  causing  them  to  emerge  from  his  palm  instead  of  from  his knuckles. The circular blades buzzed into the monster’s gray flesh, churning it into corpse-hued mush. 



 Critical hit: x16 damage



The  Slaughterman  reeled,  withdrawing  its  arm  from  the  Warden’s throat. Max braced his feet against the bandaged monster’s back and pulled his sword upward, even as he kept pushing his whirring gauntlet blades into the ruins of its neck. 

With a sudden wet crack, the Slaughterman’s head came free from its shoulders, still impaled through the base of the skull upon Max’s sword. 

The  bandaged  monster  began  to  topple  onto  the  fallen  Warden,  its  single remaining arm descending upon the massive pig’s torso. Max dismissed his sword and reached for his Magus Staff, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to finish off the Warden in time. 

“Nesura!”  he  cried  out  vocally  to  the  bat,  even  as  he  pulsed  his intentions to her wordlessly through their mental link. 

She  responded  immediately  and  cast  her  newest  spell.  A  wing  of crimson  light  extended  from  Max’s  shoulders  and  snapped  forward.  Two spikes of frozen blood punched into the Warden’s eyes. The monster’s death throes  began  a  split-second  before  the  Slaughterman’s  arm  tore  into  its body. 

Max  leaped  clear  of  the  Slaughterman’s  disintegrating  corpse  and landed in front of the surviving swine choppers. The pig-men gibbered in horror  at  the  sight  of  their  fallen  leader.  They  backed  away  anxiously  as Max  called  his  blade  back  into  his  hand  again  and  advanced  upon  them. 

The  monsters  finally  broke  and  fled  when  Trisha  dropped  a  few  more boulders into their midst, reducing the foremost of their number into pulp. 

Farther back in the chamber, the swine reapers turned and fled too, adding their terrified squeals to those of their lesser kin. 

 Looks  like  we’re  done  here,  Max  said,  before  turning  back  to  the Slaughterman’s  body,  which  was  piled  atop  the  Warden’s.  Both  of  the monsters’  corpses  were  breaking  apart,  but  he  seized  the  Slaughterman’s apron,  cut  its  securing  knots  with  his  sword,  and  pulled  it  free  from  its owner’s carcass. 

“What  are  you  doing?”  Nesura  demanded.  “That’s  a  cursed  item! 

Drop it now!” 

“Martin’s and Valerie’s souls are trapped here, right?” Max asked. 

“Can I free them by destroying this apron?” 

“You  can,  but  in  doing  so,  you  earn  the  Slaughterman’s  eternal enmity!” Nesura said. “See for yourself!” 

She scanned the sheet of filthy leather. 



 Slaughterman’s Apron

 Cursed, Restoration

 Curse:  The  possessor  or  destroyer  of  this  item  bears  the Slaughterman’s  Mark  permanently.  5%  chance  the  Slaughterman  will manifest in any Dungeon the Mark’s Bearer enters. The Slaughterman will always be at least 5 Levels higher. 

 Restoration:  Upon  destruction,  this  apron  will  reappear  upon  the Slaughterman within one day. 



“I’ll just kill the damned thing another time if it shows up again.” 

Max  hurled  the  apron  high  and  blanketed  it  with  a  Firestorm.  White-hot flames  cascaded  upon  the  massive  leather  sheet,  reducing  it  to  ash  within moments. 

A  chorus  of  whispers  washed  over  Max,  suffusing  his  ears  with sighs  of  gratitude.  He  fancied  he  heard  Martin  and  Valerie  among  the disembodied  voices,  but  he  couldn’t  be  sure.  When  the  last  of  them  had faded,  a  shriek  of  unhinged  rage  took  their  place.  The  scream  faded  as

abruptly as it had unfolded, leaving Max with an uneasy chill running down the length of his spine. 



 Slaughterman’s Mark (Permanent): The Slaughterman will come

 for you



 Let  him,  Max  thought  as  Garlocke  trotted  to  his  side.  Trisha  was perched  awkwardly  upon  the  raptor’s  back.  She  sighed  with  relief  when Garlocke lowered his haunches and let her down. 

“This  one’s  clever.”  The  raptor  flicked  his  tongue  out  at  Trisha. 

“Still annoying. But I dislike her less now.” 

“Thanks,  Garlocke,”  Trisha  said,  her  brow  twitching  in  irritation. 

“Your opinion matters so much to me.” 

“It does.” Garlocke lowered his head, so that his snout was an inch away  from  Trisha’s  face,  and  looked  her  right  in  the  eye.  “It’d  better.  Or else.” 

“Alright,  Garlocke.  Stop  bullying  Trisha.”  Max  nodded  to  the Elementalist,  patted  the  raptor  on  the  flank,  and  gave  Nesura  a  mental nudge. “Well done, all of you. Excellent work today.” 

“You’re  very  welcome,”  Nesura  and  Trisha  said  at  the  same  time and  with  nearly  the  same  amount  of  smugness.  The  Elementalist  and  the familiar  exchanged  a  surprised  look,  before  nigh-identical  smirks  crawled over their faces, even though the former was a woman and the latter was a bat. Max shook his head at the sight.  That’s just wrong. 

Garlocke  grunted  in  appreciative  acknowledgment.  He  flicked  his tongue at Trisha again. 

“I still want to eat her corpse if she dies,” the raptor said. 

“If  she  dies,  Garlocke,”  Max  replied,  patting  Garlocke  again, grinning inwardly as affronted horror wiped away the Elementalist’s smirk. 

“If she dies.” 

“How  any  woman  resists  your  charms,  Max,  I’ll  never  know.” 

Trisha jabbed her thumb at the stone slab the Warden had been using for his butchery. The Dungeon’s core had appeared above its surface. “Let’s finish up and get out of here.” 
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As  Max  had  expected,  another  four  compass  wheels  appeared beneath the bell of the new clock tower, each of them pointing to a different Dungeon.  Trisha  produced  a  small  notebook  from  her  belt  pouch  and scribbled  down  their  names  and  locations,  but  Max  was  particularly interested in one of them, the Full Moon Woods, which sat in the middle of Milvatown, a mere hundred miles from the Dominion’s capital city. It was also where Pureheart’s Sacrifice was supposed to be, and where Max had a feeling he would find Artur Brightblade. 

“If  we  are  Level  9  or  10,  I  might  be  able  to  fly  you  across  that distance  with  Sanguine  Wing,”  Nesura  said,  reading  his  thoughts  as  she always  did.  The  familiar  emerged  from  his  belt  pouch  and  flapped  her wings  excitedly.  “Speaking  of  Levels,  have  either  of  you  taken  note  of yours?” 

“Let me guess. We’ve made some good headway to Level 6,” Max said,  projecting  a  screen  from  his  Soul  Lens.  “We  did  earn  a  ridiculous number of Victory Shards after all.” 



 Level 6 attained! 

 Level 7 attained! 



“What?”  Trisha  cried,  dropping  her  notebook  in  surprise.  She projected a screen from her Soul Lens and saw the same thing too. Her eyes widened  with  awe.  “We  gained   two  Levels  in  a  row!  That’s  insane! 

Completely unheard of! But how?” 

“The  Challenge’s  conditions  definitely  helped.”  Max  unfolded another Soul Lens screen. “And then there’s this, too.” 



 Saga attained! 

  

 Slaughterer’s Bane

 Slaughtered the Slaughterman

 Acquire enough Victory Shards to ascend 1 Level immediately

 +5 to all physical attributes

 +100% Victory Shard acquisition

  

 Saga attained! 

  

 Esteemed Slayer

 Defeated a monster 5 Levels higher

 +50% damage and status effect intensity and duration to monsters



“I have these Sagas too,” Trisha said, shaking her head in disbelief. 

“We were in way over our heads with this Dungeon, Max, especially when we accepted the Slaughterman’s challenge. I thought we were done for back there, but...” 

“But  Max  found  an  underhanded,  sneaky  way  to  win  instead.” 

Nesura landed on his shoulder and cast him a resentful glare. “From what I’ve  heard,  Cosmic  Challengers  usually  split  up  when  the  Slaughterman appears, with one group luring it while staying ahead of its grasp and the other  defeating  the  Warden  and  breaking  the  Dungeon  core.  Or  they  just slow it down, run ahead, and hope for the best, like what you all were doing before Valerie and Martin got themselves infected with Crimson Fever.” 

“But Max had it help us with the Warden instead before stabbing it in the back,” Trisha said. “I gather that’s not supposed to happen.” 

“What’s  not  supposed  to  happen?”  Max  asked.  “The Slaughterman’s defeat? That can’t be right. Nesura, going by what you said about  the  Slaughterman’s  apron,  other  Cosmic  Challengers  have  beaten  it before.” 

“That’s  right,  but  all  of  them  were  powerful  beyond  their  Levels, and they attacked in four or five cohorts. And many of them still died and lost  their  souls  to  the  Slaughterman.  You  aren’t  the  only  one  who  has thought about making use of the Warden, either. But I suppose the Butcher was a much more durable and tenacious monster than most other Wardens of the same Level, so it managed to hold the Slaughterman’s attention long enough for you to prevail.” 

“Get to the point if you’ve got one, bat,” Max said. 

“The point is that you’re a no-good, cheating, exploitative bastard!” 

Nesura  raved.  “You  killed  me  with  a  surprise  attack  when  we  were supposed  to  duel.  Then  you  abused  your  Carnage  spells  to  defeat  the Mariner.  And  now  you  beat  the  Slaughterman  by  using  the  Warden  as  a distraction! Why can’t you just play by the rules for once?” 

“I didn’t know there were rules in the first place. And even if there were, what’s the point in following them?” Max shrugged. “This is a war, and I’m here to win. If I have to cheat, I will.” 

“And I wouldn’t even call that cheating, necessarily,” Trisha added. 

“We all know Dungeons and monsters operate by a certain set of rules, and like  it  or  not,  Max  still  worked  within  those  rules  and  killed  the Slaughterman  and  the  Warden  with  his  spells  and  weapons.  I  don’t  even know  how  you  would   cheat  when  it  comes  to  Dungeons.  Increasing  your Level at a whim, maybe? Pulling the most powerful enchanted items out of thin air? Just erasing monsters by pointing at them?” 

Max  furrowed  his  brow  at  the  Elementalist’s  choice  of  words.  He had indeed seen Artur Brightblade remove a monster from existence with a mere point of his finger. If the rules did apply differently to someone, it was Artur  Brightblade...  and  perhaps  by  extension  to  some  degree,  his  chosen champion or puppet, Max. 

 The  Temporal  Equalization  spell  already  sets  me  apart  from  the other Knights-Errant,  he mused.  And then there’s the whole Heroic Mosaic nonsense  too,  plus  my  Temporal  Transcendence  spell.  I’m  not  even  sure how Temporal Transcendence even works or what it does. 

Max  sighed  and  looked  at  the  Soul  Lens  screen  below  the compasses. 

 

 Temporal Equalization Complete

 Time to next temporal destabilization: 29.23.53.45



“A month. One month to deal with eight Dungeons,” Nesura said. 

“You won’t be able to do this by yourself.” 

“That’s  what  the  Apocalypse  Knights  are  for,”  Max  said.  “I’m Level 7 now, so I can infuse two more invocation wands. Though I’m not sure  how  useful  those  will  be,  since  the  only  one  besides  Trisha  and  me who’s Level 7 is Jonn.” 

“This means that you’ll have to pull him back from recruiting duties in the Errantry Mansion and have him start attacking Dungeons too,” Trisha said,  nodding  soberly.  “I’ll  send  word  to  him  as  soon  as  we  return  to Hisktown.” 

“Alright. That sounds like a plan.” Max reached into his belt pouch next and took out a sphere of white light. Trisha had one of those spheres, too.  “These  Warden  items,  whatever  they  might  be,  will  be  Level  5.  I’m probably going to use mine to enhance my Amplification Sheath. What are you going to do, Trisha?” 

“I’m just going to claim it,” the Elementalist replied. “What about that  thing  from  the  Slaughterman?  It’s  a  really  powerful  enchanted  item, judging  by  the  sheer  amount  of  magical  energy  radiating  from  it.  Do  you want to figure out what it is now?” 

The  Slaughterman  had  left  behind  a  strange  pile  of  spiked  metal, and Max had simply stowed it in his ring of holding. He shrugged, retrieved it, and allowed it to splay all over the floor of the clock tower’s bell room. 



 Cage of Tormented Denial: Rare enchanted item

 On equip:

 Boosts all physical attributes by 7 points

 Grants 25% resistance to all elemental effects (absolute) Every 24 hours, wearer can expend 100 Mana points to attain full immunity to one element for 5 seconds

 

“What does ‘absolute’ mean?” Max asked Nesura. 

“An  enchanted  item  with  an  absolute  property  cannot  be  negated, reduced, or altered in any way,” the familiar explained. “What this means for the Cage of Tormented Denial is that there is nothing that can lower or increase the elemental resistance it grants to you. Carnage spells won’t do the trick. Neither will any monster’s spell or ability, no matter their Level. 

But neither does it bar you from increasing your elemental resistance with other spells, abilities, or items.” 

“That’s  pretty  helpful.”  Max  picked  up  the  Cage  of  Tormented Denial and frowned in confusion. “How do I equip it?” 

“Oh,  see  those  spikes  there?”  Nesura  pointed  with  her  wingtip. 

“You’ve  got  to  untangle  the  damned  thing,  fit  it  over  your  body,  and  let those spikes pierce you right down to the marrow. Only then will its effects come into play. That’s why Cage items are so unpopular, despite the power they offer.” 

“I’m going to pass on this, Max,” Trisha said quickly. “It’s yours if you want it. And if you don’t, well... I don’t know if you can even sell it. 

Who  could  even  use  something  like  that?  The  boost  to  your  physical attributes and that elemental resistance won’t really help when you’re in too much pain to do anything.” 

“I’ll hand it over to the Truesteel clan for them to take a look,” Max decided. “Maybe one of their artisans or craftsmen can figure out a better way to use it. It’s too powerful to just throw away.” 

“That’s  an  option,  I  suppose.”  Trisha  proffered  Valerie’s  and Martin’s rings of holding. The latter had several, and one of them was the

special one that allowed him to store and repurpose disarmed magical traps. 

She quirked a brow. “Next-of-kin?” 

“Next-of-kin,” Max confirmed. “See that it happens.” 

“Funny  thing,  that.”  Trisha  put  Valerie’s  ring  away  and  tossed Martin’s  casually  in  her  hand.  “Martin  doesn’t  have   any  next-of-kin.  He actually put down in his enlistment form that in the event of his death, all his items were to go to  you, Max. I guess that’s just how devoted he was to our cause.” 

“Huh.  I  didn’t  expect  that  at  all,”  Max  said,  scratching  his  cheek and sighing wearily. “He doesn’t have any family? Close friends?” 

“Closest  one  was  Valerie,”  Trisha  replied,  lowering  the  hand  that held Martin’s ring. “As for family, no. I knew him quite well in life, Max. 

His story is a strange and sad one. Maybe you’d like to hear it when you have the time.” 

“Strange  and  sad,  eh?  Aren’t  we  all?”  Max  took  the  Infiltrator’s ring and put it into one of the compartments of his belt pouch. “Fine. I’ll honor  his  wishes.  The  sooner  we  resolve  this  Apocalypse  Horizon nonsense,  the  fewer  Apocalypse  Knights  will  have  to  die  such  horrible deaths.” 

“True,  but  then  they’d  just  go  and  die  as  Knights-Errant  of  some guild  or  the  other,”  Trisha  said.  “One  Dungeon  after  another  until  some monster kills us. That’s just how our lives, and now yours, are.” 

“It’s  not  as  bad  as  it  sounds,  honestly.”  Max  felt  a  genuine  smile unfolding on his face. “I’ve lived worse.” 

“Worse than monsters trying to eat or mutilate you?” Trisha asked, chuckling. 

Max  thought  of  the  perpetual  disappointment  in  his  father’s  eyes and the disdain and scorn the Sava of the natural timeline heaped upon him. 

He remembered the fires of war, the thousands of men who died shrieking in pain at the whims of their rulers, and the atrocities perpetrated by soldiers upon  defenseless  civilians.  As  an  Inquisitor,  he  pursued  the  worst specimens of humanity, ever-horrified by the depravity of their crimes. And then  came  the  endless  nights  of  despair  and  tedium,  with  him  ending  his patrols at the bottom of a bottle, his thoughts swirling with impotent rage . 

“Yes,” he replied. “Yes, I have.” 
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Max called the Knight Captains to a meeting the next day, after his return from the Slaughterhouse of Infinite Blood. He went to the command tent a few minutes earlier than scheduled and found Flora waiting for him by its entrance. 

“Good  morning,  Flora,”  Max  said,  clasping  hands  with  her.  The Defender was trembling with excitement, and she had a huge smile on her face. “Anything I should know?” 

“It’s ready, Max. The upgrades to your command tent are ready!” 

“Upgrades?” Max shrugged and followed Flora into the tent. 

He didn’t notice anything different about its interior right away. The map board was still there as was the large round table and its chairs. More chairs were stacked somewhere in the corner. 

It was only when Flora walked over to the table and tapped upon it that Max saw how a small cluster of runes had been etched into its surface. 

The  Defender  took  a  step  back,  and  a  column  of  Soul  Lens  screens appeared,  each  of  them  bearing  an  Apocalypse  Knight’s  profile.  She nodded, and the profiles scrolled downward. 

“I  heard  about  your  request  for  the  profiles  from  our  staff,”  Flora explained. “They completed the profiles and integrated them into this table. 

Look, here’s yours. Trisha had it compiled while we were dealing with the Kraken’s Wrath, but it was last updated shortly before you left to take care of the Slaughterhouse of Infinite Blood.” 

“That’s handy. Very handy,” Max commented, taking a brief look at his own profile. 



 Maximo Strident

 Classification: Arcanist

 Level: 5

 Overview:

 Knight  Commander.  Wields  an  enchanted  sword,  staff,  and bow.  Uses  Arcane  Flux  to  copy  the  abilities  and  spells  of  other Knights-Errant or monsters. Can fill the role of any of the base four Classifications.  Has  a  spirit  familiar,  the  first  known  example  of  its kind. 



“It?” Nesura snarled, poking her head out of Max’s belt pouch and glaring balefully at Flora. “It?” 

“Oops.  Sorry.  I  didn’t  write  this.”  Flora  grimaced.  She  tapped another rune on the table and furrowed her brow. Max’s profile flickered. 



 Has a spirit familiar, the first known example of her kind. 



“Better?” the Defender asked Nesura. 

“Hmph!” Nesura huffed and sank back into the pouch. 

Max sighed and scratched the back of his head. 

“Don’t  mind  her.  You  know  how  she  is,”  he  told  Flora,  before nodding  at  the  table.  “Were  these  the  upgrades  you  were  talking  about? 

They’re great, Flora. Thank you. How much do I owe you?” 

“Oh,  don’t  worry  about  it,”  Flora  replied,  waving  dismissively. 

“Consider  this  the  Truesteel  clan’s  contribution  toward  resolving  the Apocalypse Horizon crisis.” 

“No. Get me a bill or an invoice. I’ll take a look and figure out a way  to  pay  you  back.”  Max  raised  his  hand  to  forestall  the  Defender’s protests. “This isn’t a request, Flora. Either your family gets paid in full for this, or you take it back.” 

“But...!” Flora slumped her shoulders, crestfallen. 

Max sighed again and clasped her on the shoulder. “You can send me  the  bill  later.  For  now,  why  don’t  you  walk  me  through  how  this works?“

The Defender’s expression brightened immediately. 

“Alright!” Flora gestured at Max’s profile again. “As I was saying, this  was  last  updated  nearly  a  week  ago,  right?  It  isn’t  accurate  anymore, because you’re Level 7 now. Press down on this rune over here, third from the left.” 

Max did so. A Soul Lens screen appeared in front of him. 



 Command Dossier interfaced

 Commence update? 



He willed his assent, and his profile flickered again. 



 Maximo Strident

 Classification: Arcanist

 Level: 7

 

“Any Apocalypse Knight who wants to update his or her profile can do so like this or use any of the runic posts I’ve set up all across the base camp,” Flora explained. 

“Runic posts?” Max asked. 

“Just  wooden  posts  with  runes  linked  to  your  command  table,” 

Flora  said.  “Any  information  the  Apocalypse  Knights  add  to  their  own profiles at the posts gets transmitted here, so you can see it too.” 

“Very nice.” Max whistled admiringly. He extended his will to his profile and found that it detailed every aspect of who he was as a Knight-Errant.  His  physical  attributes  were  listed  there,  as  was  a  complete  list  of every enchanted item he had on his person and within his rings of holding. 

He also realized that a slight mental effort was all it took to redact or alter any of the details listed upon his profile. 

 That’s  good,  he  thought.  I  don’t  need  to  know  anyone’s  life  story. 

 And if there’s something an Apocalypse Knight would rather not tell me that isn’t relevant to the Apocalypse Horizon, I don’t need to know that either. 

“These  runes  can  also  identify  a  possessed  Knight-Errant,”  Flora continued. “This means that the Slayer will have a much more difficult time infiltrating our ranks now.” 

“Good.” Max nodded. “Get the word out. I want everyone to submit a profile by the end of the day. One thing. You said that you didn’t write my overview. Who did? The command table?” 

“No.  Trisha  wrote  your  overview  and  submitted  it  to  our  staff.  A fresh  profile  compiled  using  these  runes  would  have  a  blank  overview section which can be edited or filled out later.” 

“That means most of the profiles will be left blank,” Max replied, aware  of  the  general  aversion  most  people  had  toward  filling  out  forms. 

“Alright.  Tell  everyone  to  include  a  few  details  about  themselves  when they’re  submitting  their  profiles.  What  they’re  good  at,  what  kind  of weapons  or  spells  they  favor,  that  sort  of  thing.  I’m  not  expecting paragraphs. A sentence or two will be enough.” 

“Understood.”  Flora  took  out  a  small  tab  of  metal,  then.  It  was roughly as large as a thumbnail, and it had a hole punched through its upper half. A sturdy dark string ran through that hole. Flora fastened the ends of the string around her neck, making sure the metal tab was in contact with her skin, and pointed to another rune. “Tap this one now, Max.” 

A Soul Lens screen appeared when he did so. 



 Tactical Communications established. 

  

 Commander: Maximo Strident (Level 7 Arcanist)

 Current connections:

 1. Flora Truesteel (Level 5 Defender)



Max  extended  his  will  to  Flora’s  name,  and  another  Soul  Lens screen unfolded over the table. Flora’s face appeared in that screen, and he realized that it was a real-time representation of the Defender. He glanced over to her and saw that she had a Soul Lens screen in front of her as well. 

Max glimpsed his own face and its surprised expression within  that screen. 

“Hold on a second, Max.” Flora walked out of the tent. The screen above the table changed accordingly, showing her now standing out in the

open air. She spoke then, and her voice emanated from the screen. “Can you hear me?” 

“Yes, I can,” he replied. “I see now. I can use this to communicate with  anyone  wearing  one  of  those  metal  tabs.  What  kind  of  range  are  we looking at?” 

“The range extends even within Dungeon. This has been tested with the Kobold Hills. But you can’t speak to someone outside the Apocalypse Horizon. We tried that, too.” 

“I see. How many people can I speak with at once?” 

“Currently,  your  command  table  can  only  support  up  to  twelve connections.” 

“That’s  plenty.  The  Knight  Captains  can  each  have  one.  This  will help me command them on the field. Come on back in, Flora.” 

The  Defender  reentered  the  tent,  walked  back  to  the  table,  and pointed at another rune. 

“There’s  one  other  thing  this  command  table  can  do,”  she  said. 

“Press down on this.” 

Max shrugged and did as instructed. 



 Database accessed. 

  

 Select category to view:

 1) Target Dungeons

 2) Monsters by regions



He extended his will to the second category. The Soul Lens screen flickered. 

 

 Regions of interest

 Hisktown

 Misktown

 Benatown

 Graiatown

 Viratown

 Milvatown

 Polusktown

 Crasatown



“So  far,  we  only  have  information  on  Hisktown,  Misktown, Graiatown, and Benatown, the latter courtesy of Trisha, who stayed up all of  last  night  writing  down  everything  she  remembered  about  the  swine monsters,” Flora explained. “Our staff only got her report transcribed this morning.” 

“I’ll  take  a  look.”  Max  nodded.  The  screen  shifted  once  more, revealing scrupulously detailed descriptions of the various swine monsters he’d  encountered  in  Benatown  and  the  Slaughterhouse  of  Infinite  Blood. 

“This  is  good  work.  I’ll  thank  Trisha  for  this  later.  Could  this  be  made accessible to the rest of the Apocalypse Knights? Maybe arrange things so that they can look through all this information at those runic posts?” 

“Already  done,  Max.  Anyone  can  also  append  additional information to each of these descriptions. Actual changes to the information

here will need to be approved beforehand, though.” 

“Sensible. Very sensible.” Max turned his attention next to the first category. 



 Target Dungeons

 Feast of Dusk

 Location: Hisktown

 Status: Complete

 Graywind Mage Tower

 Location: Misktown

 Status: Complete

 Kraken’s Wrath

 Location: Graiatown

 Status: Complete

 Slaughterhouse of Infinite Blood

 Location: Benatown

 Status: Complete

 Wind Delve

 Location: Viratown

 Status: Complete

 Full Moon Woods

 Location: Milvatown

 Status: In progress (Knight Captain Vasco Irunal)

 Primal Heart:

 Location: Polusktown

 Status: In progress (Mila Kunst)

 Silver Vault

 Location: Crasatown

 Status: Pending



“Someone finished Wind Delve already?” he asked. 

“Kerana did. She just got back this morning, so we haven’t gotten any  information  about  the  monsters  in  Viratown  yet.  Apparently,  she  saw eight other Dungeons from the top of the clock tower in Viratown. Our staff will transcribe her report as soon as she submits one.” Flora sighed. “She lost everyone else in her cohort though. The Dungeons in the Apocalypse Horizon seem to be far deadlier than the ones in the main timeline.” 

“Outside  the  Apocalypse  Horizon,  I’ve  only  been  to  the  Kobold Hills, so I can’t really compare,” Max said. “Is that your assessment? That the  Dungeons  here  are  much  more  dangerous  and  casualties  are  far  more likely?” 

“I think so. We lost Cahya and Gunther in the Kraken’s Wrath. The Slaughterhouse  took  Valerie  and  Martin.  And  now  Kerana’s  the  only  one who’s come back from the Wind Delve. Knights-Errant don’t die so easily outside the Apocalypse Horizon as far as I know.” 

“That’s  true.  But  they  don’t  progress  as  quickly  either.  Risk  and reward. That’s just how it is.” 

The  rest  of  the  Knight  Captains  began  streaming  in.  Trisha  was first.  The  Elementalist  had  cleaned  herself  up  and  was  wearing  a  plain

brown robe instead of her armor, but her face was lined with fatigue, and there were dark rings under her eyes. 

“Hey,  Max,”  she  said,  her  eyes  flickering  between  him  and  Flora. 

“Hello, Flora. The two of you decided to get started without the rest of us, eh? Hope we didn’t interrupt anything.” 

“I  was  just  showing  Max  how  to  use  the  command  table,”  Flora said, her cheeks coloring. 

“Trisha, I saw you taking notes yesterday on top of the clock tower in Benatown,” Max said. “You think you can add the names and locations of the four new Dungeons we saw? Or do I have to do it?” 

“Leave  that  to  me.  I’ll  get  it  done  by  this  afternoon,”  Trisha  said, pulling out a chair and taking a seat at the table. 

“Excellent.” Max gave her a grateful nod. The Elementalist, for all of  her  annoying  teasing  and  conniving  flirtation,  had  proven  herself  to  be both competent and formidable. He didn’t have to like her, but he could still appreciate her work. “Take the rest of the day off after that and get some sleep. I heard you were up all night.” 

“So were you, from what I heard,” Trisha replied, a weary grin on her face. “A week away really got Sava going, didn’t it?” 

Max  rolled  his  eyes.  He’d  used  his  sanctuary  item  the  previous night, so there was no way Trisha could have heard anything, even if she’d placed  her  tent  uncomfortably  close  to  his.  He  turned  his  attention  to  the other Knight Captains as they sat down, greeting each of them in turn. 

Jargal  was  the  last  one  to  arrive,  and  he’d  brought  along  a  guest. 

The newcomer was a young Hunnite warrior with a wild beard. 

“Subotai Sokargiin,” Max said. “Why are you here?” 

“Funny  story,  that,”  Jargal  said,  grimacing.  “Actually,  it’s  not  that funny. I’ll explain as soon as we get this meeting underway.” 

“Alright. I have some things to go over with everyone, and then I want  to  hear  what  the  two  of  you  have  to  say,”  Max  replied.  The  two Hunnites  sat  down  at  the  table,  and  Max  followed  suit,  flanked  on  either side  by  Flora  and  Trisha.  He  turned  to  the  former.  “Thanks  to  Flora Truesteel,  we  now  have  this  command  table.  With  it,  we  can  stay  better coordinated and share information much more effectively.” 

Max  launched  into  a  brief  explanation  of  how  the  command  table worked and what he expected from the Knight Captains in terms of keeping him  informed  about  their  progress  on  their  respective  Dungeons  and  the monster hunting endeavors of the Apocalypse Knights reporting to them. 

He  had  Flora  pass  out  the  communication  tabs.  Every  Knight Captain was supposed to have one on hand at all times and use it to keep in active contact with the base camp whenever he or she ventured beyond the protection of the clock towers. 

“Does that mean you’ll be here all the time from now on?” Kerana asked, a self-satisfied smirk on her face. “Maybe that’s for the best. After all, it wouldn’t do us any good if our Knight Commander wandered into a Dungeon and got himself killed, right?” 

“Normally, I’d agree with you,” Max said. “Having the commander personally take the field is a highly risky strategy, one that rarely pays off. 

But we cannot keep me from the fighting. More and more Dungeons appear with every one that we destroy. We won’t be able to keep up with them with our  current  number  of  invocation  wands.  I’ll  have  to  keep  increasing  my Level so I can infuse more of them.” 

“Then  wouldn’t  we  simply  be  talking  to  thin  air  when  you’re  not here?” Talos asked. 

“I’ll  hire  several  Knight-Errant  clerks  to  take  messages  and  keep track of your progress,” Max said. He glanced at Flora. “They  do  have to be Knights-Errant, don’t they? Otherwise, without a Soul Lens, none of them will be able to use the command table. 

“That’s right,” Flora said. “And yes, several of the Truesteel Clan’s staff do indeed have Soul Lenses. Stephens, for example. I’ll have a crew ready for you by the end of the day.” 

Mila looked at the screen indicating that she was the one working on the Primal Heart. She clenched her jaw and sighed. 

“I  took  your  advice,  Max,  and  sent  a  cohort  to  scout  ahead  into Polusktown,”  the  Knight  Captain  said.  “None  of  them  returned.  I  sent another. They didn’t return either. I was planning to head out there myself later today.” 

“You sent  another after the first one didn’t come back?” Max asked. 

“But  the  invocation  wand  was  with  the  first  cohort,  wasn’t  it?  You’re  not telling me that you sent a cohort into the midst of Level 99 monsters, are you?” 

“No.”  Mila  took  out  the  invocation  wand,  set  it  on  the  table,  and showed Max the small rune on its underside. “That’s a Recall enchantment. 

If  a  wand  isn’t  picked  up  by  another  human  being  within  the  space  of  an hour,  it  disappears  and  reappears  at  where  it  was  last  attuned.  I  had  mine attuned  to  an  open  area  beside  my  tent.  This  wand  has  come  back  to  me twice now.” 

“Which  means  they  were  killed  by  monsters,”  Jargal  said. 

“Monsters that  weren’t wearing human flesh.” 

 He’s got some news about the Slayer,  Max thought, glancing briefly at the Hunnite before returning his attention to Mila. “Did you manage to find out anything about the monsters in Polusktown?” 

“I  saw  a  few  of  them  for  myself,”  Mila  replied.  “Gigantic  cats  as large  as  that  raptor  of  yours,  with  curved  fangs  two  feet  long.  Apelike humanoids riding on their backs, wielding heavy stone clubs. Some of the humanoids  can  cast  spells  to  control  plants  and  turn  them  into  weapons, while the cats and their riders are really strong and fast.” 

“Good. That’s information we can use. Get a detailed report of the monsters to the Truesteel people later,” Max said. “As for Polusktown and the Dungeon, it looks like you need some help. That’s fine. It happens, and we’ve still got a month. Kerana, assist Mila, but she’s still in charge.” 

“Fine.” Kerana leaned back in her seat. “You’ll want to hear what I have to say before you send me off though.” 

“I do, and I will,” Max said, before looking at Vasco. “How’re you handling the Full Moon Woods?” 

“We’ve scouted a viable path to the Dungeon through Milvatown, and I’m leading a cohort there this afternoon,” the Elementalist said. “I’ve already put in a report on the monsters we’ve encountered so far. I expect the  information  will  get  transcribed  sooner  rather  than  later,  and  you  can read it for yourself with that command table of yours.” 

“Give me a brief verbal summary,” Max said. 

“Wolves.  Lots  of  them.  Six-feet  tall  at  least  and  bipedal,  with sweeping claws that can slice through enchanted plate armor,” Vasco said, wincing. “I lost two Warmongers finding that out. Some of the wolves cast spells,  too.  Hydro  elemental  ones,  for  the  most  part.  Some  poison  ones, too.” 

“Great.  Think  you  can  handle  things?  Do  you  need  me  to  come along?” Max asked. 

“Yeah, I can,” Vasco said, a fatalistic grin spreading across his face. 

“If  my  cohort  doesn’t  come  back,  then  you’ll  know  I  was  wrong.  In  any case, you just got back and need to recuperate, so leave this to me, Knight Commander.” 

“You’ve  got  more  pressing  issues  at  hand,  anyway,”  Jargal  spoke up. He nudged his fellow Hunnite. Subotai cleared his throat. 

“I  would  speak  now,  Maximo  Strident,  if  I  have  your  leave,” 

Subotai said. 

“One  moment.”  Max  gave  Vasco  a  nod.  “Get  it  done,  Knight Captain. I’m counting on you.” 

“Yes, sir,” Vasco replied. “I will.” 

“Alright, Subotai, say your piece,” Max told the Hunnite. 

Subotai cleared his throat again, pushed his chair back, and stood at attention  just  like  the  soldier  he  was.  “I  reported  the  details  of  our  last meeting to my Khan. I told him about the nature of the Apocalypse Horizon and the madness of Guyuk Altaigiin’s plans. I also told him my suspicions regarding  the  late  Noyan’s  role  in  the  Fendrech  Atrocity.  My  Khan  was horrified. He sent word to the Khagan.” 

“And you ended up meeting him and telling him the same thing,” 

Max said. “Skip ahead a bit.” 

“The  Khagan,  Khan  of  Khans,  has  sent  me  to  your  aid,  Maximo Strident,” Subotai continued. “The Apocalypse Horizon threatens the world, not just your decadent and corrupt nation. For as long as this crisis persists, you have me and fifty Knights-Errant at your disposal.” 

“But  they’re  soldiers  who  happen  to  have  Soul  Lenses,  aren’t they?” Max asked. “With an average Level of 2. How helpful can you all be?” 

“A  moment,  Khankiller,”  Jargal  said.  “Subotai’s  an  accredited Hunnite Scout. All those who’ve come with him have trained for at least a year as a Scout too.” 

“A  Scout?”  Max  blinked  in  surprise  and  took  a  closer  look  at  the wild-bearded Hunnite soldier. “You can’t be much older than twenty. How is that possible?” 

“I grew up amidst Scouts and began my official training when I was fourteen,” Subotai said stiffly. “I passed the Trial of Wind and Grass when I was seventeen. A few months later, my Soul Lens emerged.” 

“I see.” Max rubbed his jaw. 

During  the  Hunnite  war,  the  Scouts  had  famously  dogged  the withdrawal  of  General  Barthomelas  Cosus’s  army,  tracking  and  delaying them long enough for Khuyag Khan to catch and wipe out five regiments of hapless  Valerisen  soldiers.  Max  had  lost  hundreds  of  men  to  the  Hunnite Scouts. They were the most fearsome light infantry he’d ever faced. 

“Jargal, how do you think we can use the Scouts?” Max asked. 

“They  can  help  us  find  and  corner  the  Slayer,”  Jargal  replied.  He pulled out an apple from his ring of holding and began cutting slices from it with a small dagger. 

“So it  is the Slayer, then?” Max asked. “You have confirmation?” 

“Yes,”  Jargal  said,  in  between  crunchy  mouthfuls  of  fruit.  “We searched  around  where  some  Apocalypse  Knights  died  and  found  some tracks,  so  I  sent  out  a  few  lads  as  bait,  while  the  others  held  back  for  a counter-ambush.  And  lo  and  behold,  skull-masked  idiots  attacked.  We

killed them. And yes, we hauled the bodies back as proof, so I’ve got your confirmation, even if it cost me ten of my people.” 

“Damn  it.”  Max  clenched  his  jaw.  “How’s  he  getting  to  the Apocalypse Horizon? Haven’t we secured the portal?” 

“Subotai  has  something  to  say  about  that.”  Jargal  pointed  to  his fellow Hunnite. 

“The portal nearby isn’t the only one of its kind,” Subotai said. “I know for a fact that at least another has emerged near the Khagan’s palace, and  missives  between  his  court  and  that  of  the  Banelar  Kingdom  confirm that a third has appeared in one of the latter’s townships as well. But you and  your  Apocalypse  Knights  are  the  only  ones  who  can  traverse  this cursed place. And the Slayer too, since he has managed to get his hands on one of your invocation wands.” 

“So the Slayer is using one of these portals, then,” Max reasoned. 

“Not the one in the Khanate,” Subotai said. “It’s kept under heavy guard at all times. If I had to guess, it could be the Banelar Kingdom one. 

The latest missive to the Khagan’s court spoke of an uprising, and the portal is  now  within  rebel-held  territory,  so  even  if  the  Bane  King  wanted  to secure it, he couldn’t.” 

“What  a  mess,”  Max  said.  “As  far  as  we  know,  the  Slayer  has  an infinite number of bodies to throw into the Apocalypse Horizon. He might even  have  taken  some  of  our  people,  too.  Fighting  off  his  puppets  here whenever  we  need  to  do  something  simply  isn’t  feasible.  Alright.  This  is what  we’re  going  to  do.  We  hunt  down  where  he  emerges  into  the Apocalypse  Horizon,  go  out  through  the  portal  on  the  other  side,  and somehow seal it off from him.” 

“That’s where the Scouts come in,” Jargal said. “They might not do much  good  in  a  straight-up  fight  with  the  Slayer’s  puppets,  but  they  can definitely  corner  and  track  the  skull-masked  bastards.  And  when  we  find the portal, we’ll go through and just kill every living thing within ten miles and collapse a building on it or something.” 

“We’ll  have  to  figure  that  last  part  out  when  we  get  there,”  Max said. “Hopefully without slaughtering the uninvolved.” 

“Ha!” Jargal shoveled another piece of apple into his mouth. “You didn’t use the word  innocents. I like that, Khankiller. I like that very much.” 

“I’m  glad  you  approve,”  Max  replied  sarcastically.  “Alright, Subotai. Are all your men already here?” 

“No. They are waiting beyond the portal,” the Hunnite soldier said. 

“The  Khagan  was  very  clear  that  I  had  to  secure  your  approval  before bringing my warriors to this cursed realm.” 

“You have it. Get them here.” Max gestured at Jargal. “Work with him. If you can’t finish off the Slayer, do what you can to keep his puppets off our backs.” 

“Understood,  Maximo  Strident,”  Subotai  said.  “I  will  do  as  you instruct. My blade is yours to command.” 

“If  you’re  placing  yourself  under  my  command,  then  so  are  your men,  just  in  case  you  die,  and  I  have  to  take  charge  of  them,”  Max  said. 

“This  means  that  all  of  you  are  now  Apocalypse  Knights,  and  you’re  a Knight Captain, Subotai. Welcome aboard.” 

“Congratulations!” Jargal roared, thumping the younger Hunnite on the back. “Play your cards right, and we’ll load you and your lads up with Victory Shards and Dungeon metal yet.” 

“I seek only to serve my Khan and Khagan,” Subotai replied stiffly. 

“I  care  not  for  the  follies  of  Knights-Errant  and  you  immoral,  decadent Valerisens.” 

“He’s a captain too, now?” Kerana growled. She scanned Subotai. 



 Subotai Sokargiin

 Level 3 Warmonger



“But he’s only Level 3,” the Infiltrator protested. “And you say the newcomers are mostly Level 2? They’ll be completely useless!” 

“Looks like you missed the point about the entire discussion we just had,”  Max  said,  sighing.  “They’re  not  here  to  fight  monsters  or  attack Dungeons. They’re here to deal with the Slayer.” 

“Hmm.”  Jargal  grunted  and  tossed  his  apple  core  behind  his shoulder,  sending  it  rolling  to  a  darkened  corner  of  the  tent.  “Pretty.  Very pretty. Good with those blades, too. But not very smart.” 

“What  was  that?”  Kerana  surged  to  her  feet  and  drew  one  of  her blades.  Jargal  drew  his,  too.  It  was  the  same  curved  sword  he’d  used  to slaughter Guyuk. 

“Was  I  not  clear  enough?”  the  Hunnite  sneered.  “Like  I  said.  Not very smart.” 

“Enough!” Max roared. “Save that for the monsters and the Slayer! 

We’re done here. Jargal and Subotai, sort yourselves out. I want an update within a week. Vasco, go ahead. Let us know if you need more help. Talos and Fiona, thanks for coming. And Kerana...” 

The Infiltrator smirked again and sheathed her blade, her ire swiftly forgotten as she met Max’s gaze. 

“I found you a Transcendent Gem,” she said. 
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Chapter 12







“You  what?”  Max  asked,  scarcely  daring  to  believe  what  he’d heard. Thoughts raced torrentially through his mind. He could heal Corvis now  and  make  Sava  a  Knight-Errant.  Perhaps  the  Apocalypse  Knights could recruit some Mundanes, and he could transfer salvaged Soul Lenses to  them,  and  these  new  recruits  would  have  Classifications  other  than Warmonger, Infiltrator, Defender, and Elementalist. He could... 

“You  heard  me,”  Kerana  said.  “I  found  you  a  Transcendent  Gem, and I even hauled it all the way here for you.” 

The  Infiltrator  pulled  out  a  bright  blue  gemstone  from  her  ring  of holding and placed it on the table. It was as large as her fist and cut into the shape of a faceted sphere. She scanned it with her Soul Lens and projected a screen for Max to read. 

  

 Transcendent Gem

 Defy the Logos. Transcend its will. 



“What  does  that  mean?”  Talos  asked,  peering  curiously  at  the gemstone. “That doesn’t tell us anything.” 

“By the Blood Gods!” Nesura squawked, popping out from Max’s pouch and waddling across the table to the Transcendent Gem. “Is this...? 

This is a Defiant Artifact! I never thought I’d lay my eyes on one!” 

“Didn’t you see something like this gem before?” Max asked. “In my memories?” 

“It’s  not  the  same.  Back  then,  looking  through  your  memories,  I thought  it  was  only  some  kind  of  powerful  enchanted  item,”  the  familiar replied,  her  eyes  wide  with  awe.  “Now,  seeing  it  for  myself,  I  have  no doubt. This is a Defiant Artifact.” 

“What’s that, Nessy?” Flora asked. 

“Alright. All of you know about the Cosmic Logos by now, right? 

Unfathomably  powerful  entity  that  governs  all  this:  Dungeons,  monsters, Knights-Errant, everything,” Nesura said. All the Knight Captains nodded. 

The  familiar  took  a  deep  breath  before  continuing.  “We  all  play  by  the Cosmic  Logos’s  rules  in  here.  Our  spells  have  specific  and  limited functions, and our enchanted items only exist within the boundaries of what the  Cosmic  Logos  allows.  A  Defiant  Artifact  is  different.  It   breaks  the Cosmic  Logos’s  rules  entirely.  Naturally,  the  Cosmic  Logos  doesn’t  look kindly upon the creation of such things. I’m surprised it didn’t simply erase Artur Brightblade from existence the moment he made something like this.” 

“Break the rules?” Max picked up the gem and turned it around in his hands. “So with this, we can simply make all the Dungeons disappear?” 

“No.  A  Defiant  Artifact  defies  the  Cosmic  Logos’s  rules  in  very specific ways, usually no more than one or two.” Nesura jabbed a wingtip at Max.  “You  already  know  two  of  them.  With  your  Subvert  spell,  you  can take  a  Soul  Lens  from  someone  deemed  unworthy  by  Artur  Brightblade’s standards  and  give  it  to  a  Mundane,  turning  him  or  her  into  a  Knight-Errant.” 

“Taking  a  Soul  Lens  is  one.  Turning  a  Mundane  into  a  Knight-Errant is another,” Max said. “I wonder if there are any more.” 

“Who  cares  about  that?”  Kerana  snapped.  “Go  to  Sava  Saree  and give her a Soul Lens. Then we can actually spar properly for once!” 

“I certainly intend to,” Max said. “Corvis, too... but wait. Where did you find this?” 

“In the Dungeon I was attacking,” Kerana replied. “This gem was stuck in a rock outcropping, but it caught my eye because it was so striking. 

I  scanned  it,  realized  what  it  was,  and  chipped  it  free.  Well?  Aren’t  you going to thank me?” 

“Thank you, Kerana,” Max said immediately. His fingers tightened around the gem. “You have no idea how much this means to me.” 

“It appears that you have some personal matters to attend to now, Knight Commander,” Talos said, smiling as he gave Max a gentle clasp on the  shoulder.  He  turned  to  the  other  Knight  Captains  and  gestured  toward the tent’s exit with his head. “Come on now, let’s not keep him from them.” 

“Fine.” Jargal draped a muscle-bound arm over Subotai’s shoulders and  began  marching  the  Hunnite  soldier  out.  “We’ll  get  to  our  business, Khankiller. You’ll hear from us shortly.” 

The other Knight Captains streamed out, leaving Max with Kerana, Flora, and Trisha. He raised his brow at the latter two. 

“I... I want to watch,” Flora said sheepishly. 

“Me too,” Trisha added. “It’s not every day that I get to witness a historical first.” 

“I  found  the  gem,  so  I’m  seeing  this  through,”  Kerana  insisted. 

“Quick.  Get  Sava  Saree  here.  There’s  still  time  for  a  quick  spar  before  I have to go help Milva.” 

“Even if I give her a Soul Lens now, she still needs time to get used to  her  spells  and  figure  out  how  enchanted  items  work,”  Max  said.  “You

won’t be getting the spar you want, at least not right away, and you don’t have the time to watch me walk her through everything.” 

“Bah.” Kerana’s shoulders slumped. “You’re right. Fine. She’ll let me know when she’s ready.” 

With that, the Infiltrator walked out of the tent. Max turned to the other two women next. 

“I’m going to use this on Corvis first,” he said. “He needs it more urgently.” 

“I’m game,” Trisha said stubbornly, folding her arms. “Let’s go.” 

“Aren’t you busy?” Max asked. “I believe I gave you several things to do.” 

“I’ll manage.” The Elementalist stifled a yawn. “And I’ll still have enough time to catch up on my sleep, too.” 

“Flora? You want to come along? Alright, come,” Max said, turning to  the  Defender.  “And  I’m  serious  about  that  bill  for  the  command  table. 

Get it to me. I’ll pay you back.” 

“Everything’s  already  been  paid  for...”  Flora  snapped  her  mouth shut, evidently aware that she’d said something she wasn’t supposed to. 

“Who  paid  for  it?  You?  Your  family?”  Max  asked,  frowning suspiciously.  “That  can’t  be  right,  since  the  command  table  is  a  Truesteel clan product, so if you didn’t want any payment for this, you would insist that it was free, not say that it was already paid for.” 

The Defender sighed. “I was going to tell you, Max, but you got so excited about the Transcendent Gem that I didn’t want to ruin the moment. 

Yes, the command table is a prototype, commissioned by one of our biggest clients, the Oligarchic Prince Irvin Vaustika.” 

“Damn it!” Max clenched his jaw. “I knew it. Vaustika was talking about  weaponizing  enchanted  items  for  the  military  back  in  the  day,  and he’d  always  been  fascinated  by  Knights-Errant.  And  then  he  suddenly reappeared when he heard I’d become one.” 

“Max...” Flora began. 

“No,  Flora,  don’t  worry.  I’m  not  upset  with  you  or  your  family. 

You’re  running  a  business,  after  all,”  he  said,  before  making  a  sweeping gesture over the runes. “So what’s the deal here? We test this in the field, iron  out  all  the  kinks,  and  hand  it  over  to  Vaustika  and  his  Knight-Errant general?” 

“Something  like  that,”  the  Defender  admitted.  “A  field-tested prototype will help us with mass production and secure my family’s wealth for generations to come.” 

“By  the  Verdant  Gods,  girl!”  Trisha  cried.  She  stood  up,  walked over  to  Flora,  and  clapped  her  heartily  on  the  back  with  enough  force  to rattle  the  Defender’s  cuirass.  “I’m  proud  of  you!  I  thought  you’d  be  little more than our Knight Commander’s simpering sycophant, but here you are, hustling us all. Well done, my friend. Very well done.” 

“She’s doing nothing of the sort,” Max said. “This is all business. 

Her  family  provides  the  goods,  and  we  buy  them.  As  for  the  command table,  it’s  a  valuable  tool,  and  we  get  to  use  it  for  free.  In  exchange,  the Truesteel  clan  gets  their  product  tested  and  perfected.  That’s  a  good  deal, Flora, and I’ll take it. I just have one condition.” 

“Name it,” Flora said. 

“When  we’re  done  here,  all  the  Apocalypse  Knights’  profiles  get erased. The Truesteel clan gets none of their personal information. I don’t want your staff making copies of any profiles, either.” 

“Of course, Max,” the Defender agreed readily. “That’s no problem at all.” 

“Great.” Max dismissed all the Soul Lens screens floating above the table. He snapped his fingers in Nesura’s direction. The familiar had been silent  all  this  time,  lost  in  contemplation.  Max  had  felt  her  mind  buzzing furiously  through  their  mental  link.  “Hey,  Nesura!  I’m  going  to  use  the Transcendent Gem now. You coming?” 

“Yes,”  she  replied  absently  as  she  flew  to  Max’s  belt  pouch  and crawled inside. 

“Something  the  matter?”  he  asked  her  as  they  left  the  tent,  with Trisha and Flora in tow. 

“I’m  worried  about  the  creation  of  a  Defiant  Artifact,  Max,”  she said.  “I  was  serious  back  there.  The  Cosmic  Logos  doesn’t  look  lightly upon such things. It was used once, to turn you into a Knight-Errant, and now  you’re  going  to  use  it  again  at  least  two  more  times.  If  we  haven’t already drawn the Cosmic Logos’ direct attention, we definitely will now.” 

“We’ll worry about that when we have to,” Max said, coming to a halt just outside the tent. “If the Cosmic Logos was going to take notice, it already would have, with my Temporal Equalization spell, Heroic Mosaics, and whatnot.” 

“Not  exactly.  Your  Temporal  Equalization  spell  still  works   within the  framework  of  the  Cosmic  Logos’  rules,”  Nesura  explained.  “It  lowers the  Level  of  a  monster  to  yours,  but  when  you  kill  it,  you  don’t  get  the rewards  of  slaying  a  Level  99  monster.  The  same  goes  for  Dungeons  as well. Your Subvert spell skirts the boundaries, but Carnage spells are meant to  target  fellow  Knights-Errant  in  a  hostile  and  debilitating  manner,  so

taking a Soul Lens  might count as inflicting a status effect on one subject. 

Giving a Soul Lens to a Mundane though...” 

“Yeah, I remember you were really shocked when you saw what my Subvert  spell  could  do,”  Max  recalled.  “You  also  said  back  then  that  the Apocalypse Horizon is pretty much Artur’s realm, where he can do what he likes, and he’s come up with some unusual things—like me, for instance—

while  still  skirting  the  rules  instead  of  breaking  them  outright.  But  the Transcendent Gem is different. It’s a complete violation.” 

“Yes.  There’s  no  clever  interpretation  or  twisting  of  the  Cosmic Logos’  will  here,  like  I’d  thought  the  Transcendent  Gem  was.  No.  It  is undoubtedly a Defiant Artifact, and it should not exist.” Nesura’s eyes filled with horror. “That means  you shouldn’t exist too, Max. There is no doubt the Cosmic Logos will correct this anomaly, one way or the other.” 

“But it can’t do that without breaking its own rules,” Max reasoned. 

“Because  it’s  unwilling  or  unable  to.  And  I’m  not  sure  it  hasn’t  already tried. Remember how we met?” 

“As  if  I  could  forget!”  Nesura  spat.  “You  cut  off  my  head!  My head! Off! It actually rolled across the floor. Did you need to do that?” 

“Yes.  Anyway,  the  Special  Challenge  in  the  Feast  of  Dusk  was different  from  the  one  in  the  Slaughterhouse  of  Infinite  Blood.  We  had  a choice  to  take  on  the  latter.  I  wasn’t  given  much  of  one  for  the  former,” 

Max said. “Could that have been the Cosmic Logos interfering?” 

“It’s  possible.”  Nesura  furrowed  her  brow  in  thought.  “If  we’d actually dueled, I would have easily cut you into pieces. But you cheated, you no-good, treacherous bas—“

“And I earned a Saga which turned you into my familiar from that, and you’ve been nothing short of helpful. That could have been a correction

on Artur’s part or it could be the Cosmic Logos’ meddling working against its  designs  on  account  of  its  own  rules,  the  biggest  of  which  is  killing monsters earns rewards, I’ve come to learn.” 

“Spoils  to  the  triumphant.  The  Prime  Rule  of  the  Cosmic  Logos. 

From there, the next one follows: power is earned, not given.” 

“It could be said that I  earned my Soul Lens by impressing Artur,” 

Max pointed out. “But that’s a flimsy argument, since all I managed to do was not bleed to death too quickly.” 

“Hence the attempt at correction.” Nesura narrowed her eyes. “You overcame that one and didn’t face any more, probably because as you said, you arguably earned your power. But if you use the Transcendent Gem now and turn Corvis and Sava into Knights-Errant, it will be in absolute, rule-breaking defiance of the Cosmic Logos’ will.” 

“I don’t care,” Max said. “The Cosmic Logos can eat a bag of shit. 

I’ve half a mind to go after it after I’m done with Artur.” 

“Waging  war  against  the  Cosmic  Logos?”  Nesura  exhaled  slowly. 

An excited smile crept across her face. “Yes... I like that. Think about the carnage  that  would  unfold  across  thousands  of  worlds.  So  much  pain  and suffering.  All  those  innocents  dying  in  horrific  agony.  Yes.  I  would  love that. I would drink all their screams in and revel in their torment.” 

“Hey,  you  two?  I  know  standing  right  in  the  way  of  foot  traffic carries just the right flavors of malicious sadism that Nessy likes so much, but it’s really not my thing, so can we move along now?” Trisha interjected, poking Max in the side with her finger. He smacked her hand away irritably and noticed that Flora was no longer with them. 

“Did Flora leave?” he asked. 

“Oh.  One  of  her  staff  came  up  to  her  while  you  and  Nessy  were talking.  Something’s  come  up,  apparently.  She  wanted  me  to  tell  you  that she’ll give you a full report later.” 

“Alright.” Max shrugged. “Let’s get going.” 

“Actually, you know what? I’ll go get Sava and meet the rest of you at the Tobers’ tent,” Trisha offered. “That should save you some time.” 

“It will. Thanks, Trisha,” Max said. 

The  Elementalist  grinned  and  left  for  the  open  area  where  Sava spent all day sparring with the Apocalypse Knights. 

The  expanding  number  of  Dungeons.  The  Slayer  and  his  puppets. 

Vaustika  and  his  political  machinations.  The  Cosmic  Logos’  wrath.  Max clenched  his  fists.  He’d  deal  with  them  all,  with  his  blade,  spells,  and  his wits, like he had with everything else. 

He turned and walked away, heading to the Tobers. 
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“So  you’re  saying  that  getting  a  Soul  Lens  might  be  painting  a target on myself?” Corvis asked nervously. He was standing just outside his tent, supported on either side by his wife and his son. “Damn it, Max. This is going to be messy, isn’t it?” 

“Yes, but we’ll handle it,” Max replied, feeling a sinking sensation in  the  pit  of  his  stomach.  He  held  out  the  Transcendent  Gem.  “Please, Corvis. I need your help.” 

“I  know,  Max.  I  know.”  Corvis  grunted.  A  shaky  smile  unfolded across his ravaged face. “It’ll just be like the bad old times, eh?” 

“Not the good old times?” 

“No.” Corvis sighed. “Definitely not. I’m not like you, Max. I hate fighting.  The  war  was  an  absolute  nightmare  for  me,  and  I  woke  up  to paradise  when  it  ended.  The  reverse  was  true  for  you.  You   loved  every moment  of  it.  I  know,  because  I  was  with  you  most  of  the  way.  Your nightmare started after the war. You stayed ahead of it for a bit by signing up with the Inquisition, those insane, oppressive bastards. But it caught up with you in the end. I tried to be there for you. My family did also, but I knew that it wasn’t enough. I think you know that too.” 

“Yes,  I  do,”  Max  admitted,  lowering  his  head.  “Nothing  was enough after the war. Not even you, Beatrice, and Aldo. I needed more. The fighting. The killing. The chaos and the conflict. I couldn’t get my fill of all of that. I never will.” 

“Oh,  Max.”  Beatrice  patted  him  on  the  shoulder.  “I’m  so  sorry.  I can’t imagine living like that.” 

“It’s alright, love.” Corvis reached out and thumped Max weakly on the chest. “Look at him now. He’s a Knight-Errant. He’s found his new war. 

And  when  he’s  done  here,  he’ll  find  another.  And  another.  He’ll  be  fine. 

Won’t you, Max?” 

“Yes.  I  will.”  Max  smiled.  He  looked  down  at  the  Transcendent Gem. “I’m sorry, Corvis, for asking this of you. I shouldn’t have.” 

“Damn right you shouldn’t have, but you have, and I can’t turn you away.  Never  could.”  Corvis  gave  his  wife  and  son  a  quick  embrace  and pulled away from them. “Go on then, sir. Call me back to war. Hopefully, it’s the last one for me.” 

“Wait,” Nesura said. “What Classification do you think Corvis will get?” 

“Huh.  I  never  gave  it  much  thought.  In  the  Feast  of  Dusk,  the shadow  monster  that  imitated  him  had  an  Artificer  Classification,  right?” 

Max replied, blinking in bewilderment at the unexpected question. 

“That’s right. This means that Corvis will probably have the same, too.”  Nesura  climbed  up  to  Max’s  shoulder  and  met  Corvis’s  gaze.  “An Artificer is another rare Classification, Max. If he becomes one, he won’t necessarily  have  to  fight  on  the  frontlines.  He  can  use  his  Forge  and Fabricate abilities to support the rest of the Apocalypse Knights.” 

“Yeah, I was a bit of a tinkerer back during the war, and I was an apprentice  clockmaker  before  that,”  Corvis  reasoned.  He  grinned  at  Max. 

“Max  here  is  a  crazy  bastard  who  doesn’t  care  about  fighting  fair  or  how things  are  supposed  to  be  done.  That’s  why  he’s  got  that  crazy Classification, right? Arcanist or something.” 

“Let’s face it, Max,” Nesura continued. “Corvis’s real value isn’t as a combatant. You’ve got plenty of other people to handle the fighting and the killing. You just need a friend, an actual friend who’s pretty much your last  tie  to  humanity.  The  Apocalypse  Knights  can’t  give  you  that.  And honestly, I don’t think Sava can, either.” 

“Ah,  I  see.”  Corvis  nodded.  Some  of  the  anxiety  faded  from  his expression.  “As  a  Knight-Errant,  instead  of  fighting,  I  can  hang  back  and help keep everyone’s gear nice and shiny. Maybe even make it a little better. 

Is that what you’re saying, Nessy?” 

“True.  But  really,  your  biggest  job  is  to  make  sure  this  oaf  here doesn’t  break  apart  mentally,”  Nesura  said,  jabbing  a  wingtip  into  Max’s cheek.  “Call  him  out  when  he’s  being  an  idiot.  Speak  to  him  like  you’ve always  done.  He’s  strong,  I  know,  but  he’s  not  ready  to  leave  humanity behind. Not yet, at least.” 

“Not yet?” Beatrice asked. “What do you mean by that? He’s going to keep being a Knight-Errant after all this is done, isn’t he? Knights-Errant are still humans.” 

“Not all of them are,” Nesura replied. “Remember. Humanity is but one species upon a single world amongst countless thousands.” 

“But  Max  isn’t  going  to  another  world,”  Aldo  pointed  out.  “Are you, Max?” 

“Don’t have any plans to, right now,” Max replied, before recalling what he said about going after the Cosmic Logos. If he really wanted to do that, he would have to leave his world, wouldn’t he? 

“That’s right,” Nesura sent to him through their mental link. “You’ll need to slaughter your way across many others and bind an army of like-minded Cosmic Challengers to your cause. But that’s in the distant future. 

Sort your friend out first, then the Apocalypse Horizon, and we’ll look at our options.” 

“Keep this arse-stabber grounded?” Corvis chuckled over Beatrice’s protests and Aldo’s giggles at his choice of words. He clasped Max on the pauldron. “Yeah, I can do that. That’s what us non-commissioned officers do, isn’t it, sir? Keep you airheaded officers from running around without your pants on.” 

“Don’t  get  me  started  on  that  time  when   you  got  drunk  and  ran naked through the camp on a dare,” Max shot back. 

“Corvis!” Beatrice said. “You did that?” 

“Not  my  finest  moment,  I’ll  admit.”  Corvis  chortled  and  ruffled Aldo’s hair. “I definitely don’t recommend it, son.” 

“Don’t worry, dad,” the boy said. “I like to keep my clothes on.” 

“Good  lad.”  Corvis  squared  his  shoulders  as  best  as  he  could. 

“Alright, Max. Let’s do it.” 

Max nodded and looked inward to his Subvert spell. He’d stripped Guyuk of his Soul Lens, and the Hunnite had been Level 5. After that, Max had taken Pyreo’s Soul Lens too. The Slayer’s late puppet—and likely co-conspirator, since Artur deemed him unworthy—had been Level 4. 

“Give the Level 4 Soul Lens to Corvis,” Nesura suggested. “Save the Level 5 one for Sava, since she’ll be fighting alongside you.” 

“That’s exactly what I was thinking.” Max cast Subvert and pulled Pyreo’s Soul Lens from his own. Blue-white light emanated from his body. 

A screen unfolded in front of him. 



 Initiate Flux Transference? 

 

Max  willed  his  assent,  and  Pyreo’s  Soul  Lens  poured  into  the Transcendent Gem, filling its faceted depths with light. 



 Select Flux Transference Subject



He angled his Soul Lens on Corvis. 



 Subject selected: Corvis Tober

 Classification: None

 Level: 0

 Commence Flux Transference? 



Max assented once more. As soon as he did, Arcanum poured from his  soul  into  the  Transcendent  Gem.  The  light  pulsing  from  its  core tightened into a focused beam that fell upon Corvis. Corvis flinched then, his eyes filled with bewilderment and confusion. 

“What? What is this? I’m seeing things appear in midair!” he cried. 

“Those  would  be  Soul  Lens  screens.  You’ve  been  given  a temporary  Soul  Lens,  it  seems,”  Nesura  said.  “Those  screens  are  visible only to you since you don’t know how to project them for others yet. Read them. There should be one asking you if you accept the Soul Lens. If you don’t, I expect you’ll lose your temporary one. If you do, well...” 

“Yes, I think I see it.” Corvis pointed to an empty space in front of him. “It says I need to choose my Classification first though. And yes, one

of  the  choices  is   Artificer.  The  others  are   Warmonger  and   Defender.  We already talked about this, so I’m choosing the first one. Alright. I accept.” 

The  beam  of  light  pouring  from  the  Transcendent  Gem  cut  out abruptly.  And  then  it  shone  anew,  pulsing  from  Corvis’s  body.  Corvis coughed, doubling over as he fell to his knees. Bile and blood poured from his mouth and splattered on the floor. Beatrice and Aldo cried out in horror and threw their arms around Corvis. 

“Don’t worry!” Max said. “His body is renewing itself. I remember this happening to me too. He’ll be fine!” 

Sure  enough,  Corvis  stopped  coughing  a  few  moments  later.  He blinked and patted his chest, his eyes shining with wonder. 

“I...  there’s  no  more  pain,”  he  said,  before  taking  a  few  deep breaths. “My chest doesn’t hurt anymore! I... I’m...” 

“You’re  healed,  Corvis,”  Nesura  said.  “Congratulations  on  your new lease on life.” 

She scanned Corvis. 



 Corvis Tober

 Classification: Artificer

 Level: 4



“There.” The familiar breathed out slowly and looked at Max. “It’s done. By the Blood Gods, Max, let’s hope this isn’t the death of us.” 

“It won’t be.” Max helped Corvis to his feet. “How’re you feeling?” 

“Like  a  new  man!”  Corvis  clenched  and  unclenched  his  fists, evidently  marveling  in  his  newfound  vitality.  “I’m  a  bit  lightheaded

though.” 

“Alright. Hold on a moment.” Max raised his hand over Corvis and called  a  Healing  spell  to  mind.  The  spell’s  secondary  effect  identified  its target’s  injuries  and  ailments,  and  it  now  told  Max  that  his  friend  was suffering  from  little  more  than  some  light  fatigue.  He  dismissed  his  spell. 

“You’re fine. Your body is just a bit tired from its renewal. A bit of rest will fix you right up. Some food wouldn’t hurt, either.” 

“I’ll  heat  something  up  right  away,”  Beatrice  declared,  before walking over to the cooking pit by their tent. 

“All  these...  screens...”  Corvis  reached  out  and  passed  his  fingers through empty air. “Is it like that for you all the time, Max?” 

“Just think about them going away, and they will,” Max said. 

Corvis  nodded.  His  brow  twitched  slightly,  and  then  his  eyes widened in surprise. 

“Hey,  you’re  right.  They’re  gone,”  he  said,  before  holding  up  his left wrist and showing off the small band of amber light around it. “This is my Soul Lens, I suppose.” 

“It is.” Max held his wrist up as well and willed his Soul Lens to manifest over his gauntlet. 

“Great.  Now  that  I’m  a  Knight-Errant,  where  are  my  magical powers? What can I do?” 

“You’re an Artificer, so your primary abilities would be Forge and Fabricate,”  Nesura  explained.  “But  I  think  we  should  go  over  some  Soul Lens basics before we delve into that.” 

“Wait.  I  think  you  actually  need  a  tool  to  use  those  spells,”  Max said. He retrieved Turanos, a magical hammer, from his ring of holding, and passed it to Corvis. 

 

 Turanos +1: Unique enchanted item

 Usable only by Arcanist or Artificer Classification Allows  user  to  forge  or  inscribe  enchanted  items  with  Fabricate skill

 Upgradeable. 



“That’s  right!”  Nesura  said.  “Max  has  Flux  Fabrication,  but  he doesn’t have Forge. He might be able to copy it off you with Arcane Flux later, but...” 

“Slow down, Nessy. You’re throwing around a lot of terms I don’t understand.” Corvis looked at the slim silver hammer in his hands. It was roughly a foot long from butt to tip, with a delicate shaft and tiny head that meant it wasn’t a weapon. “This is a very nice tool, though. Like something a silversmith or goldsmith would use. So I’m going to keep everyone’s gear in shape with this?” 

“Oh,  there’s  also  your  Trace  skill!”  Nesura  blabbed  on.  “With  it, you can discern the runic pathways in enchanted items and—” 

Max pinched the bat’s lips shut, turning her tirade into a series of muffled grunts. 

“Keep quiet for a bit,” he said. “Let’s give Corvis some time to take everything in.” 

“You’re right, Max.” Corvis scratched the back of his head. “I could use a few moments to think. But before that...” 

He  tucked  the  hammer  in  the  waistband  of  his  trousers  and crouched down in front of Aldo. 

“Come  on,  son!”  Corvis  said.  “It’s  been  a  while  since  I’ve  given you a piggyback ride!” 

“Dad!  Stop!  You’re  embarrassing  me!”  Aldo  protested,  laughing. 

“I’m too old for that now!” 

“Not  quite  yet,”  Max  said,  nudging  the  boy  gently.  “But  you  will be, soon. So you might as well get in on it while you can.” 

“Listen  to  your  Uncle  Max,”  Corvis  said.  “Mount  up,  son!  Let’s go!” 

Max  watched  contentedly  as  Corvis  hitched  Aldo  upon  his shoulders and ran up to Beatrice, who squealed in delight at the sight of her revitalized husband. 

“That’s  not  for  you,”  Nesura  said.  “No  family,  no  idyllic  and blissful joy. Only an eternity of slaughter and mayhem.” 

“Yes,” Max agreed. “That sounds about right.” 

A  hand  fell  upon  his  shoulder  then,  and  he  almost  jumped  in surprise.  Instead,  he  smiled  and  turned  around  to  face  Sava.  Somehow, despite  Max’s  enhanced  physical  attributes  and  assortment  of  enchanted items, she was still able to sneak up on him. 

“Hey  there,  you.”  Max  dematerialized  his  gauntlet  with  a  thought and stroked her cheek gently. 

“Hey  there  yourself.”  Sava  smiled  and  gave  his  fingertips  a squeeze. Over her shoulder, Max saw Trisha standing a short distance away. 

The  Elementalist  was  scanning  Corvis,  and  she  had  her  jaw  agape  in disbelief. 

“I  heard  what  Nesura  and  you  just  said,”  Sava  continued.  “You know, that stuff about an eternity of slaughter and mayhem?” 

“Yeah? You have something to say about that?” 

“I do.” A smile flickered across her face. “You don’t have to face it alone.” 

Max returned her smile and took her hand in his. 

“I know,” he said. 
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Sava  received  her  Soul  Lens  shortly  after.  It  was  a  Level  5  one, courtesy  of  Guyuk,  and  beneath  the  light  of  the  Transcendent  Gem,  she blinked in wonderment at invisible screens. 

Those  screens  flickered  into  view  a  moment  later  though,  and Nesura cackled in delight. 

“She  projected  them  right  away!”  the  familiar  cried.  “You  did  the same thing too, Max! The two of you are naturals at this!” 



 Classifications available:

 Duelist

 Warmonger

 Hexen



“Hexen?”  Max  asked.  “Do  you  know  anything  about  that Classification, Nesura?” 

“Why don’t you and Sava see for yourselves?” Nesura flew over to Sava’s shoulder and jabbed a wingtip at the screen. “Reach out with your will to Hexen. You should see a short description of the Classification.” 

“Alright.” Sava nodded. Her screen flickered. 



 Hexen

 Knight-Errant  that  infuses  weapons,  fangs,  or  claws  with  various curses which poison, debilitate, incapacitate, and mutilate opponents. Can cast Blood spells. 



“That  sounds  very  close  to  what  a  Blood  Queen  is,”  Nesura  said. 

“That’s what I once was.” 

“And  what  you’ll  be  again  one  day,  Nessy,”  Sava  promised.  The screen flickered again. “But I think I’ve already made my choice.” 



 Duelist

 Knight-Errant  focused  on  mastering  the  blade  and  excelling  in single combat. Relies on the Prowess and Technique spells. Restricted from using other weapons and some enchanted armaments. 



Sava  closed  her  eyes.  Blue-white  light  pulsed  briefly  from  her. 

Another Soul Lens screen unfolded. 



 Sava Saree

 Level: 5

 Duelist



A smile flashed across her face, and suddenly, her blade was in her hands.  Max  didn’t  even  see  her  unsheathe  it.  She  fell  into  a  Sunflower Scatter then, throwing the tip of her sword into a blindingly swift flurry of

thrusts,  before  pivoting  on  her  heel  and  executing  a  threefold  series  of textbook-perfect Moonlit Reflection Arcs. 

All this time, an aura of shimmering green light encased her sword. 

Max was about to wonder out loud just what it was when a Soul Len screen appeared in front of him. 

  

 New Spell Acquired! 

  

 Technique

 Flux spell: Not ready

 Active spell

 Level 5

 Heightens potency of all complex martial techniques while active Mana Cost: 45 Mana per 30 seconds



“You’re  welcome,”  Nesura  said  smugly.  “We  should  get  you  to copy Corvis’s Forge ability later too, if only so you can perform emergency repairs on your weapons and armor.” 

“Sure,” Max said absently, his gaze locked admiringly on Sava as she  flowed  through  the  blade  forms  the  two  of  them  had  spent  their childhood learning and their entire lives mastering. 

The Duelist moved faster and faster with each passing moment, and her  sword  sliced  through  the  air  with  greater  keenness.  He  grinned  as  he realized Sava was configuring her Prowess spell and applying its effects on the  go.  She  really  was  a  natural  as  Nesura  had  said,  perhaps  far  more  so than he. 

Sava  brought  her  sword  down  in  a  Weeping  Loom.  Her  blade descended in a whistling arc, and its tip came to a halt a hair’s breadth away from  the  ground.  A  shockwave  of  force,  visible  as  an  arc  of  rippling  air, scythed  out  before  her.  It  cut  through  the  air  before  dissipating  nearly  ten feet away, leaving a thin chasm of parted stone in its wake. 

“I’m feeling good, Max,” she declared. “Really good.” 

“Like you’re finally who you’re supposed to be?” Nesura prompted. 

“Yes.”  Sava  smiled  radiantly.  “That’s  exactly  how  I  would  put  it. 

My sword feels just right in my hands. My senses are as sharp as they’re supposed to be. My mind is clear, and my body feels strong.” 

She  sheathed  her  blade  and  walked  over  to  Max.  Before  he  could say  anything,  she  pulled  him  close  and  kissed  him  deeply,  suffusing  his senses with her scent and her warmth. 

“And  I’ve  got  you,”  she  continued,  after  pulling  away.  “And  we have a world of enemies ahead of us to slaughter. Everything’s exactly how it should be.” 

Max smiled and nodded. 

“Yes, it is,” he agreed. 

Scattered  applause  rose  from  Corvis  and  his  family,  who  were seated on folding chairs a short distance away. The newly reborn Artificer had a small plate of bread and cheese balanced upon his knees. Trisha was there  too,  though  she  was  standing  with  her  arms  folded  and  her  head shaking in stunned disbelief. 

“There  it  is!”  Corvis  said.  “The  swordplay  that  kept  us  alive  for four years. It’s called the Strident Swordpath, isn’t it, Max?” 

“Yes.”  Max  glanced  at  Sava.  “And  she’s  much  better  at  it  than  I am.” 

The Duelist grinned and nudged him playfully in the ribs. 

“We  haven’t  sparred  in  forever,  Max,”  she  said.  “Get  your  blade out, and we’ll go a few rounds.” 

“I’m up for that, but since you mentioned blades, let’s see to your equipment  before  we  do  that,”  Max  said  and  gestured  for  Corvis  to approach. “Come over here, Corvis. I’ve set aside some enchanted items for the both of you.” 

The  first  things  he  gave  to  them  were  two  rings  of  holding  each. 

One of the rings in each pair carried a more potent enchantment, featuring many  quick-retrieval  slots  and  containing  a  fair-sized  potion  rack.  The former would allow its user to take out or set aside any weapons or items at the speed of thought. The latter could be used to organize potions and drop them into its owner’s hands with a mere extension of will.  The other ring served  as  general  purpose  storage  for  Dungeon  metal  or  miscellaneous supplies and enchanted items that did not need to be retrieved swiftly. 

A few moments of confusion and amusement ensued as Max taught them how to scan and access the contents of their rings, but both Sava and Corvis caught on quickly enough. Trisha left sometime in the middle of this process,  saying  that  she  had  lots  of  work  to  do.  Max  reminded  the Elementalist to catch up on her sleep before dismissing her. 

“Wow. You really loaded us up, didn’t you?” Corvis asked, looking at the list of items inside his main ring of holding. “I was going to say that I don’t need the weapons and the armor, since I’ll be staying here most of the time, but you never know what’s going to happen, right? So I’ll hold onto them, at least for now.” 

“Good,” Max agreed. “I wouldn’t put it past the Slayer to launch an attack on our base once we really start thwarting his work and hunting his

puppets down. Best be ready if that happens.” 

“You got it.” Corvis grinned and retrieved a sword from his ring of holding. “I wonder if I still remember how to use this. It’s a very expensive-looking blade, by the way. I hope it didn’t cost you that much, Max.” 

“Don’t worry about the cost,” Max said, waving dismissively. “Go on. Try to scan it for yourself and project the screen for us to see.” 

“Alright.”  Corvis  nodded,  before  frowning  at  the  sword.  A  Soul Lens screen appeared. 



 Steadfast: Rare enchanted weapon

 Longsword +4

 Fortification, Strength, Swiftness +1



“Basically,  it’s  tougher,  and  it  makes  you  hit  harder  and  faster,” 

Max  said,  pointing  to  the  descriptions  on  the  screen.  “But  yeah,  you’re probably  a  little  rusty.  You  can  try  training  with  some  of  the  Apocalypse Knights or with Sava and me.” 

“I  think  I’ll  work  with  the  Apocalypse  Knights  for  now,”  Corvis said.  “Gives  me  a  chance  to  get  to  know  them  better,  which  is  important, since I’ll be tending to their gear.” 

“I  also  got  you  a  suit  of  half-plate  and  a  shield,”  Max  said.  “And your potion rack is loaded up with High potions too, just in case.” 

“Yeah, potions...” Corvis chuckled. “Never thought I’d be drinking strange,  brightly  colored  liquids  to  replenish  my  magic  or  something  like that. Did you hear what I just said? Do you realize how crazy that sounds?” 

“Better  get  used  to  it,”  Max  replied,  laughing.  “There’s  still  a  lot more to come.” 

“And  I  want  to  see  it  all,”  Sava  said.  She  withdrew  an  enchanted dueling sword from her ring of holding and scanned it. 



 Blood Drinker: Rare enchanted weapon

 Dueling sword +5

 Blood Leech, Sundering, Keen, Sure, Swift +1



“That was one of the enchanted items I picked up on the way to the Slaughterhouse of Infinite Blood,” Max said. “What do you think?” 

Sava  held  out  the  sword  in  front  of  her.  It  had  a  crimson  blade, adorned  with  black,  vein-like  patterns,  and  its  ornate  crossguard  was fashioned  into  the  semblance  of  a  gaping  maw  with  fangs  of  upward-curving dark steel. The hilt was black, ribbed and contoured to resemble a spine. Its pommel was an unbreakable crystal orb in which a disembodied eye swam, blinked, and stared. 

“I like it,” she said, grinning toothily. “It suits me.” 

“A blade with a Blood Leech enchantment will drink the blood of your  foes  and  use  it  to  heal  your  wounds,”  Nesura  explained.  “It  works quite similarly to my Siphon Life spell.” 

“Thanks, Nessy.” Sava reached out and scratched gently behind the familiar’s ear. Nesura purred with pleasure. “I like it even more now.” 

“By the Blood Gods, Max!” Nesura raved. “How did you ever get your hands on someone like her? That’s it! I said it before, and I’ll say it

again. Once I get my body back, I’m killing you and taking her for myself! 

She’s mine!” 

“Or you can be  ours,” Sava said sultrily, stroking Nesura across her back. The bat shuddered and closed her eyes. 

“Well,  that’s...  not  an  entirely  unacceptable  alternative,”  Nesura admitted. 

“Looks  like  you  don’t  really  get  a  say  in  this,  Max,”  Corvis  said, chortling. “You always had a thing for the wild and crazy ones. Me? I like the sensible and tame ones.” 

“Wild and crazy ones?” Sava asked, quirking a brow and shooting an icy glare at Corvis. 

“Tame  ones?”  Beatrice  demanded,  rounding  on  her  husband. 

“Corvis Tober! Am I some kind of domesticated animal to you?” 

“No,  love,  that’s  not  what  I  meant—”  Corvis  began  his  futile attempt to dig his foot out of his mouth. 

Max laughed. 
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Flora never did report back to Max, so he went to Trisha and asked her about the Defender. Trisha told him that she’d gone back to the Errantry Mansion  to  handle  some  business.  Max  shrugged  and  returned  to  the Tobers’ tent, where he continued teaching Corvis and Sava how to use their Soul  Lenses  and  cast  their  spells  properly.  Both  of  the  newly  created Knights-Errant  were  quick  learners,  and  by  the  end  of  the  day,  they’d acquired  a  reasonable  degree  of  proficiency  in  projecting  their  Soul  Lens screens or hiding them in the edges of their vision. 

Corvis  tried  out  his  Forge  ability  too,  using  Turanos  to  repair  a ruined breastplate a passing Warmonger had offered up for experimentation. 

The  Apocalypse  Knight  was  delighted  with  the  results,  holding  up  his armor and looking upon it with awed disbelief. He’d then shaken Corvis’s hand and run back to the center of the camp, eager to spread the word. 

“I  don’t  know  how  the  Truesteel  people  are  going  to  take  you cutting in on their business like this,” Max admitted. “Repairing enchanted items takes many days and costs a fair number of gold coins. But you fixed that breastplate within minutes.” 

Corvis wiped his brow with the back of his sleeve and sank to his haunches. 

“It  took  quite  a  bit  out  of  me,  too,”  he  said.  “Looks  like  just repairing that piece of armor used up a quarter of my Mana reserves and a tenth of my Arcanum.” 

“That’s because although your crafting hammer is fine and carries an  intricate  enchantment,  it  simply  isn’t  powerful  enough,”  Nesura explained.  “However,  it’s  an  inherently  upgradeable  item,  which  is  very rare, so you can easily use your Forge ability to enhance Turanos by another four  magnitudes  assuming  you  have  enough  Dungeon  metal  on  hand. 

Enhancing  other  enchanted  items  takes  a  lot  more  work  and  requires unclaimed soul-bound items or other rare and special components.” 

“I’ve got plenty of Dungeon metal,” Max said, angling his ring of holding  at  the  floor  and  layering  a  pile  of  the  substance  upon  its  surface. 

“Why don’t you give it a try?” 

“You  should  get  yourself  another  crafting  hammer,  Max,”  Nesura said. “It doesn’t have to be as intricate as Turanos, but now that you have the Forge ability as well, you’ll need one to use it.” 

Max nodded and brought up a Soul Lens screen. 



 Forge

 Flux Skill: Not ready

 Active skill

 Level 4

 Allows  the  creation  and  repair  of  enchanted  items  from  Dungeon metal

 Mana Cost: 30 Mana per 1 minute

 Arcanum Cost: 50 Arcanum per 1 minute



 The Mana and Arcanum costs for me are twice as high as Corvis’s, but  that’s  always  been  the  case  with  my  Flux  spells  and  skills.  They’re

 costlier  and  less  effective  versions  of  the  originals,  Max  thought. 

“Hopefully, I won’t ever have to, because repairing a small section of my armor  would  leave  me  completely  drained.  But  you’re  right  about  the crafting  hammer.  Better  to  have  it  and  not  need  it  than  the  other  way around.” 

“Corvis,  remember  your  Trace  ability  I  mentioned?”  Nesura  said. 

“Max can’t copy that with his Arcane Flux spell, so it’s unique to Knights-Errant  of  your  Classification.  If  you  use  it  on  Sava’s  Blood  Leech  sword, for instance, you’ll get a battle enchantment.” 

“What does that do?” Corvis asked. 

“A  battle  enchantment  is  a  short-lived  enchantment  you  can  place on allies or enemies using your Forge skill,” Nesura explained. 

“This just gets more and more complicated,” Corvis grumbled. “I’m just a soldier, Max. I stick swords up people’s arses. Or bash their heads in with a mace.” 

“Again with the arses and swords,” Max said, shaking his head. He looked  through  his  ring  of  holding  and  took  out  a  few  of  the  enchanted items he’d found in the Slaughterhouse of Infinite Blood. One of them was a handaxe with a lightning enchantment. Another was a spear with an ice enchantment. 

“Right.  Right.  These  will  do,”  Nesura  said,  pointing  to  the enchanted weapons. “Go ahead, Corvis. Use your Trace ability on them and project your Soul Lens screens.” 

Corvis complied, furrowing his brow in concentration as he reached out to the spear and the axe. 



 Trace Successful! 

  

 Battle Enchantment Acquired! 

  

 Blistering Spark

 Persistent Spell

 Mana Cost: 6 Mana per Enchantment Level, 2 minute duration per Enchantment Level



“Enchantment Level?” Max said, pointing at the screen. “I’m going to guess that the potency of the battle enchantment depends on its Level.” 

“That  is  correct,  and  since  Corvis  is  Level  4,  that’s  the  highest Level battle enchantment he can wield, too,” Nesura said. 

“So  he  can  imbue  someone’s  weapon  with  lightning,  then?”  Max asked. “How’s that different from my Elemental Imbuement spell?” 

“Battle  enchantments  can  be  applied  to  more  than  just  weapons,” 

Nesura explained. “If Corvis applies a Blistering Spark enchantment to your boots,  you’ll  be  able  to  run  more  swiftly.  If  he  uses  it  on  a  monster,  its nerves will keep backfiring for the duration of the enchantment.” 

“Interesting.”  Max  nodded  and  clasped  his  friend  on  the  back.  “I know you aren’t keen on fighting in the field, but if you ever do, you’ve got a lot of options.” 

“Too many,” Corvis grumbled. “My head is spinning just trying to make sense of everything.” 

“Think less about swords and arses,” Max suggested. “That might help.” 

“Eat shit, Max,” Corvis replied, chortling as he elbowed his friend playfully in the ribs. 

Sava and Max sparred for a bit next. Max won eight out of ten brief bouts, largely because he was Level 7 while she was Level 5. He also held the edge in terms of enchanted items as it turned out that Sava couldn’t use her Technique spell while wearing anything heavier than a mail shirt Max dug  out  from  his  ring  of  holding.  The  same  limitation  surfaced  when  she put on the swiftness-enhancing boots he’d set aside for her. 


“Yeah,  that’s  the  problem  with  the  Duelist  Classification,”  Nesura said. “The Technique spell is very powerful in the hands of a swordmaster like Sava, but Duelists can’t use it in heavy armor or with most enchanted items. Their effectiveness in combat is offset by their lack of versatility.” 

“That’s alright,” Sava said, smiling. “I just need to kill. I can leave everything else to Max.” 

“Wait,  Nesura.”  Max  spun  his  blade  through  a  truncated  Moonlit Reflection Arc. “I’m wearing heavy armor, and I’m laden with enchanted items, but I can use the Technique spell.” 

“That’s because your Classification is just an unfair, cheating one, just  like  you!”  Nesura  raved.  She  collected  herself  swiftly,  however,  and cleared her throat. “Sava, please project a screen of your Technique spell.” 

The Duelist shrugged and did so. 



 Technique

 Active spell

 Level 5

 Heightens potency of all complex martial techniques while active

 Mana Cost: 1 Mana per 10 minutes



“Wow. That’s a huge difference in terms of Mana Cost,” Max said. 

“Perhaps the largest one I’ve seen yet.” 

“I  can  use  my  Technique  spell  for  hours  if  I  have  to,”  Sava  said. 

“That’s definitely not the case for Max. But that’s fine, too. He can leave the killing to me.” 

The  sun  had  already  set  by  then,  and  darkness  was  already thickening around them, so Max and Sava bid the Tobers goodnight. Sava was silent throughout the walk back to their tent, but there was a skip to her step  that  hadn’t  been  there  before,  and  when  they  went  into  Max’s enchanted cabin, she attacked him ravenously. 

Max  brought  Sava  and  Corvis  beyond  the  protection  of  the  clock tower  the  next  day,  so  that  the  two  of  them  could  get  some  experience dealing  with  monsters  as  Knights-Errant.  The  two  of  them  had  already survived  four  years  amidst  the  ghoul-infested  ruins  of  post  apocalyptic Hisktown, so they were familiar with the gibbering, slavering creatures. 

Corvis acquitted himself decently, bashing heads in with his shield and lancing his blade through ghoul faces, throats, and torsos. He even tried out a battle enchantment here and there, lacing Sava’s boots with crackling sparks  to  make  her  swifter  and  her  armor  with  swirling  flames,  which boosted her strength by four points. 

With  the  battle  enchantments,  Sava  swept  her  way  through  entire packs of ghouls, slicing them to ribbons with her blade. By the time Corvis dispatched a pair of the monsters, the Duelist had cleared out four of five dozen,  barging  into  the  countless  ghoul  nests  within  the  depths  of Hisktown’s ruined buildings and killing everything in her way. 

None  of  the  Apocalypse  Knights  hunted  in  this  region  anymore. 

After all, the vast majority of them were Level 4, and the ghouls were Level 2.  Max  did  run  into  a  few  of  Subotai’s  warriors,  however.  The  Hunnites stalked  the  ruins  with  military  precision,  methodically  ambushing  and annihilating  packs  of  ghouls.  He  called  out  to  them  from  a  distance,  and they saluted him grudgingly as he approached with Sava and Corvis in tow. 

“I  am  Arban  Naran  Ganzogiin,  Khankill...  Knight  Commander,” 

their leader said. He was a young man with a sparse beard, and his words emerged thickly laden with a distinct Hunnite accent. He and his warriors were  clad  in  utilitarian  leather  armor,  and  they’d  rubbed  ash  onto  their cuirasses  and  pauldrons  in  a  fairly  effective  attempt  to  blend  in  with  the stone buildings strewn across Hisktown’s central region. 

 An  Arban  is  the  equivalent  of  a  corporal.  Maybe  even  a  squad sergeant,  Max  recalled.  He  nodded  to  the  Hunnite.  “Getting  a  little  bit  of hunting in?”    

“Yes.  Noyan  Subotai  Sokargiin  has  gone  ahead  to  survey  the situation with Jargal,” Naran explained. “He has taken half our number with him and commanded the rest of us to... uh...” 

“Earn  as  many  Victory  Shards  as  you  can  and  try  to  make  it  to Level  3  if  at  all  possible,”  Max  finished.  “And  Subotai  is  a   Noyan now? 

He’s  got  to  be  the  youngest  I’ve  ever  heard  of  who’s  made  that  rank.  He didn’t mention anything about that. Well, convey my congratulations to him when you can.” 

“Yes, Knight Commander.” The Hunnite nodded sheepishly. “And thank you. I grew up training to be a soldier, like our Noyan, but I only got my  Soul  Lens  last  year.  All  this  talk  of  Victory  Shards  and  Levels  is  still very strange and very new to me.” 

“Trust me, lad, I know how you feel,” Corvis said, sighing. “You lot be careful out here, alright? These ghouls are nasty and deadly.” 

“We will do our duty,” Naran said. The Hunnites saluted Max again before stalking off, their weapons readied. 

“By the Verdant Gods, Max,” Corvis said. “Did you see how young they were? They’re practically still boys, for crying out loud!” 

“We  weren’t  much  older  when  we  went  off  to  war,”  Max  replied quietly. “This is war too, and we need all the help we can get. If they want to fight, I won’t turn them down.” 

“Do you think many of them will die, Max?” Corvis asked. 

“If  they’re  going  up  against  the  Slayer?”  Max  sighed.  “Then  yes. 

Few of them will go home. I expect some of them will fall to ghouls even today.” 

“Well, I’m not letting that happen!” Corvis declared. He stalked off after the Hunnites. “Come along, Max! I’m sure we’ve still got a thing or two we can teach these lads!” 

“I  see  what  you’re  doing,  Max.  Corvis  is  a  very  kind  man,”  Sava said, pacing Max as he jogged after the Artificer. She exchanged a glance and a warm smile with him. “And you’re not.  We  are not.” 

“No,  we  aren’t,”  Max  agreed,  returning  her  smile.  “But  that’s alright.” 
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They spent the rest of the day fighting alongside the Hunnites, and with  Max  around,  no  one  was  remotely  in  danger  from  the  ghouls.  Sava continued  her  relentless  massacre  of  the  monsters,  while  Corvis  used  his battle enchantments to empower the weapons and armor of the Hunnites. 

A special condition monster—a corpse wyrm—appeared as the sun began  to  set.  It  was  a  column  of  fused  ghoul  flesh  as  large  as  a  building, sporting  a  massive  ring-shaped  maw  filled  with  fangs.  Max  tore  it  apart with a few well placed spells, and Sava finished it off with the shockwaves from her Sunflower Scatter blade form. 

The Hunnites stood back in awe as Sava picked up a small amulet of beaten gold from the colossal monster’s dissipating body. She scanned it and projected a Soul Len screen. 



 Golden Petal +2: Uncommon enchanted amulet

 On equip:

 -10% to physical damage received



 This corpse wyrm didn’t leave behind a soul-bound item like the last one I fought did,  Max thought. “Do you want to keep it?” 

“It’s pretty, but I can’t use it, remember?” Sava shrugged and tossed the amulet to Naran. “It’s yours. Good work today.” 

“Thanks,” the Hunnite muttered, still overawed at Max’s and Sava’s display of power. He turned to Corvis and clasped hands with the artificer. 

“And thank you too, Valerisen. I fear some of us would have lost our lives today if it weren’t for you.” 

“Well, we definitely don’t want that,” Corvis replied. “Don’t worry about it, lad. I’m glad I could help.” 

With  that,  the  Hunnites  began  their  withdrawal  back  to  the  clock tower. Max, Sava, and Corvis escorted them the rest of the way. Corvis left shortly after, eager to return to his wife and son, but Trisha intercepted Max before he could go to his tent with Sava. 

“What is it?” he asked. 

The Elementalist jerked her thumb in the direction of the command tent. 

“It’s Vasco,” she said. “Looks like he was wrong about being able to handle his Dungeon after all.” 

“Damn it.” Max glanced at Sava. 

“Go. I’ll come with you,” she said, smiling. 

Soul  Lens  screens  were  open  all  over  the  command  table.  A Truesteel clerk, a young man with a shaved head, was there. He sagged with relief upon noticing Max. 

“Sir! Knight Captain Vasco needs help,” the clerk said. He tapped his  temple,  then  pointed  at  Max  as  he  approached  the  table.  A  screen unfolded. 



 Accept command table control interface? 



Max  assented,  then  took  the  clerk’s  place.  He  looked  into  the central screen, where Vasco’s bloodied and wearied visage hung. 

“Commander?”  the  Knight  Captain  asked.  “Thank  the  Verdant Gods!” 

“Speak to me, Captain,” Max said. “What is your situation?” 

“My cohort is down to just me and Petra, a Defender,” he said. “We were  doing  so  well  until  a  special  condition  monster,  something  called  a Bale Wolf, appeared. It tore Ivan, our Warmonger, to shreds in the blink of an eye, and then it detected Hrolf, our Infiltrator, behind it and bit him in half.” 

“You’re  inside  a  sanctuary  item  now,”  Max  deduced,  looking  past Vasco’s shoulder. The Knight Captain seemed to be in a sedate study with wooden walls and heavily laden bookshelves. 

“Yes, we are,” Vasco said. “We’ve got enough supplies here to last a week or so, but we’re trapped here. The Bale Wolf will rip us apart the moment we leave.” 

“A  week?  Good.  Sit  tight,”  Max  said.  “I’ll  round  up  a  cohort  and leave in the morning. We’ll see you soon. Check in at least once every day. 

Understood?” 

“Yes, Commander.” Vasco nodded. “Thank you.” 

“One  other  thing.  Keep  your  chin  up,  Vasco,”  Max  said.  “The Dungeons in the Apocalypse Horizon are far deadlier than the ones you’re probably used to, so don’t let this get you down. Have you failed? Yes. But can we all learn something from this? Also yes. For instance, I’m thinking that we should send in two or more cohorts per Dungeon moving forward. 

While you’re stuck there, I want you to come up with some ideas on how

best we can proceed. You should have a few good ones, having experienced one of these Dungeons for yourself.” 

Vasco’s expression brightened. Resolve blazed anew in his eyes. 

“I will, Commander,” he promised. 

“Good.  Get  some  rest,  Captain,”  Max  said,  before  closing  the screen. 

“By the Verdant Gods, hearing you speak to Vasco makes me feel like I’m ready to follow you into the pits of hell, Max,” Trisha said. “I guess that’s why you’re the Hero of Fristar Valley.” 

“Get  over  here,  Trisha.  Take  a  look  at  what  we  have  on  the monsters in the Full Moon Woods and help me shortlist cohort candidates,” 

Max demanded, pulling up the list of Apocalypse Knights profiles. He shot an  apologetic  look  at  Sava  as  Trisha  rolled  her  eyes  and  started  looking through the screens. “I’m sorry. Maybe you should go on to bed first. Bring Nesura with you. She’ll show you how to use the sanctuary item.” 

“Oh, me and Sava alone all night?” Nesura shoved her way out of Max’s belt pouch eagerly and flew over to perch on Sava’s shoulder. “Yes, please.” 

“You  need  a  cohort,  right?”  Sava  said,  scratching  Nesura’s underbelly. “You already have one. Well, most of one.” 

“That’s right,” Trisha said, turning away from the Soul Lens screens over  the  command  table.  “I  saw  just  how  ridiculously  powerful  Sava’s Technique spell is. Take her with you! Vasco is challenging the Dungeon at Level 4. She should be just fine in there.” 

“We should bring Corvis, too,” Sava said. “We can speak to him in the morning and tell him that Vasco and Petra are in danger. He’ll come.” 

“Ha!” Nesura nuzzled her cheek against Sava’s. “She’s as cold and as ruthless as you, Max. Maybe more so. Have I told you how much I adore her?” 

“Too many times,” Max said. “Alright, we’ll do just that. Between you and me, a Level 4 Dungeon shouldn’t be too difficult, and once we’re in there, we don’t have to worry about keeping Vasco and Petra within the range of my Temporal Equalization spell, so there will be six of us in total. 

Trisha,  find  me  another  cohort  member.  Actually,  never  mind.  Where  is Flora? This will be an opportunity for her to earn more Victory Shards and possibly another soul-bound item. Is she not back yet?” 

“She isn’t,” Trisha said, frowning. “And that’s odd. I was expecting her this afternoon.” 

“Could  she  have  run  into  trouble  beyond  the  portal?”  Max  asked. 

“Could the Slayer have gotten to her in the Errantry Mansion?” 

“Jonn’s there, so I doubt it,” Trisha said. “I’ll send word to him and see if he knows anything. In the meantime, fine, here’s your fourth cohort member.” 

She pushed a screen forward. It showed a man’s face, square-jawed and clean shaven. His eyes were gray, and his dark hair was cut close to his scalp. 



 Beck Curran

 Classification: Defender

 Level: 4

 Overview:

 Specializes  in  Shield  spells.  Wields  an  enchanted  mace  that allows him to cast two Shield spells at once. 



“The monsters are bipedal wolves that like to jump out of tall grass, according  to  Vasco’s  reports,”  Trisha  continued.  “Beck  Curran  here  can help you seal off angles of approach with his Shield spells, so that you’re less likely to be ambushed.” 

“Sounds good. Alright. Have him meet me here an hour after dawn tomorrow,” Max said. “And have another Apocalypse Knight on standby, in case I can’t get Corvis to come with me. I’m thinking another Defender or even a Warmonger, just to make sure our flanks are covered.” 

“Sure. I’ll get right on it,” Trisha said, turning back to the profiles. 

Max needn’t have worried, however. Corvis was more than ready to come  along  when  he  heard  that  Apocalypse  Knights  were  in  danger.  He hugged his wife and son, but as he turned to leave, Beatrice glared coldly at Max  and  refused  to  return  his  goodbyes.  Max  didn’t  blame  her.  He  was taking her husband back into war again, after all. 

Vasco  had  left  a  recommended  route  to  the  Full  Moon  Woods  in Milvatown behind before his departure, and one of the Truesteel clerks had transcribed  it  to  the  command  table.  The  cohort  took  a  Warp  Dais  to  the clock  tower  in  Benatown,  where  they  met  with  five  other  Apocalypse Knights who’d worked with Vasco to scout Milvatown but ultimately hadn’t been chosen to accompany the Knight Captain to the Dungeon. 

Max  sent  them  back  to  the  base  camp  to  recuperate  as  there  was nothing  further  they  could  do  at  the  moment.  The  cohort  moved  into Milvatown  next,  and  they’d  scarcely  stepped  into  its  borders  when  they

were attacked by the Level 99 versions of the humanoid wolves Vasco had described. 

Max’s Temporal Equalization spell now had a range of seventy feet, so he was able to easily lower their Level to 7 before they got to grips with the  cohort.  As  they  twitched  and  trembled  from  their  transformation,  he surged into their midst and began hewing at them with Stridentsong. Sava did  the  same,  her  strength  and  swiftness  enhanced  by  Corvis’s  battle enchantments.  Between  the  two  of  them,  they  cut  down  an  entire  pack  of Level 7 monsters within the span of a few heartbeats. 

The  rest  of  their  journey  through  Milvatown  proceeded  much  the same way, and they arrived at the Full Moon Woods by the end of the day. 

Corvis looked up at the patch of impossibly trees sprouting from the heart of Milvatown and grunted. 

“Growing  up,  I  heard  so  much  about  Dungeons,  you  know?”  he said. “But this is the first time I’ve actually seen one up close.” 

“That’d  be  the  entrance,”  Beck  said,  pointing  to  a  large,  shadow-shrouded gap amidst the trees. He hefted his mace and readied his shield. 

“Let’s go if we’re going.” 

Max nodded and scanned the Full Moon Woods. 



 Full Moon Woods

 Dungeon: Level 4

 Monsters

 Lunar  Hunters:  common;  melee  physical  attacks;  berserkers; disease carriers; Treasure Class B

 Moon  Callers:  common;  offensive  and  support  spells;  disease carriers; Treasure Class B

 Bale Wolf: special; melee expert, disease carrier; Treasure Class B



“Looks  like  Vasco’s  Temporal  Equalization  is  still  in  effect,”  he said,  before  striding  into  the  Dungeon’s  entrance.  The  shadows  peeled away, and the cohort found themselves standing within a clearing ringed by sinister, unnatural looking trees. Cold, false moonlight filtered through the labyrinthine  leaf  canopy  above  their  heads,  casting  everything  in  an  eerie bluish hue. 

Corvis’s  eyes  were  wide  with  amazement  as  he  swept  his  gaze across his surroundings. 

“Yeah... we’re definitely not in Milvatown anymore,” he said. 

Beck clasped him reassuringly on the shoulder. 

“You’ll be fine,” the Defender told him. “We’re actually safer in the Dungeon than outside. The monsters here are Level 4, like we are.” 

“I see.” Corvis sighed. “It’s going to take me some time to wrap my head around all this talk about Levels and monsters and whatnot.” 

“It’ll all work out in the end,” Max said. “Don’t worry.” 

“Come,” Sava spoke out. She had her sword out and ready, and its crimson blade was humming slightly in her grip. “My sword smells blood. 

It thirsts for it.” 

“That would be where Vasco’s people died,” Max said. He reached for Garlocke’s summoning totem and called to the raptor. Smoke billowed from the figurine, and when it cleared, Garlocke was by his side. 

“Our foes are weak this time,” he said, his tongue flicking from his fanged maw. “I can taste their scent in the air, hear the rustle of their paws. 

They try to hide beneath spells of shadow and silence, but they can’t.” 

 That’s  probably  because  Garlocke’s  perception  is  too  high  to  be fooled by the monsters’ spells.  Max patted the raptor on the flank. ““Good. 

Make  sure  they  don’t  take  us  unawares.  Sava,  lead  on.  Vasco’s  sanctuary item should be nearby too.” 

On the northern end of the clearing, the trees stood apart far enough for three or four people walking side by side to pass through. Sava headed toward it, blade leading the way. The rest of the cohort followed. 

“Do  you  think  we  should  just  go  for  the  Warden  and  the  core?” 

Beck  suggested,  after  a  few  minutes  of  terse  silence.  “Once  the  Dungeon dissolves, Captain Vasco and his surviving cohort member will be expelled safely, won’t he?” 

“True, but since you and Corvis are here, I’d like you both to form a cohort with Vasco and Petra when we find them,” Max said. “And you four should be the ones to finish this Dungeon. Right now, with our Levels so mismatched,  none  of  us  are  getting  nearly  as  many  Victory  Shards  as  we should be.” 

“That’s  a  good  point,”  Beck  conceded.  “We—well,  you  and  Lady Saree mostly—ground our way through nearly a hundred of those Level 7

wolf creatures on the way here, but we have very little to show for it.” 

“That’s  why  we’re  finding  Vasco  first,”  Max  said,  before  falling silent as Garlocke’s head rose upon his sinuous neck. 

“Eight  of  them.  Coming  from  the  front,”  the  raptor  announced. 

“Spreading out to encircle us.” 

“Beck,  cover  our  right  flank  with  Shield  spells,”  Max  barked. 

“Garlocke,  watch  our  rear.  Corvis,  you’re  behind  me  and  Sava.  And Sava...” 

“I stand beside you, and we kill everything that comes against us,” 

she said. 

The  first  of  the  wolf  monsters  burst  from  the  shadows.  Nesura scanned them. 



 Monster: Lunar Hunter

 Level 4

 Health: 55/55

 Mana: 30/30

 Physical Attributes

 Strength: 19

 Dexterity: 17

 Fortitude: 14

 Perception: 19

 Abilities

 Lycanthrophic Infection

 Lunar Exaltation

 Rewards

 Victory Shard value: 4

 Treasure Class: B



Sava  surged  ahead,  green  light  trailing  the  arc  of  her  blade.  She beheaded  a  Lunar  Hunter,  disemboweled  another  as  she  spun  beneath  its grasping claws, and rammed Blood Drinker’s tip through a third monster’s heart. 

It  was  only  then  that  Corvis’s  battle  enchantments  fell  upon  her, wreathing  her  feet  in  sparks  and  her  blade  in  rings  of  biting  frost.  Sava kicked  away  the  monster  she’d  just  stabbed  and  cleaved  another  Lunar Hunter from collar to hip. 

Max raised his Magus Staff and sent twin Firebolts into the torsos of  two  bipedal  wolves  that  leapt  at  him,  setting  them  ablaze  and  turning them  into  shrieking,  flailing,  and  crumbling  humanoid  torches.  A  Lunar Hunter circled around the cohort and pounced at Beck. 

Garlocke snapped his maw out and ripped the creature from its leap. 

He then flung it to the ground. Corvis stabbed the Lunar Hunter through the throat while Beck brought his mace down upon its skull. The last monster crashed against the Shield spells Beck had conjured along the cohort’s right flank. Before it could recover, Garlocke hooked a toe-claw into its ear and through its brain, before dragging its twitching head into his open mouth. 

The  raptor  snapped  his  maw  shut  once,  before  opening  it  again.  He  then began to chew and swallow slowly and deliberately. 

“By  the  Verdant  Gods,  Max!”  Corvis  recoiled  from  the  gruesome sight. “Does your raptor always eat monsters?” 

“Yes,”  Garlocke  mumbled  through  a  full  mouth.  Meat  and  brain matter dribbled between the scissoring of his fangs. “People, too.” 

“People?” Corvis gagged and stepped away from the charnel stench of the raptor’s snack. “As in, humans?” 

“Yes.” Garlocke bit off another mouthful of meat. Beck took a few steps away from the raptor. 

“And you let him do that, Max?” Corvis demanded. 

“It  makes  him  happy,”  Max  said,  shrugging.  He  turned  to  Sava, who was flush with the pleasure of slaughter. “Are we getting close?” 

She  nodded  and  looked  down  at  her  ichor-stained  blade.  The monsters’ fluids flowed  upward into the sword’s hilt, before vanishing. 

“It  still  thirsts.”  Sava  cocked  her  head  curiously  and  cast  her  eye down the crimson length of her sword. “Even after drinking so much from those things it just killed.” 

“I suppose there’s nothing quite as satisfying as human blood,” Max said. “Can it still lead us to Vasco?” 

Sava  raised  Blood  Drinker.  A  menacing  hum  emanated  from  the blade. 

“Yes,” she said. 
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Chapter 17







They  found  the  slain  members  of  Vasco’s  cohort  a  few  minutes later, strewn all across a dirt clearing as a scatter of gnawed limbs, cracked skulls, and visceral strings. A gigantic humanoid wolf standing twice as tall as Max prowled the far end of the clearing. Foot-long claws, crusted with dried blood, swept from its forepaws. Old gore caked the monster’s gray-white fur. Malevolence and cunning blazed in its yellow eyes. 



 Monster: Bale Wolf (special condition)

 Level 4

 Health: 95/95

 Mana: 45/45

 Physical Attributes

 Strength: 29

 Dexterity: 38

 Fortitude: 27

 Perception: 44

 Abilities

 Lycanthrophic Infection

 Hunger Path

 Lunar Exaltation

 Rewards

 Victory Shard value: 4

 Treasure Class: B+



The  Bale  Wolf  raised  its  muzzle  and  howled  as  soon  as  it  spotted the  cohort.  Lupine  silhouettes  emerged  from  the  shadows  in  their  dozens. 

Most of them were Lunar Hunters. A few of them weren’t. These wolves had their eyes sewn shut, and they wore collars of dark metal around their necks. 

Nesura scanned them. 

  

 Monster: Moon Caller

 Level 4

 Health: 40/40

 Mana: 70/70

 Physical Attributes

 Strength: 15

 Dexterity: 12

 Fortitude: 8

 Perception: 36

 Abilities

 Lycanthrophic Infection

 Venom Strike

 Hydro Barrage

 Lunar Exaltation

 Rewards

 Victory Shard value: 4

 Treasure Class: B



“Sava, the big one’s yours,” Max said, leveling his Magus Staff at the approaching monsters. “Corvis, help her. Beck, you’re with me. We’re going  to  neutralize  the  spell-casters.  Garlocke,  target  the  Lunar  Hunters. 

Break their backs. Go.” 

Corvis  jabbed  his  sword  in  Sava’s  direction.  Casting  words  fell from his lips. Electrical spirals enveloped Sava’s feet. A shimmering gray aura fell over her blade. Discs of ice spun protectively into existence around her.  Sava  charged,  her  enchanted  sword  held  high.  A  smile  of  hate  and bloodlust adorned her face. Garlocke pounded off after her, fangs bared and claws readied. 

The Moon Callers raised their forepaws and chanted. Bolts of sickly green light flashed out from the tips of their claws, streaking toward Sava. 

Max and Beck intercepted them with Shield Spells. 

“Here,”  Nesura  whispered  into  Max’s  mind,  after  casting  Arcane Flux for him. “You can optimize this with your Poison Dart spell later. Or combine it with one of your Imbuement spells.” 



 New Spell Acquired! 

  

 Venom Strike

 Flux spell: Not ready

 Instantaneous spell

 Level 4

 Mid range projectile

 Element: Poison

 Mana Cost: 15 Mana



“Thanks. We’ll see,” Max replied absently, much of his focus on the melee unfolding before him. 

Sava sliced into the foremost Lunar Hunters that tried to intercept her. Blood Drinker took off a lupine head, hacked open a torso across the chest, and opened two bellies, so that ropes of intestines splattered onto the clearing’s floor. And then she was through them, continuing her charge at the Bale Wolf. 

The  Lupine  Hunters  growled  and  turned  to  pursue  her,  only  for Garlocke to rip into them next. The raptor bit off heads and limbs. His toe-claws  gouged  innards  from  torsos  and  scattered  them  all  across  the  dirt. 

Garlocke lashed his tail wildly, breaking skulls and spines. 

Venom  Strike  and  Hydro  Barrage  spells  hurtled  from  the  Moon Callers. Max and Beck intercepted them deftly with their Shield spells, so that not a single one came close to striking Sava. She closed within blade’s range  of  the  Bale  Wolf  and  cut  out  at  its  head.  The  monster  growled  and blocked  with  the  claws  of  its  left  forepaw.  Blood  Drinker  hacked  through the  Bale  Wolf’s  fingertips  and  gouged  a  furrow  across  its  chest.  The monster  reeled  back  in  pain  and  fell  backward  into  a  curious  stance,  its unhurt forepaw held level with Sava’s face and its hindlegs poised for grace and explosiveness. 

“That’s  the  Hunger  Path,”  Nesura  explained.  “It’s  a  set  of  martial techniques favored by filthy lycanthrope scum. 

Max sent a pulse of acknowledgement in reply, before jabbing his Magus Staff out and threading a Fireball through a gap within the swirling melee  between  Garlocke  and  the  Lunar  Hunters.  The  fiery  sphere  flashed into the ranks of the Moon Callers and detonated, blasting a dozen of them limb from limb. 

Sava  traded  blows  with  the  Bale  Wolf.  It  was  faster  and  stronger than  her,  and  it  moved  like  a  trained  warrior  instead  of  a  feral  beast,  like most  of  its  lesser  kin.  But  Corvis’s  battle  enchantments  warded  off  the monster’s blows, allowed Sava to keep up with its blistering swiftness, and made her blade so lethal the slightest touch of its edge was enough to part flesh and cut bone. She picked apart the Bale Wolf’s desperate flurries with a  Technique-powered  Thousandfold  Thread,  before  riposting  with  a Sunflower  Scatter  that  turned  the  monster’s  torso  into  a  morass  of puckering wounds and gushing ichor. 

Garlocke pinned the last Lunar Hunter beneath one of his hindlegs and bit off its head. A wet crunch rose into the air as his maw flexed. The raptor swallowed and then began pounding toward the Moon Callers. Max angled  his  Magus  Staff  and  unleashed  another  Fireball,  blasting  apart  a cluster  of  the  spell-casting  monsters.  The  raptor  crashed  into  the  midst  of the remaining four. His claws scythed back and forth. Fur, flesh, and viscera flew. 

Sava hacked off the Bale Wolf’s left hindleg. The monster howled and tumbled forward. She rammed Blood Drinker up into its jaw, sending the  blade  slicing  through  the  monster’s  palate  and  up  into  its  brain.  The Blade Wolf’s remaining limbs shot out wide, convulsing spasmodically in the throes of death. She spun on her heel and scythed her sword overhead, so that it sliced free of the monster’s flesh, parting its skull and snout in the process. 

With  all  the  monsters  dead,  the  cohort  didn’t  take  very  long  to locate  Vasco’s  sanctuary  item.  It  was  a  miniature  of  a  small  house.  Max knew  that  tapping  on  its  exterior  would  inform  its  inhabitants  that  other human beings, be they Knights-Errant or Mundanes, were outside, so he did just that. 

Vasco  emerged  in  a  puff  of  gray  smoke  a  heartbeat  later,  a  grim expression on his face. 

“Thanks,  Commander,”  the  Knight  Captain  said.  “I  really appreciate the rescue. I thought we were done for.” 

“You’re  welcome.”  Max  clasped  Vasco  on  the  shoulder.  “Where’s Petra?” 

“She’s  still  in  there,”  Vasco  said.  “I  had  to  restrain  her.  The monsters’ claws had infected her with some kind of disease that she wasn’t aware of until it turned her into a mindless, bestial creature with claws and fangs.” 

“Lycanthrophy,” Nesura explained, poking her head out. “Far more virulent than vampirism. She got it from a Level 4 monster, so she’ll need a Level 8 Cleanse spell to purge it from her flesh and soul.” 

“No one in the Apocalypse Knights has a spell like that,” Max said. 

“Mine is only still Level 5. I copied it off Flora, who has the highest Level amongst our Defenders, I think.” 

“Oh,  that’s  right.  Your  Flux  spells  don’t  increase  alongside  your Level. Hmm.” Nesura furrowed her brow in thought. “You could probably use Flux Conjunction to optimize it up to Level 7, but that’ll be tricky too. 

You’ll  need  to  copy  at  least  two  Level  5  spells  with  similar  properties  or affinities to do that. Or a whole bunch more of lower-Level spells, which is arguably more difficult.” 

“Is there a way I can increase the Level of my spells without Flux Conjunction?”  Max  asked.  “All  my  Flux  spells  are  still  Level  5  at  their highest.” 

“Not that I know of,” Nesura said. “You just have to keep fighting monsters and hoping they have the relevant spells and abilities for you to copy with Arcane Flux.” 

“Or  I  help  the  other  Apocalypse  Knights  increase  their  Level  and then  copy  their  spells  from  them,”  Max  said.  He  shook  his  head apologetically at Vasco. “I’m sorry. Looks like any help she needs is going to be quite long in the coming.” 

“I  put  her  into  indefinite  suspension  with  an  enchanted  item,”  the Knight  Captain  said.  “She  can  remain  in  blissful  unconsciousness  until then.” 

“Good.” He nodded. “But now you have just the right number for a cohort. You, Sava, Corvis, and Beck make four.” 

“What about you, Commander?” Vasco asked. 

“My Level is a bit high for this Dungeon, and it’s caused us to earn nearly no Victory Shards and scant amounts of Dungeon metal so far,” Max said. “I’ll still stick around and help keep everyone safe, but it’s best if you four establish your cohort link now and proceed on.” 

Max  dissolved  the  cohort  link,  then.  Sava  walked  over  and squeezed his fingertips briefly. A Soul Lens screen appeared in front of her. 

She nodded, confirming her acceptance of the cohort link with Vasco, Beck, and  Corvis.  The  latter  did  the  same,  and  after  a  few  more  moments gathering  what  they  could  of  Ivan’s  and  Hrolf’s—Vasco’s  earlier  cohort members—remains,  they  set  off  once  more,  heading  deeper  into  the Dungeon. 

With  Max  and  Garlocke  around,  cutting  through  the  Full  Moon Woods  became  far  less  dangerous.  Max  refrained  from  killing  any monsters. Instead, he used his bow and his spells to incapacitate and cripple them, so that the others could finish them off. The newly formed cohort still had  a  Level  imbalance,  because  Sava  was  Level  5  while  the  others  were Level 4, but at least they were now acquiring a decent amount of Victory Shards. 

Another  Bale  Wolf  appeared,  but  it  fell  as  easily  as  the  previous one,  this  time  yielding  soul-bound  items  for  every  member  of  the  cohort. 

Corvis claimed his right away. It turned out to be a silvery sphere roughly the size of his fist. 

“What the arse is this?” Corvis asked, bouncing the sphere lightly in his palm. “It’s quite hefty. I bet it’ll do some damage if I sling into some monster’s face.” 

“Just scan it,” Nesura said, rolling her eyes. 

Corvis  frowned,  peered  deeply  into  the  sphere,  and  muttered  the word  “scan”  repeatedly  under  his  breath.  Nobody—not  even  Nesura,  it seemed—had the heart to tell him he didn’t need to do any of that. 



 Refinement Orb +4: Soul-Bound consumable reagent

 Use with Forge or Fabricate skill to enhance an enchanted item by 4 Levels

 Refinement  Orb  is  consumed  whether  or  not  the  enhancement  is successful

 The Level of the newly enhanced item cannot exceed the user’s



“There you go,” the familiar said. “Now you can enhance Turanos and have a much easier time using your Forge and Fabricate abilities.” 

Corvis  pulled  out  the  slim  hammer  from  his  ring  of  holding,  a puzzled expression on his face. 

“I’m going to use this to enhance itself?” he asked. “How does that work?” 

“I’ll  get  another  crafting  hammer  for  you  to  use  on  Turanos, Corvis,” Max said. “Don’t worry about it.” 

Sava hadn’t claimed hers. She put the white sphere into her ring of holding and shrugged as Max turned to her. 

“I won’t be able to use it anyway,” she explained. “And I can’t give it to anyone either, right? That’s how soul-bound items work.” 

“I  could  probably  use  it  to  enhance  your  sword,”  Max  said, gesturing at the crimson blade. “It’s not soul-bound, so it won’t increase in Level as you do. Every time you get a soul-bound item, I can do that for you, so you can keep using it as you progress.” 

“Thanks,  Max,”  Sava  said,  flashing  him  a  smile  before  sighing admiringly over her sword. “I like this blade. It sings to me. I can feel its voice  in  my  mind,  crooning  for  more  blood,  more  death.  That  makes  me happy.” 

“I’m glad it does.” Max kissed her on the cheek before turning to Beck  and  Vasco.  The  Knight  Captain  had  put  his  soul-bound  item  away, while  the  Defender  was  gazing  at  the  Soul  Lens  screen  imposed  over  the sturdy breastplate he held in his hands. 

“This  will  come  in  handy,”  Beck  said,  undoing  the  buckles  and straps of his old armor. Max stepped forward to help, and a minute later, the

Defender was clad in his new breastplate. He rapped his knuckles across its burnished surface and nodded to Max. “Thanks, Commander.” 

“No  problem.”  Max  gestured  further  into  the  Dungeon.  “Let’s  get going.” 

The  cohort  found  the  Warden  in  a  large  clearing.  There  were  no trees reaching overhead, allowing the false moon to wash everything within eyeshot  in  its  cold,  blue  radiance.  The  Warden  was  another  spell-casting wolf  creature.  It  stood  slightly  shorter  than  a  Bale  Wolf,  and  it  held  a curious  staff-spear  in  its  forepaws.  A  leather  kilt  swung  from  its  waist, adorned with what appeared to be fingerbones. Nesura scanned it quickly. 



 Warden: Nightfall Druid

 Level 4

 Health: 400/400

 Mana: 600/600

 Physical Attributes

 Strength: 24

 Dexterity: 22

 Fortitude: 22

 Perception: 76

 Abilities

 Lycanthrophic Infection

 Mass Lunar Exaltation

 Verdant Song

 Hydro Manipulation (Major)

 

Spotting the cohort, the Warden raised its staff high to the moon and howled.  A  horde  of  Lupine  Hunters  and  Moon  Callers  emerged  from  the shadows ringing the clearing. 

“It’s  casting  a  spell!”  Nesura  warned  as  the  Warden  began  a sonorous chant. All the monsters’ eyes turned blue then, similar in hue to the light falling from the moon. Max felt Nesura cast Arcane Flux. 



 New Spell Acquired! 

  

 Lunar Rally

 Flux spell: Not ready

 Persistent spell

 Level 4

 Usable only beneath a full moon, area-of-effect boost, all physical attributes + 4, +400% regeneration, +40% damage resistance to non-silver weapons

 Mana Cost: 55 Mana



“Yeah, that’s not going to happen,” Max said, pointing his Magus Staff at the Warden and casting Counterspell. Magical energy pulsed from the tip of his staff and struck the monster in the snout. The Warden reeled, and the blue light leeched from the eyes of the lesser wolf creatures. They stumbled around in confusion. 

Vasco moved next. He held a short staff in each hand, and he thrust them out now. Arcs of lightning roared from their tips, flashing across the

clearing  and  scorching  the  front  ranks  of  the  Lunar  Hunters.  The  Knight Captain’s twinned Lightning Bolt spells even caught a few Moon Callers. 

The Lunar Hunters howled in rage and charged forward, intent on ripping  the  cohort  to  shreds.  Max  hurled  Dark  Blasts  into  their  midst, blinding  many  of  them,  so  that  they  stumbled  in  their  charge  and  tripped their lupine kin with their falling bodies. 

Max  placed  an  Aegis  spell  above  the  cohort  just  as  a  volley  of Venom  Strikes  and  Hydro  Barrages  sliced  from  the  Moon  Callers.  The Aegis reflected every spell that struck its surface and sent it directly back to its  caster.  Howls  of  pain  and  despair  arose  from  the  ranks  of  the  Moon Callers  as  their  own  spells  filled  their  blood  with  poison  or  struck  their bodies with bone-breaking force. 

Sava  went  out  to  meet  the  faltering  charge  of  the  Lunar  Hunters. 

Blood Drinker flashed in her hands, and it drunk deep of monstrous ichor. 

The  wolf  creatures  fell  in  rapid  succession,  hacked  apart  by  the  Duelist’s blade  forms.  Corvis  moved  to  run  after  her,  but  Beck  caught  him  by  the shoulder and held him back. 

“You  don’t  have  the  Prowess  spell,”  the  Defender  explained. 

“Neither do you have any enchanted items that give you significant boosts to your physical attributes. You won’t last a second fighting in that melee. 

Hang back, and let your spells do the work.” 

“But I’ve already cast all the battle enchantments I can think of onto Sava,” Corvis said, before grunting. “In that case, I’ll cast a few on us. We might need them. 

The Artificer swept his sword around. Fiery rings appeared around him,  Beck,  and  Vasco.  Gray  light  fell  upon  the  Defender’s  mace,  an enchantment that Max now realized enhanced the lethality of any weapon it

was  placed  upon.  Tendrils  of  lightning  raced  across  the  length  of  Vasco’s staffs. The Knight Captain’s eyes widened in surprise, and he gave Corvis an appreciative nod. 

“My  spells  now  have  double  their  potency!”  Vasco  said,  before sending  spheres  of  crackling  electricity  rolling  across  a  mass  of  Lunar Hunters,  crisping  their  flesh  and  mangling  their  nerves.  The  Elementalist crossed his staffs in front of his chest and began another spell as soon as the monsters’ bodies struck the dirt. Black light lanced out from his staffs and struck the fallen Lunar Hunters. The bodies burst apart, and a disembodied floating  eye  the  size  of  a  small  dog  emerged  from  each  corpse.  The summoned  creatures  swept  through  the  midst  of  the  monsters.  Lightning pulsed from their engorged irises to sting and lash the Lunar Hunters. 

“Oh, right. You didn’t get a chance to grab it the last time, so here you go,” Nesura said, casting Arcane Flux. 



 New Spell Acquired! 

  

 Enslave

 Flux spell: Not ready

 Persistent spell

 Level 1

 Cast on fallen foe’s corpse to summon 1 elemental sprite (small) for 5 minutes

 Mana Cost: 24 Mana



“Thanks,”  Max  said,  before  nodding  to  Garlocke.  The  raptor clicked  his  tongue  and  advanced.  A  few  dozen  Lunar  Hunters  had  been beyond  the  reach  of  Sava’s  blade  during  her  charge  and  were  now congregating upon where Corvis, Beck, and Vasco stood. Garlocke rushed to  their  side.  His  toe-claws  snickered  limbs  from  the  torsos  of  the  wolf creatures. His lashing tail smashed knees and hips to shards. Crippled, the monsters fell, howling in pain. 

“Go on. Kill,” Garlocke said to Corvis as he popped a severed paw into  his  mouth.  Beck  needed  no  further  prompting.  He  stepped  up  to  the closest crippled Lunar Hunter and crushed its skull with his mace. Corvis followed  suit  shortly  after,  lancing  his  sword  into  the  necks,  eyes,  and hearts of every fallen monster within a few strides. 

Max kept sending Firebolts and Stone Spears into the knees of the Lunar  Hunters  trying  to  envelop  Sava  as  she  cut  her  way  toward  the Warden. The spell-casting monster howled again and rammed its staff into the  dirt  at  its  feet.  Thorny  vines  burst  from  the  soil  and  swarmed  toward Sava. 

The  Duelist  met  the  writhing  vines  with  a  flawless  Sunflower Scatter, reducing every one of them into shreds of plant matter and spurts of purple sap before they could touch her flesh. Max slammed down a Quadra Shield  beside  her,  then.  The  magical  barrier  blocked  a  cascade  of  Venom Strikes from the four Moon Callers standing beside the Warden. 

And  then  she  was  in  their  midst.  Blood  Drinker  eviscerated  and dismembered them in the blink of an eye. Sava cut at the Warden’s throat. 

The  monster  blocked  her  blade  with  its  staff,  rebuffed  her  with  a  double-handed shove, and spun the blade atop its weapon into a riposting arc. Sava ducked  beneath  the  blow  and  hacked  Blood  Drinker  into  the  monster’s knee, half-severing the entire limb with a single blow. 

The Warden howled and snapped its head forward, seeking to latch its fangs around the Duelist’s neck. She leaned away just enough, so that the monster’s maw clamped shut an inch from her flesh. Her counter-stroke cut the Warden to the bone across the chest, splitting ribs and biting deep into its  flesh.  Ichor  bubbled  from  the  sides  of  the  monster’s  snout,  suggesting that Sava had also nicked it in the lung as well. 

The  Duelist  danced  away  from  the  flurry  of  swiping  claws  and swinging staff. She took the first opportune moment available and hacked off  the  Warden’s  left  forepaw  with  a  Weeping  Loom.  A  Lightness  Step brought  her  to  its  flank.  She  rammed  her  blade  into  the  monster’s  side, angling her weapon upward so that it drove straight up into its heart. 

More ichor burst from the Warden’s snout. It batted weakly at Sava with  its  stump,  bubbling  wheezes  rolling  from  its  gore-drenched  nostrils and maw. She ripped her sword out and hacked at its back, cleaving through its  spine.  The  monster  fell,  its  limbs  convulsing.  Sava  drove  her  sword through  the  Warden’s  skull,  pulled  it  free,  then  decapitated  the  monster entirely with another mighty swing. 

The  rest  of  the  lesser  monsters  howled  in  horror  at  the  sight  and scampered  back  into  the  shadows  between  the  trees.  Corvis  cheered  and clapped Vasco, Beck, and Max on the shoulders heartily. He did the same to Sava when she walked back. 

“We did it!” the Artificer cried. “By the Verdant Gods, Max. That was one of the craziest things I’ve ever done! Is it always like this?” 

“Most of the time, yes,” Max replied. “Things were a bit easier here because Garlocke and I are Level 7, while this Dungeon is Level 4. You did really well, considering that this is your first Dungeon.” 

“Most  Valerisen  Knights-Errant  join  the  Venture  Spears  upon getting their Soul Lens, and they can spend up to a year, sometimes more, just  training  at  the  Kobold  Hills,”  Vasco  added.  “You  were  thrown  into  a Level 4 Dungeon right away. Many Knights-Errant never even step into one throughout their entire career. Good job, Corvis Tober.” 

“I  agree.  Are  you  joining  the  Apocalypse  Knights  now?”  Beck asked.  “We  could  use  someone  like  you.  Your  Classification  has  absurdly useful  skills  and  spells.  And  you  too,  Miss  Sava.  I  don’t  know  any Warmongers capable of doing what you just did. And that Classification of yours... isn’t that just a superior version of the Warmonger?” 

“No,  not  exactly,”  Sava  said,  before  briefly  explaining  the limitations of the Duelist Classification. On top of her inability to use any enchanted  items  except  for  a  blade,  her  Prowess  spell  progressed  at  the same rate as an Infiltrator’s. This meant that at Level 5, her Prowess spell was only Level 2, whereas a Warmonger’s would be the same Level as he or she was. 

Orbs  of  white  light  emerged  from  the  Warden’s  dissipating  body and  drifted  into  the  hands  of  each  cohort  member.  Sava  put  hers  away immediately. Vasco did too. Beck received a belt with a heavy steel buckle. 

The Defender put it on right away. Corvis’s soul-bound item was a pair of gauntlets: solid and utilitarian in design, uniformly and plainly gray except for  the  golden  runes  inscribed  over  the  back  of  the  fists.  He  held  up  the metal-sheathed gloves. 

“Well, more armor can’t be bad, right?” he said, before scanning it. 



 Gauntlets of Might +4: Soul-Bound enchanted item

 On equip:

 +4 points to strength

 + 4 points to fortitude



“Very nice,” Corvis murmured as he slipped the gauntlets onto his hands and clenched his fists. “Some I’m stronger and tougher now? Good. 

Maybe I won’t have to hang back from melee and let you do all the work next time, Sava.” 

“It’s alright.” Sava sheathed her sword and smiled. “I enjoy it.” 

A violet sphere appeared in the middle of the clearing. Max walked over  to  it,  raised  his  hand,  but  stopped  himself  before  he  cast  Temporal Equalization on it. 

“What’s the matter?” Vasco asked. 

“If  I  cast  Temporal  Equalization  on  this  core,  Milvatown  will become  a  Level  7  region,”  he  said.  “We  don’t  have  anyone  powerful enough to hunt there yet, except maybe for Jonn and me. Vasco, you still have  your  invocation  wand,  right?  Go  ahead.  Another  Level  4  hunting ground will be much more useful to us right now than a Level 7 one.” 

“Yeah,  I  think  so  too.  Alright.  Here  we  go.”  The  Knight  Captain produced  the  wand  from  his  ring  of  holding,  pointed  it  at  the  core,  and pressed  its  activation  stud.  A  beam  of  green  light  flashed  out,  and  cracks cobwebbed across the empty air, startling Corvis and Sava. Max put his arm around the Duelist’s waist reassuringly as darkness washed over his vision. 

And then they were standing atop yet another clock tower. The bell chimed. 
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“What  just  happened?”  Corvis  cried,  his  eyes  flickering  back  and forth as he tried to make sense of his surroundings. “Where are we?” 

“Relax. We’re safe. Give me a moment, and we’ll go down,” Max said, patting his friend on the back. 

“By  the  Verdant  Gods,”  Vasco  said,  licking  his  lips  nervously.  “I was told what to expect, but seeing it for myself is really something else.” 

“The  view  here  is  amazing,”  Sava  said,  sighing  and  leaning  her head against Max’s shoulder. “All that blood and death and screaming, and then this? Perfect. Just perfect.” 

“It is,” Max agreed. He looked at Garlocke. “Thanks, Garlocke. Go ahead  and  get  some  rest  now.  I’ll  get  you  a  stack  of  steaks  when  we  get back. You remember what those are, right? From last time?” 

“Hmm. Yes.” The raptor licked his chops. Drool dripped from his maw and splattered onto the floor of the tower’s bell chamber. “I remember. 

Delicious. Bye, Max. Bye, Sava. You’re ugly, bat.” 

“Kill yourself, idiot!” Nesura roared. 

“Bye,  Garlocke,”  Sava  said,  reaching  out  and  giving  the  raptor  a friendly  scratch  between  the  eyes.  Garlocke  rumbled  with  pleasure  as  he disappeared. 

“Commander?” Beck said, looking at the screen beneath the bell’s clapper.  There  were   eight  compasses  now,  each  of  them  pointing  to  a

Dungeon with their northern needles. 

“Damn  it,”  Vasco  said.  “I  don’t  know  why  I  should  be  surprised, since  Kerana’s  report  did  say  that  the  same  thing  happened  when  she finished her Dungeon, but I am. Horrified too, to be honest. Eight each for the  eight  we  have  now.  This  means  that  however  much  time  we’re  given once we’re done with our current eight, we face sixty-four Dungeons next. 

And then after that, what? Sixteen for each of the sixty-four?” 

“How  are  we  going  to  keep  up  with  them,  Commander?”  Beck asked, grimacing in dismay. 

“For  the  moment,  let’s  focus  on  the  remaining  six  Dungeons  we have  to  complete  within  this  month,”  Max  said.  “But  to  answer  your question, we’ll need to be able to deploy as many cohorts to Dungeons as possible, and to do that, we need more invocation wands. This means that I have  to  increase  my  Level,  so  I  can  infuse  more  invocation  wands. 

However, the Level 7 invocation wands I can infuse aren’t very useful right now,  since  we  barely  have  anyone  over  Level  5.  This  has  to  change,  so we’ll work on increasing the average Level of the Apocalypse Knights as much and as quickly as possible, possibly by revisiting and optimizing our monster-hunting exercises.” 

“I don’t know if it’s a matter of Levels. The Full Moon Woods was Level 4, just like my cohort, but we failed,” Vasco said, grimacing. “So far, the only cohort besides yours that has successfully beaten a Dungeon in the Apocalypse  Horizon  is  Kerana’s.  She’s  always  been  the  best  of  us,  even during our days in the Venture Spears. Ah. Maybe that’s just it. Most of us simply aren’t good enough to take on the Dungeons here.” 

“But  what  if  there  were  more  of  you  going  after  each  Dungeon?” 

Max asked. “What if you had two cohorts here, or three? Maybe even four? 

Do you think you’d have been able to win?” 

“Maybe.”  Vasco  scratched  his  chin  and  frowned.  “If  there  were twelve  of  us  here,  the  Bale  Wolf  probably  wouldn’t  have  caught  us unawares,  and  we  would  have  defeated  it  easily.  The  Warden  would  be quite manageable too.” 

“Exactly. The reason why we’re only sending one cohort at a time to these Dungeons is because the range of a Level 4 or Level 5 Temporal Equalization spell simply isn’t enough to give coverage to more than four Apocalypse  Knights  for  them,”  Max  said.  “At  Level  7,  my  Temporal Equalization spell spans seventy feet all around. That should be enough to cover two cohorts. At Level 10, it can cover three cohorts.” 

“But  none  of  us  can  handle  Level  7  monsters...”  Beck  began  to point out. 

“That’s  why  we  need  to  increase  the  average  Level  of  the Apocalypse Knights, like I said,” Max continued. “Our current goal is to get it to Level 7 and try sending two cohorts into one Dungeon. We’ll see how things work out and then proceed from there.” 

“By the Verdant Gods, Max. It’s been a while since I’ve seen you like this,” Corvis said, a rueful smile spreading across his face. 

“Like what?” Max asked. 

“In  command,  dealing  with  one  crisis  after  another,  holding thousands of lives in your hands. Only now it’s not just the Enforcers 118th Combined  Arms  Division,  eh?  The  entire  world  is  at  stake.”  Corvis chuckled and shook his head. “But anyway, here is the point I’m trying to make.  You’re  looking  good,  Max.  Your  eyes  are  bright  and  alive.  Your voice is strong and steady. You’re loving every minute of this. I don’t know if that’s a good thing or not, especially for those around you.” 

“You’ll  be  fine,  Corvis.  There’s  nothing  for  you  to  worry  about,” 

Max replied. He clasped his friend on the back and pulled out his looking glass and a notebook from his belt pouch. “Alright. Give me a few minutes to write down the names and locations of these Dungeons, and we’ll head back to base.” 

“Let  me  take  care  of  that,  Commander,”  Vasco  said,  retrieving  a tablet of dark stone from his ring of holding. It was roughly five inches long and three inches across, and its surface carried the same rune Max had seen on the command table. 

“Lore tablet,” the Knight Captain explained. He tapped the rune on his magical device. “With a rune of lore. It captures the screens when I scan anything with my Soul Lens. Handy, eh?” 

“Yes,” Max said. “Where did you get it?” 

“They’re  a  pretty  commonplace  enchanted  item,  and  they’ve  been available for years already,” Vasco said. “The Truesteel shops sell them, but you  can  probably  get  one  for  cheaper  elsewhere  in  the  Errantry  Mansion. 

Let me guess. That puzzled look on your face is why Trisha refuses to use one  of  these  and  relies  on  those  awful  paper  notebooks  instead.  I  don’t know. She can easily afford a lore tablet.” 

“Maybe she just doesn’t like them.” Max shrugged and passed his looking  glass  to  the  Knight  Captain.  “They  do  seem  quite  useful.  I’ll  just buy one from the Truesteel shops, I think. It’s the least I can do, after all the support they’ve provided.” 

“Sounds  good  to  me.”  Vasco  angled  his  Soul  Lens  at  one  of  the Dungeons and held up the looking glass to his eye. “Permission to proceed, Commander?” 

“Granted.” Max resisted the urge to roll his eyes at Vasco’s affected military  decorum.  The  Knight  Captain  had  read  one  too  many  novels, perhaps,  or  watched  too  many  plays  valorizing  the  Enforcers.  “Log  these Dungeons, Vasco, and let’s head out. We’ve got a lot to do.” 

He  looked  past  Vasco’s  shoulder  and  cast  his  gaze  inland  as  the Knight  Captain  went  about  his  work.  Pureheart’s  Sacrifice  was  a  hundred miles away. 

“Level  9  or  10,”  Nesura  reminded  him.  “I  could  probably  fly  that distance  at  that  Level.  But  contending  with  or  evading  any  other  flying monsters, especially if they’re Level 99, will be next to impossible.” 

“What  if  we  got  closer?”  Max  wondered.  “What  if  I  journeyed straight to Pureheart’s Sacrifice from here by myself or with a cohort?” 

“Do  you  think  that’s  going  to  bring  an  end  to  the  Apocalypse Horizon?”  Nesura  asked.  “Let’s  say  you  get  to  Artur  before  you’re  Level 99? Then what? Are you going to kill him? Can you even accomplish that? 

Or would he just kill you outright, because you didn’t play by his rules?” 

“Killing him doesn’t sound so bad,” Max said. “In fact, I’m pretty sure  that’s  what  I’m  going  to  do  if  it’s  at  all  possible.  But  that’s  not  an option right now, in any case. Moving through two or three regions without any clock towers is too risky. Perhaps the best option is to stay the course and take on the Dungeons as they emerge.” 
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Flora was waiting for Max in the command tent when he returned. 

“Max,”  she  said,  getting  up  from  her  chair.  The  Defender  wore  a grim expression on her face. “I have some bad news.” 

“What is it?” Max asked. 

“Well,  objectively  speaking,  it  isn’t  bad  for  the  Apocalypse Knights. It could even be good news, in fact.” Flora sighed and shuffled her feet nervously. “But I know you aren’t going to like it.” 

“Just  tell  me  what  it  is,  Flora,”  Max  said,  pulling  up  a  chair  and gesturing for her to sit back down. 

“Prince  Irvin  Vaustika  is  here.  He  wants  to  help  the  Apocalypse Knights,” Flora said. “But he wants to speak to you first.” 

“Damn it.” Max sighed and leaned back in his chair, feeling fatigue weigh  heavily  in  every  fiber  of  his  being.  Corvis  had  gone  back  to  his family the moment they emerged from the Hisktown Warp Dais, while Sava had gone back to their tent to rest and wash up ahead of Max. The last thing Max wanted to do right now was bandy words with the man who’d betrayed him and hung him out to dry. He took a deep breath to calm himself before speaking again. 

“Alright, Flora. Be straight with me here,” he said. “How bad will it be if I tell Vaustika to eat shit?” 

“If he does not offer his direct support to the Apocalypse Knights, my  family  will  take  away  the  command  table,”  Flora  said.  “We  can  also expect  fewer  storefronts  in  base  camp,  which  will  affect  our  resupplying and purchasing capabilities. That’s what we stand to lose.” 

“What do we stand to gain?” Max asked. 

“Remember those Hunnite soldiers who were also Knights-Errant? 

Vaustika  has  brought  along  their  Valerisen  equivalent,”  Flora  said.  “He’s been gathering and cultivating a military corps of Knights-Errant loyal only to him for several years now, apparently, and he’s pledging their might to our cause. Two hundred new recruits for the Apocalypse Knights. They’re all around Level 2 though, with a few Level 3 individuals mixed in.” 

“How kind of him. Two hundred Apocalypse Knights who answer to him keeping the rest of us in line,” Max said sarcastically, before shaking his head. “Sorry, Flora. You weren’t done yet. I interrupted you. Please, go on.” 

“He’s  also  brought  along  another  five  hundred  seventeen  year-old volunteers  whose  birthdays  will  all  fall  within  this  week,”  Flora  said, wringing  her  hands.  “I  know,  Max.  I  know.  Children  have  no  place  here, but...” 

“We  might  get  some  Knights-Errant  out  of  that  lot  with  new Classifications,” Max said, rubbing his jaw. “That’s some good thinking. I hate Vaustika’s guts, you know that, but he’s definitely no idiot. Fine. I’ll go talk to him. Where is he?” 

“Right here, Max.” A tall, slender man stepped into the tent. He was clad  in  fluted  plate  armor  of  ornate  design  as  befitting  his  status  of  an Oligarchic Prince upon the battlefield. A short cape of red velvet hung from his  gold-trimmed  pauldrons,  and  a  jeweled  saber  sat  upon  his  hip.  His

features  were  aquiline,  sporting  a  well-groomed  mustache  and  goatee. 

Prince Irvin Vaustika smiled and walked over to Max, his hand extended. 

“It’s  good  to  see  you,”  Vaustika  said,  smiling.  “You  look  good, Max. Much better than when I last saw you.” 

“Sure. Whatever,” Max replied, frowning at the prince’s hand until Vaustika  withdrew  it.  He  jabbed  his  thumb  at  a  nearby  chair.  “Sit  down. 

You want to talk? Let’s talk. That help of yours. What’s the catch?” 

“Max!”  Flora  hissed,  her  eyes  widening.  “That’s  His  Excellency Prince Vaustika! You can’t talk to him like that! You can’t...!” 

“It’s fine, Lady Truesteel,” Irvin said, pulling a chair up and sitting down.  “Max  and  I  are  old  campaigners.  We  fought  side  by  side  against Hunnite savages, so there’s no need for any ceremony between us. As for the  catch,  Max,  I  was  thinking  of  establishing  a  mutually  beneficial agreement between us, one that will extend beyond this current crisis and will lead to a new era within the Dominion and perhaps the world.” 

“The point,” Max said. “Get to it.” 

“Very  well.”  Irvin  snapped  his  fingers,  and  four  Knights-Errant marched into the tent, all of them clad in breastplates of fluted steel that the Enforcers  wore  during  the  Hunnite  War.  They  came  to  a  halt  behind  the prince and snapped around to stand at attention in front of Max. 

“These  are  my  Praetorians,”  Irvin  said.  “I  began  recruiting  young Knights-Errant and training them as soldiers after...” 

“Fendrech’s  son,  Tulvin,  threatened  you,”  Max  interjected.  “He probably  even  made  an  attempt  on  your  life.  That’s  why  you  disappeared for so long. You wanted your own pet Knights-Errant to protect you.” 

“Astute  as  always,  Max,”  Irvin  replied.  “That  is  correct.  Four  of Tulvin’s men slaughtered my entire Household Guard. They butchered my

entire  harem  and  my  children.  I  would  have  perished  that  night  if  not  for Jonn  Crask,  who’d  just  happen  to  pass  by  my  estate  and  found  its  gates breached and my men slaughtered.” 

“He  must  have  recognized  the  work  of  Knights-Errant  and  so decided to intervene,” Flora said. “That’s how Jonn is. He would never let an injustice go unaddressed.” 

“And  that’s  the  problem  with  him,  too.”  Irvin  sighed.  “He  slew Tulvin’s  Knights-Errant,  but  there  was  no  way  I  could  convince  him  who they were. There simply wasn’t enough proof, you see, to tie the slain men to  Fendrech’s  bastard  child,  who  also  happened  to  be  the  Master  of  the Venture Spears.” 

“But you capitalized on the slaughter to establish a connection with Jonn,” Max reasoned. “Maybe he felt bad for you. Or maybe he felt guilty he didn’t intervene quickly enough to save your women and children. Either way,  knowing  you,  you  were  able  to  land  your  hooks  in  him,  and  you haven’t ever let go.” 

“A  rather  harsh  but  accurate  way  of  putting  it,  Max.”  Irvin shrugged. “I have never had any shortage of women, and I can always sire more children. But my loss struck a chord with Jonn, and I wasn’t about to let such an opportunity pass me by.” 

“Ah. A man of focus and resolve,” Nesura whispered. “I like him, Max. He’s got a lot in common with you.” 

“Did you just suggest you like me too?” Max replied. “Since I have so much in common with this lying, conniving bastard?” 

“What?  No!”  Nesura  shot  back,  more  than  a  little  flustered.  “I’m just saying we can use him, Max.” 

“Of course. While he uses us at the same time.” Max adjusted his perch in his seat before speaking again. “That’s why you disappeared and let your fellow Oligarchs destroy my career.” 

“Bridge under the water.” Irvin smiled. “Besides, look at you now. 

Knight  Commander  of  the  Apocalypse  Knights!  Would  you  rather  be  an Inquisitor Lord instead? Or even an Oligarch? I know you, Max, probably better  than  you  know  yourself.  It  isn’t  wealth  or  rank  that  drives  you. 

Neither is it political power. It’s all this. Chaos and madness. Mayhem and carnage. And maybe a different kind of power.  Personal  power.  The  kind that you use to kill someone with your own hands.” 

“Right on all counts.” This time it was Max’s turn to shrug. “Let’s get back on track. Your Praetorians. Let me guess. You’re going to kill all the  other  Oligarchs  and  seize  the  Dominion  for  yourself.  You’re  a  Prince now, but you want to be Emperor, instead.” 

“An Emperor in need of a Lord General,” Irvin said. He pointed at Max. “That’s where you come in.” 

“Ah. Now I see it. The Dominion’s way of life depends on Dungeon metal.”  Max  nodded  in  Flora’s  direction.  “Securing  the  Truesteel  clan’s allegiance  grants  you  immense  control  over  its  supply  and  influence  over Valerisen Knights-Errant as a whole. Securing  my allegiance will allow you to murder your peers and rule over the Mundanes, or so you hope.” 

“Or so I  know,”  Irvin  shot  back.  “You’ve  always  been  the  best  of the best among the Enforcers, Max. If the war had dragged on a year or two longer,  you  probably  would  have  become  a  General  Militant.  I  saw  for myself what you were capable of. To say you and your men won us the war wouldn’t be stretching the truth much, if at all.” 

“Nobody won that war, Vaustika,” Max said. “It devastated both the Dominion and the Khanate. It will take decades for the Dominion to even start recovering, and here you are, already thinking of starting another?” 

“Yes,”  Irvin  admitted.  “I  am.  Tens,  maybe  hundreds,  of  thousands are going to die once I make my bid for power, but with you as my Lord General, I will almost certainly win.” 

“And  then  what?”  Max  snapped.  “Things  will  be  different  once you’re in charge?” 

“Again, yes.” Irvin smiled coldly. “You know me as well as I know you,  Max.  Like  it  or  not,  we’re  perhaps  closer  friends  than  you  are  with Master  Sergeant  Corvis  Tober.  Do  you  honestly  think  the  Dominion wouldn’t be a better place if I were in charge instead of the nine clowns on the Oligarchic Council?” 

“It  would.”  Max  nodded.  “You’re  a  bastard,  Vaustika,  but  the  rest are  worse.  Given  no  other  choice,  I’d  take  the  Valeris  Empire  over  the Valeris Dominion any day. But you’re missing one thing.” 

“What?” the Prince asked. 

“I’m  dead  the  moment  you  take  the  throne,”  Max  pointed  out. 

“There  is  absolutely  no  way  you’d  permit  the  continued  existence  of  the Lord General who won you your war with an army of Knights-Errant. I’d have a hundred Infiltrators at my throat as soon as the crown touches your brow. Knowing that, why should I fight for you?” 

“You  should,  because  what  you  described  is  only  one  way  things could turn out,” Irvin said. “Do you think events could unfold differently?” 

“Of  course  they  could.”  Max  grinned  savagely.  “Here’s  an alternative.  Your  Lord  General  could  show  up  at  your  coronation  with  a thousand Warmongers and Defenders. He could strangle you with his bare

hands while the nation watches, toss your lifeless body aside, and then take the throne for himself.” 

“Emperor Strident,” Irvin mused. “That rolls off the tongue nearly as well as Emperor Vaustika. But there it is. Wouldn’t it be exciting to see which scenario plays out?” 

“Maybe,”  Max  said.  “But  we’ve  gotten  off  track  again.  I’ll  take your men, Vaustika. But while they’re here in the Apocalypse Horizon, they answer  only  to  me.  I  can’t  have  any  of  them  trying  to  undermine  me because  of  your  machinations.  In  case  you  haven’t  noticed,  I’m  trying  to stop the end of the world here.” 

“True.”  Irvin  chuckled.  “Ah,  Max.  I  can  always  count  on  you  to keep me focused. Fine. Any Praetorians in the Apocalypse Horizon answer only  to  you.  Also,  I  will  do  nothing  to  undermine  your  efforts  here.  This theater of war is entirely yours, Knight Commander. You have my word, for what it’s worth.” 

“It isn’t worth a damn, and we both know that,” Max said. “But we both also know that if we all die, there’s no Empire for you to rule, so I can count on you to stay out of the way while I sort this mess out.” 

“You  get  two  hundred  recruits,  perhaps  more,  depending  on  how many of the youths I’ve brought manifest Soul Lenses. And I’ll do what I can to send more reinforcements as well. But what do  I get in return, Max?” 

Irvin asked. “A Lord General?” 

“You  might,” Max replied. “But here’s what you’re  definitely going to  get  after  we  fix  the  Apocalypse  Horizon:  a  force  of  battle-hardened Knights-Errant who will all be above Level 4, if not higher. They will have immensely  powerful  enchanted  items  taken  from  the  monsters  and Dungeons here.” 

“The  Apocalypse  Knights  will  serve  me?”  Vaustika  sat  back,  his eyes widening in amazement. 

“Of course not,” Max snapped. “Don’t be stupid. I’m talking about your Praetorians. Any of them who survive this, that is. They’re still your followers at the end of the day, aren’t they? You lend them to me at Level 2. 

I  give  them  back  to  you  at  a  much  higher  Level.  You  don’t  need  a  Lord General,  or  any  strategy,  against  the  entirety  of  the  Enforcers  if  you  have hundreds of Level 4 Knights-Errant fighting for you.” 

“Perhaps.”  Irvin  smiled  again.  “Excellent.  I  believe  we  have  a deal.” 

“Good.”  Max  pointed  to  one  of  the  Knights-Errant  accompanying the Prince. “You! What’s your name?” 

The man didn’t answer. His eyes flickered to Irvin, who’d glanced over his shoulder. The Prince sighed and waved dismissively. 

“Haven’t you been listening, man? Spread the word to everyone. In here,  all  of  you  are  Apocalypse  Knights,  and  you  answer  to  Maximo Strident,”  Irvin  said.  “Now  go  on,  your  Knight  Commander  asked  you  a question, didn’t he?” 

“My name is Private Folask Hank, sir!” the Knight-Errant barked. 

“Alright.  Go  to  your  highest-ranking  officer  and  tell  him  to  work out housing and board with the Truesteel people,” Max said. “If you can’t pay for yourselves, you’re out.” 

“Prince Vaustika has already paid in full for a year’s supplies for his followers,” Flora said. “Let me handle this, Max.” 

“Thanks,  Flora.”  Max  clasped  her  on  the  pauldron.  “Really appreciate  it.  In  that  case,  can  you  get  them  sorted  out,  then?  I’ll  inspect them tomorrow.” 

“Of course. You should go get some rest as soon as you can. You did  just  get  back  from  a  Dungeon.”  Flora  stood  and  faced  the  newly recruited Apocalypse Knights. “I am Knight Captain Flora Truesteel. Come with me.” 

Irvin’s followers saluted. Flora led them from the tent, leaving Irvin alone with Max. 

“I could kill you now, you know?” Max said. Stridentsong flashed into his grasp. “And have my spirit beast eat your body.” 

“Yes.”  Irvin  steepled  his  fingers  in  front  of  his  face,  his  elbows perched  on  the  armrests  of  his  chair.  “And  though  you  would  find  the experience  both  amusing  and  gratifying,  you  would  also  find  the consequences extremely counterproductive to your cause.” 

“That’s  true.  Alright,  we’re  done  here,  Vaustika,”  Max  said, pointing to the tent’s exit. “I’ll kill you some other day. Now get out of my sight.” 
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Max  spent  the  next  two  days  hunting  monsters  with  Sava  and Corvis  in  Misktown,  where  the  monsters  were  Level  3.  During  this  time, Max  would  use  his  spells  and  weapons  to  incapacitate,  but  not  kill,  the monsters. Sava or Corvis would then deal the finishing blow. Hundreds of fire discs and ice discs fell to them every hour as did no small number of tanarr imps and cyclopean initiates. Corvis attained Level 5 by the end of the first day, and Sava got to Level 6 by the second. 

The third day after his return from the Full Moon Woods saw Max in  the  command  tent  once  more,  congratulating  Mila  and  Kerana  on  their triumph over their Dungeon, the Primal Heart. Kerana had risen to Level 6

from her exploits. Max deployed her again almost immediately to scout out Crasatown, where the Silver Vault was located. 

As  the  Infiltrator  left,  he  turned  back  to  a  screen  above  the command  table.  It  held  a  list  of  the  next  four  Dungeons  that  had  to  be destroyed within the month. 



 Fell Abyss

 Location: Innistown

 Status: Pending

  

 Web of Shadows

 Location: Tosthatown

 Status: Pending

  

 Sands of Desolation

 Location: Avistown

 Status: Pending

  

 Chasm of Flayers

 Location: Olarstown

 Status: Pending



There were twenty-four Dungeons to be dealt with after that. Max sighed  and  annotated  the  list.  He  would  assign  Talos  to  the  Fell  Abyss  in Innistown and Fiona to the Web of Shadows in Tosthatown. The two Knight Captains  had  been  spending  all  this  time  organizing  monster-hunting exercises for the Apocalypse Knights, and they were eager to try their hand at taking on the Dungeons. 

Thanks to Talos’s and Fiona’s efforts, nearly half of the Apocalypse Knights—not  including  the  newly  recruited  ones—had  attained  Level  5. 

Max rotated Vasco and Mila into overseeing the hunting exercises, and he’d just been about to send for a clerk to relay his orders to the various Knight Captains when Subotai and Jargal strode into the tent. 

“Khankiller, we have something to report,” Jargal said, his features grim and somber. 

“Good. I was about to ask you for an update. Give me a moment.” 

Max waved down a clerk outside his tent and had the uniformed man relay

his  orders.  Then  he  walked  back  in  and  gestured  for  the  two  Hunnites  to take a seat. 

“My  warriors  say  you  and  your  Apocalypse  Knights  have  been most helpful and accommodating,” Subotai said. “For that, I thank you.” 

“You’re  welcome,  Subotai.  Last  I  heard,  almost  all  of  them  are Level 3 now, with a few of them hitting Level 4, right? Good work to all of them,” Max said. 

“I have attained Level 4 as well,” the Hunnite said, a tinge of awe entering his voice. “Never did I expect to make such progress. But like my countryman said, we have something to report.” 

“We found out where the Baneling portal opens. Cost us the lives of nearly  twenty  men,  but  we  got  it  done.”  Jargal  grimaced  as  he  swept  his gaze  over  the  screen  Max  had  been  looking  at.  “It’s  in  the  region  you Valerisens call Olarstown. I see it has a Dungeon there now. I didn’t notice anything  while  I  was  there,  probably  because  our  hunt  took  us  to  the outskirts of Olarstown instead of its central area.” 

“He  still  has  at  least  forty  Knights-Errant  bodies  at  his  disposal. 

Some of them might be puppets, while others might be autonomous allies of his cause. In any case, his cohorts all have a minimum Level of 5, with a few  of  them  being  Level  6,”  Subotai  continued.  “One  of  my  Scouts  sent word that he’d sighted a Level 7 Slayer puppet. He didn’t survive whatever he encountered next, so we have no confirmation regarding his claims.” 

“Alright.  Good  work,  all  of  you,”  Max  said.  “I  cannot  overstate how  much  I  appreciate  the  sacrifices  you  and  your  warriors  must  have made, Subotai and Jargal. Now that we’ve found the Slayer’s portal, all we need to do is seal it.” 

“How’re  we  going  to  do  that?”  Subotai  asked.  “The  monsters  in Olarstown,  even  with  their  Level  lowered  to  4  by  your  wand,  are immensely  deadly.  We  were  barely  able  to  mark  the  portal’s  location  and withdraw with our lives.” 

“Fighting  while  having  to  watch  out  for  Level  99  monsters  and fighting  in  a  region  with  lower-Level  monsters  are  two  very  different things,” Max said. “We’ll strike the Dungeon in Olarstown and establish a clock tower there, first. After that, we make a consolidated push against the Slayer’s forces and take control of the portal. Once we’ve done that, even if we can’t seal it off, we can place it under guard on our side. This way, the Slayer will no longer have access to the Apocalypse Horizon.” 

“That’s perhaps the most sensible course of action,” Jargal agreed. 

He  thumped  his  chest.  “Khankiller,  I  have  attained  Level  6.  Allow  me  to accompany  you  to  this  Dungeon.  I  haven’t  had  the  honor  of  fighting alongside you, yet.” 

“That’s a good idea, actually. Fine. You’re in, Jargal,” Max decided. 

He turned to Subotai. “Pull your Scouts back to this region and have them focus  on  hunting  monsters  for  today  and  tomorrow.  I  will  have  further orders for you by tomorrow evening, if not earlier.” 

“Understood. Anything else? Subotai asked. 

“No. Dismissed, Noyan,” Max said, causing the ghost of a smile to flicker over the Hunnite soldier’s lips. Subotai stood, saluted, and marched out. 

“I take it we’re leaving the day after tomorrow, then?” Jargal asked. 

“Why the delay?” 

“I’m going to get Trisha here. Stay and you’ll find out,” Max said. 

He  found  the  Elementalist  easily  with  the  clerks’  help,  and  she followed him back to the command tent. Trisha quirked an eyebrow upon seeing Jargal. 

“And  here  I  thought  you  were  inviting  me  to  a  tryst,  Max,  but three’s a crowd as far as my tastes run,” she said, before eyeing the Hunnite from head to toe. “Hmm. I might consider an exception this time though, for tall, sinister, and handsome.” 

“Ha! Woman, you look decent enough, but your tongue is viperous and your mind is a dagger!” Jargal chortled. “Your interest flatters me, but I must decline!” 

“Let’s  get  down  to  business,”  Max  said,  forestalling  Trisha  from unleashing  a  tirade  of  obscenities  upon  the  Hunnite.  He  quickly  relayed Subotai’s discovery of the Slayer’s portal. 

“Alright.  You’re  heading  to  the  Chasm  of  Flayers  personally,” 

Trisha said. “Did you want me to be in your cohort? I’ve been doing a bit of monster hunting, you know, and I've been slogging my way to Level 8, one Victory Shard at a time.” 

“I  won’t  rule  that  out  just  yet,  but  keep  up  with  your  monster hunting for now,” Max said. “This is what I actually want you to do: spread the word that I’m leading a cohort personally to Olarstown’s Dungeon the day  after  tomorrow.  Make  sure  that  all  the  hearsay  reaches  the  Errantry Mansion. I want people in the Blue Trumpet talking about it.” 

“I see.” Trisha grinned. “You want to lure the Slayer out and launch a counter-ambush on him. So sealing off his portal isn’t enough?” 

“If we do that and we don’t put an end to him, we’ll have to watch our backs constantly for his next attack on the Apocalypse Knights,” Max

said.  “We  all  have  enough  to  deal  with,  I  think,  without  that  bastard mucking about.” 

“Sounds like a plan to me,” Trisha said. “But if I’m not going to be part of your cohort, then who is? Jargal? He’s Level 6. Sava? She is, too. 

Corvis is still Level 5. He really should stay out of this.” 

“Like  I  said,  I  haven’t  ruled  you  out  yet,”  Max  said.  “But  since you’re the only Level 7 besides Jonn and me, I would like you to lead the counter-ambushers.” 

“Speaking  of  Jonn,  he’s  here  now.  Just  arrived,  actually,”  Trisha said. “Let’s rope him in on this too. I’m sure he’s as eager to be done with the Slayer as we are.” 

“That’s excellent news,” Max said. “Fine. My cohort will be Jargal, Sava, and Flora. She told me she got Level 6 this afternoon. The counter-ambushers will be led by you, Jonn, and Subotai. Subotai’s men will serve in a reconnaissance and support capacity. You and Jonn will hit the Slayer hard. If at all possible, my cohort will do so too. With any luck, we’ll finish the bastard off once and for all.” 

“Looks  like  you  have  new  orders  for  Subotai  earlier  than  you’d thought,  Khankiller,”  Jargal  said.  He  jerked  a  thumb  at  the  tent’s  exit. 

“Should I go relay them to him now?” 

“Go ahead, Jargal,” Max said, before nodding to Trisha. “You too, Trisha. Spread the word. If the Slayer doesn’t take the bait, that’s fine too. 

We’ll  fall  back  on  raising  a  clock  tower  in  Olarstown  and  securing  the portal.” 

“Alright, Max,” Trisha replied. She flashed him another insincerely flirtatious smile, before turning and leaving. Jargal followed shortly after. 

Max stood alone in the command tent, his gaze fixed on dozens of Soul  Lens  screens  and  his  mind  racing  a  thousand  thoughts  through  his consciousness. 
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Olarstown was one of the Dominion’s academic centers, containing several  university  campuses  within  its  borders.  During  his  time  at  the Northstar  military  academy,  Max  had  done  a  semester  at  Costwinne University, where he’d taken classes in economics and political theory, and another  at  Habernath  College,  where  he’d  studied  supply  chain management and logistics. 

The entire city was in ruins, of course, and Max couldn’t help but feel  a  pang  of  nostalgia  as  he  walked  past  a  pile  of  debris  that  had  been Costwinne’s  faculty  hall.  Sava  had  actually  completed  a  full  four-year degree  program  in  Olarstown,  though  it  was  at  Olitus  University,  located near the city’s central region. 

“Your father insisted,” Sava explained, keeping her voice low as the cohort prowled through a ruined street. “So I studied business management, thinking  that  whatever  I  learned  would  help  me  manage  the  Academy. 

That’s all moot now, of course.” 

Jargal  and  Flora  took  up  the  rear  of  the  formation.  The  Defender held  a  battleaxe  with  a  brutal  hooked  pommel  in  her  hand  instead  of  her sword.  She  was  also  wearing  a  new  set  of  much-heavier  armor  sporting runes  that  boosted  all  of  her  physical  attributes  by  four  points.  That,  in conjunction with her other enchanted items, allowed her to hold her own in melee alongside the other cohort members, despite her inability to cast the Prowess spell. 

“You’d  think  the  cowardly  bastard  would  have  attacked  by  now,” 

Jargal said in hushed tones. “Maybe he’s figured out this is a trap.” 

“Of course he has,” Max replied, glancing over his shoulder. “But neither can he turn down such an opportunity. He’ll make his move.” 

Olarstown  monsters  were  skeletal  creatures  draped  in  festering, freshly  flayed  cloaks  of  skin.  A  cluster  of  them  poured  out  now  from  the depths of the building, their bony claws raised and their eyes blazing with soulless  hate,  but  no  matter  how  fast  they  were,  they  couldn’t  reach  the cohort  without  falling  under  the  effects  of  Max’s  Temporal  Equalization spell. 

The  foremost  of  the  monsters  convulsed  as  the  green  light emanating from Max washed over them. They began shrinking in size, until they stood only as tall as a full-grown man instead of the ten-foot tall giants they’d been a heartbeat ago. Nesura scanned the closest one. 



 Monster: Flayer Drone

 Level 7

 Health: 135/135

 Mana: 60/60

 Physical Attributes

 Strength: 49

 Dexterity: 58

 Fortitude: 39

 Perception: 33

 Abilities

 Fleshless Reap

 Ceaseless Hunger

 Rewards

 Victory Shard value: 7

 Treasure Class: A



The entire cohort charged the monsters, seeking to strike down as many  of  them  before  they  recovered  from  the  throes  of  Temporal Equalization.  Max  beheaded  one  with  Stridentsong.  It  fell,  its  skin  cloak trailing  in  the  wake  of  its  descent,  even  as  its  skull  spiraled  away  in  the opposite direction. 

Flora slammed her axe through another’s ribcage, tore it free, and struck  again,  hacking  it  in  half.  The  monster  fell  and  scrabbled  on  the ground  with  its  claws.  Flora  stamped  down  hard  on  its  skull,  crushing  it beneath her armored heel. 

Sava  dismembered  two  flayer  drones,  spinning  through  them  with her  sword  before  bisecting  another  from  crotch  to  crown  with  a  mighty upward  sweep.  She  advanced  ahead  of  Flora  and  Max,  dancing  a  lethal, steely tempo through the monsters’ ranks. 

Jargal kept up with her. The Hunnite had invested the majority of his Prowess boosts into his dexterity, and he’d favored enchanted items that enhanced that particular physical attribute, so that he moved like the wind, sweeping his blade through skulls and ribcages. 

The survivors of the cohort’s charge rallied and began to fight back, but  the  momentum  of  the  battle  was  against  them.  Max  blocked  a  flayer drone’s  claw  with  his  gauntlet,  grabbed  it  by  the  wrist,  and  activated  the blades  on  his  palm.  The  whirring  saws  churned  the  monster’s  limb  into powder. It had time for a single groan of dismay before Max punched it in

the  face,  this  time  with  his  gauntlet’s  blades  on  his  knuckles.  Skull fragments flew everywhere. 

“Little  help  here,  if  you  don’t  mind,”  Jargal  called,  twirling  his blade furiously to fend off the three flayer drones that clawed and snapped at  him.  A  fleshless  limb  dragged  a  furrow  across  the  chest-piece  of  his brigandine.  Gray  fangs  snapped  shut  across  the  tassel  trailing  from  the pommel  of  his  blade.  The  flayer  drone  jerked  its  head,  nearly  ripping Jargal’s  sword  from  his  grasp.  The  Hunnite  stumbled  forward.  Another flayer drone pounced on his back, jaws open in readiness to rip his throat out. 

Flora hurled her axe into the monster’s face, blasting it off Jargal. 

Without missing a beat, she drew her sword, bashed a flayer drone in the side  of  the  skull  with  her  shield,  and  beheaded  it  as  it  fell.  Max  spun  his Magus Staff into his grasp and blasted a Stone Spear from its tip. A lance of rock  impaled  the  two  flayer  drones  swiping  at  Jargal,  and  the  Hunnite danced clear of a morass of grasping claws and snapping fangs, his feet a blur of motion. 

“Much  appreciated!”  he  cried,  before  darting  around  to  hack another flayer drone apart from hip to collar. 

“Rush  in  and  get  yourself  flanked  one  more  time,  and  I’ll  let  the monsters  eat  you,”  Max  said  as  he  hurled  a  Fireball  into  a  trio  of  flayer drones, blasting limb from limb. 

“I hear you, Khankiller,” the Hunnite said, an exultant grin creeping across  his  face.  “I’ll  slow  myself  down  so  you  all  can  keep  up  from  now on.” 

But  the  battle  was  already  won.  The  last  monster  fell  to  Sava’s blade, and she turned to Max, her lips twisted in mild annoyance. 

“These things have no blood to spill. No flesh to cut,” she said. “I don’t like fighting them. I want to kill something that bleeds.” 

“You’ll  have  your  chance  soon  enough,”  Max  promised  her, dismissing  Stridentsong  and  putting  his  Magus  Staff  away.  He  gestured down an avenue that would take them into Olarstown’s central region. The rest  of  the  cohort  fell  in  line,  and  they  continued  their  way  toward  the Dungeon. 

They were attacked at least a dozen more times along the way, and they  started  encountering  smaller,  flying  versions  of  the  flayer  drone monsters called flayer probes that stayed at a distance and projected cones of  rippling  sonic  energy  from  their  mouths  capable  of  crushing  stone  and warping steel. As the only member of the cohort capable of attacking from afar,  Max  reduced  their  Level  using  Icebolts  infused  with  Temporal Equalization, before finishing them off with Jolting Arcs or Icelances. 

“Looks like they’re called Flayers because they’re all wearing some kind  of  flayed  skin  over  their  bodies,”  Jargal  mused,  wrenching  his  blade from  the  split  skull  of  a  fleshless  monster.  He  prodded  the  corner  of  the flayer  drone’s  dissipating  cloak.  There  was  a  face  there,  complete  with  a nose,  mouth,  and  eyelids.  “I  have  to  say,  Khankiller,  the  Dungeons  and monsters in this place are far grimmer than those beyond.” 

“Yeah, I noticed,” Max said, thinking of the Kobold Hills, the first Dungeon  he’d  entered.  It  was  an  eerie  and  discomforting  place,  and  its monsters were deadly, but it was far less morbid and gruesome than any of its counterparts in the Apocalypse Horizon. Perhaps they reflected on their creator, Artur, a former hero turned world-annihilator. 

“Artur’s  not  exactly  their  creator,”  Nesura  corrected  him.  “All Crucibles...  I  mean  Dungeons,  are  birthed  from  the  will  of  the  Cosmic

Logos,  and  monsters  are  drawn  from  their  homeworlds  to  serve  within them.  Artur  is  a  Dungeon  Lord,  which  means  that  his  role  is  to  pull Dungeons  from  the  Cosmic  Logos’  depths  and  place  them  where  he  will. 

He can also alter them considerably.” 

“And  if  he  were  playing  things  straight,  he’d  be  choosing  and customizing  Dungeons  to  best  serve  the  Cosmic  Logos’  desires,  one  of them being constant and bitter carnage,” Max said. “Such Dungeons would be forbidding enough to entice the adventurous, but not so much as to drive off the less resolute entirely. They would also provide just the right mixture of  challenge  and  reward,  so  that  Knights-Errant  die,  but  not  in  such  huge amounts that they’d stop coming back. As we’ve seen, the Dungeons in the Apocalypse Horizon aren’t anything like that at all.” 

“High-risk  and  amazingly  high-reward,”  Nesura  agreed.  “Artur wants only the best of the best, and he’s willing to lavish them in Victory Shards and enchanted items as long as they acquit themselves well.” 

“That’s why not all the Apocalypse Knights are suited to attacking Dungeons,” Max said. “Vasco and Mila come to mind. I’d go so far as to say that less than a quarter of us are up to the task.” 

“Then why do you keep these hangers-on around?” Nesura asked. 

“Numerical inertia,” Max said. “The higher our numbers, the more likely they’d increase. And the more recruits we get, the greater the chances Apocalypse  Knights  like  Kerana  will  emerge.  Meanwhile,  the  likes  of Vasco  and  Mila  can  exert  their  influence  on  my  behalf,  minimizing  the likelihood of any dissidence or discontent arising.” 

“Vaustika  wants  you  to  lead  his  forces,  but  I  believe  that  if  you agree, you’d be thinking too small, Max,” Nesura said. 

“Oh? What do you mean?” Max led the cohort across the wreckage of a ruined, overgrown garden. A statue of Bernadetta Olarns, a renowned Valerisen scholar of philosophy and history, lay in pieces at the heart of its stagnant,  decrepit  fountain.  As  he  passed  the  fallen  statue,  he  took  a moment to brush away the patina of dust that had formed across Olarns’s stony features. 

“Think about it. There are countless worlds out there,” Nesura said. 

“Why would you settle for ruling this one? Other than Sava, you humans are an ugly, rather unappealing lot, you included. Why stay with them? You can conquer a world of populated by High Elves and sell them into slavery! 

Butcher entire continents of goblins and raise their filthy carcasses as your undead  thralls!  Invade   my  world  and  claim  my  sisters  and  my  mother  as your chattel! The possibilities are endless, and I know you can seize them!” 

“We  can  leave  this  world  and  go  to  another?”  Max  asked.  “How? 

By taking a ship that flies us into the stars?” 

“With  enough  power,  anything  is  possible,”  Nesura  replied. 

“Dungeon  Lords  are  inherently  capable  of  traveling  from  world  to  world. 

Perhaps you can break Artur and bind him to your will.” 

“How would I do that?” Max scratched his jaw in puzzlement. 

“I  don’t  know,  Max,”  Nesura  said.  “But  I’ve  seen  you  work ridiculous miracles already, so I’m sure you’ll figure something out.” 

“Uh, thanks?” Max sighed inwardly, annoyed at Nesura’s strangely enticing but uselessly vague tirade. He held up his clenched fist, bringing the cohort to a dead halt. The way ahead was a boulevard interspersed with clumps  of  shoulder-high  debris  and  pools  of  shadow  in  which  Level  99

monsters  could  very  well  lurk.  He  leveled  his  Magus  Staff  and  sent  a Firestorm washing outward from its tip. A tide of flames poured across the

boulevard.  High-pitched  shrieks  rose  into  the  air,  and  several  twitching, burning flayer drones stumbled into sight, before collapsing and continuing their disintegration. 

“Damn my soul, Khankiller,” Jargal growled. “Good thinking there, but  how  is  your  spell  affecting  them?  They’re  Level  99,  aren’t  they? 

Shouldn’t  they  be  too  powerful  to  be  hurt  by  anything  we  can  throw  at them?” 

“I have two spells infused with Temporal Equalization,” Max said. 

“You saw one of them just now. This is the other. It reduced their Level to 7, which means I can burn them down.” 

“Max...” Flora said, her gaze flickering across the ruins of a library across the street. “We’re being followed and not by monsters, I don’t think. 

I  spotted  the  green  light  of  your  Temporal  Equalization  somewhere  back there, and the counter-ambushers are too far back for that.” 

“That’d be the Slayer. Good,” Max said. He drank a Mana potion and nodded at the way forward. “Flames are out. Let’s go.” 

They arrived at the Dungeon just before dusk. It was a descending stairwell  of  curious  black  steel,  every  step  adorned  by  green,  glowing patterns of nightmarish swirls. Max cast Temporal Equalization upon it and walked down the stairwell, with the cohort following closely behind. 

An impossible vista unfolded before his eyes as the shadows peeled away  from  his  vision:  green  light  bathing  and  obscuring  the  depths  of  an infinitely descending chasm, the walls of which were irregular cascades of black steel. The same stairwell that had served as the Dungeon’s entrance continued,  expanding  in  width  fiftyfold  as  it  snaked  downward  into  a glowing abyss. 

“Come  on.”  Max  summoned  Stridentsong  and  continued downward.  Before  the  cohort  had  progressed  even  a  hundred  steps,  the passive effects of Max’s Circumvent spell detected an array of traps in their path.  Calling  for  the  cohort  to  halt,  he  turned  to  Sava  and  met  her  gaze. 

“Watch my back.” 

“Always,” she said, giving him a warm smile. 

Max took out Martin’s special ring of holding—the Hazard Binder, it  was  called—and  held  it  up  as  he  reached  out  to  the  traps  with  his Circumvent spell and began unraveling them one by one. He activated the late Infiltrator’s ring and absorbed each trap as it fell apart. 

“Man was pretty useless, all things considered, but at least you got this handy little thing from him,” Nesura said while he worked. 

Max  shook  his  head  and  tightened  his  focus.  The  spirit  familiar’s words  were  rather  unfair.  Martin  had  perished  horrifically  in  the Slaughterhouse of Infinite Blood, but he’d acquitted himself well. 

“We’ve got company,” Jargal announced, twirling his blade in one hand and pointing upward with his other. 

Glancing over his shoulder, Max followed the Hunnite’s finger and saw flayer drones peeling themselves off the walls of the chasm and landing upon the stairwell behind the cohort. He turned to face them only for Sava to put a hand on his shoulder. 

“Leave them to us,” she said. 

Max  nodded  wordlessly  and  returned  to  his  work.  The  traps  were Level  7  and  were  dazzlingly  complex,  and  he  was  tackling  them  with  a Level 5 Circumvent spell. If he let his focus waver, he could likely set one of them off by mistake, and if he insisted on finishing off all the monsters before he took on the traps, the cohort would be stuck there for hours. 

“I’ll get Garlocke out for you,” Nesura said as grunts of effort and the  sounds  of  clashing  steel  began  to  rise  behind  him.  A  moment  later, smoke  billowed  from  the  pouch  where  Max  kept  the  raptor’s  summoning totem. Garlocke stepped into view and glared balefully where Nesura hid. 

“Ugly  bat  called  me,”  he  growled.  “I  don’t  like  it.  Don’t  do  that again.” 

“Get over yourself, moron,” Nesura spat in reply. “There’s work to do, so get to it.” 

“Ugly bat,” Garlocke hissed. 

“Idiotic lizard,” Nesura countered. 

“Alright, that’s enough from the both of you. Please go help Sava, Garlocke.  Thanks,”  Max  said,  sparing  a  moment  to  thump  the  raptor heartily on the back. The gesture seemed to mollify Garlocke somewhat. He nodded and flicked his tongue out. 

“You’re  welcome,  Max.”  The  raptor  turned  and  charged  into  the fray. 

The  battle  lasted  many  minutes,  and  he  still  wasn’t  done  with  the traps by the time Sava walked up to him, her blade sheathed, and gave him a quick hug from the side. 

“Take your time,” she told him. 

Another hour went by before he managed to dispose of the last trap. 

The cohort pressed forward, moving deeper into the chasm. The green light seemed  to  retreat  before  their  advance,  washing  away  beneath  their  every descending  step.  More  flayer  drones  and  flayer  probes  emerged  from  the walls  of  black  steel,  and  the  cohort  slew  them.  More  traps  stood  in  their way,  only  to  be  disarmed  painstakingly  by  Max  and  absorbed  into  his

Hazard  Band.  Amidst  the  carnage,  he  copied  a  new  spell  from  the  flayer probes. 



 New Spell Acquired! 

  

 Sonic Lance

 Flux spell: Not ready

 Instantaneous spell

 Level 7

 Mid range beam

 Element: Sound

 Mana Cost: 23 Mana



Max knew there was no point in setting the repurposed traps behind them,  since  the  Slayer  undoubtedly  had  a  body  that  could  cast  the Circumvent  spell.  At  best,  the  traps  might  slow  him  down,  which  wasn’t quite helpful for what Max had in mind. 

A Soul Lens screen unfolded in front of him just as he polished off his sixth Mana potion after clearing another trapped area. It carried the face of a Truesteel clerk. A tag above her left breast pocket told Max her name was  Osus.  The  clerk  was  at  the  command  table,  and  she’d  reached  out  to him through the enchanted tab Max wore at his collar. 

“Relaying  a  message  from  Knight  Captain  Jonn  Crask, Commander,”  Osus  said.  Her  brow  furrowed  slightly,  and  another  screen appeared,  this  one  depicting  the  legendary  Knight-Errant’s  visage.  Jonn

Crask was a giant of a man, with grizzled features and tired eyes that had seen too much. He nodded at Max. 

“Strident. Knight Commander. We have entered the Dungeon, and the Hunnites are absolutely certain that the Slayer has entered ahead of us,” 

Jonn said, without so much as a pleasantry. “This means that he is between us.” 

“Good.”  Max  returned  Jonn’s  nod,  appreciating  the  Warmonger’s curt  and  no-nonsense  demeanor.  “Advance  and  trap  him  between  us.  We butchered our way through, but I’m not sure if the monsters and traps we cleared  out  have  reappeared.  Watch  out  for  them.  And  watch  out  for  the Slayer too. He might have left a rearguard of Infiltrators.” 

“No  Infiltrator  will  elude  my  senses,”  Jonn  promised,  and  Max didn’t  doubt  him.  “We  lost  no  one  on  the  journey  here,  so  we  are  three cohorts strong as we started.” 

“Place the Hunnites at the rear of your formation. Their Level is too low to be of much help in the fighting to come, and leaving them behind just  exposes  them  to  monsters  or  the  Slayer,”  Max  instructed.  “Trisha’s cohort takes the middle. Yours takes point, Jonn. Any questions?” 

“None,” Jonn said. His screen winked out of existence. 

“We’re done for now, but stand by to relay messages between me and  Jonn.  Thanks,  Osus,”  Max  said  to  the  Truesteel  clerk.  Osus’s  eyes widened  in  surprise  at  being  addressed  by  her  name.  She  fought  down  a smile and nodded. 

“Yes, Commander,” Osus said. Her screen disappeared as well. 

“The cowardly bastard is going to strike when we come up against the Warden, isn’t he?” Jargal grumbled. 

“I  would  do  the  same  in  his  place,”  Max  said.  “But  I  have  no intention of fighting the Slayer and the Warden at the same time.” 

“How’re  you  going  to  do  that,  Max?”  Flora  asked.  “If  we  try retreating from the Warden, it’ll pursue us, and if it doesn’t, that means we have a limited time to defeat it, like what happened on the Kraken’s Wrath.” 

“If we’re facing the latter, I’ll be counting on you to hold the Slayer off while Sava and I take care of the Warden, Flora,” Max said, reaching out and clasping the Defender on the pauldron. A proud smile unfolded across her face. She pulled her shoulders back and nodded. 

“I won’t let you down, Max,” Flora promised. “I won’t.” 

“What about me?” Jargal asked. 

“Emergency  meal,”  Garlocke  rumbled  menacingly.  He  sniffed  the Hunnite and grimaced. “Not ideal. But it’ll have to do.” 

“I  hate  this  lizard  of  yours,  Khankiller,”  Jargal  said,  shaking  his head. “I really do. Can’t he be a bit more friendly? Or pleasant?” 

“No.”  Garlocke  flicked  his  tongue  out  at  Jargal.  “Can’t  you  be tastier? Or smell better?” 

“Alright.  That’s  enough.  Leave  Jargal  alone.”  Max  scratched  the raptor between the ears and refreshed his summoning duration. “And try not to  talk  about  eating  any  Apocalypse  Knights  so  often.  You  already  get plenty of steaks, don’t you? How are you so hungry all the time?” 

“Just  am.”  Garlocke  gave  him  the  reptilian  equivalent  of  a  shrug. 

“But yes. I’ll try.” 

“Good.” Max gave the raptor another hearty thump and led the way deeper into the Chasm of Flayers. 

The  cohort  ran  into  a  special  condition  monster  next,  a  hulking skeletal  horror  with  six  bladed  arms.  Nesura’s  scan  named  it  as  a  flayer archon. Max hit it in the face with a Sonic Lance, shattering its fangs and webbing cracks across its cheeks and brow. Garlocke tail-lashed its legs out from  beneath  it,  and  as  the  monster  fell,  Sava  hacked  off  its  head  while Jargal and Flora fended off its flailing arms. 

The  flayer  archon’s  body  disintegrated,  leaving  behind  a  short sword  with  an  intricately  woven  basket  hilt-guard  and  a  plain,  spherical pommel. Max picked it up, chuckled, and showed it to Sava. 

“That’s a warding sword, isn’t it?” he asked. “Haven’t seen one of these in ages.” 

“You’re  right,”  Sava  said,  equally  surprised.  She  took  the  blade from Max and checked its balance. “It really is.” 

“When a Dungeon or monster yields an enchanted item to a Knight-Errant,  it’s  usually  tailored  to  his  or  her  needs,”  Flora  explained.  She nodded to Nesura, who’d poked her head out. “I believe Nessy mentioned something  like  this  to  me  before,  and  we’ve  seen  plenty  of  evidence  that this is indeed the case.” 

“That’s correct, yes,” the familiar agreed. “That just seems to be a common short sword, though. What’s so special about it?” 

“A warding sword is the companion blade to the dueling sword of the Strident Swordpath,” Sava explained. “Some of our predecessors used to  fight  with  both  swords  at  once  in  what  is  called  the  Sun  Moon  style, though it’s long since fallen out of favor in recent generations.” 

“You  learned  it,”  Max  said.  “I  managed  to  dodge  father’s  every attempt at teaching me the warding sword, since I never saw the point.” 

“Could I take a look?” Jargal took the blade, hefted it, and handed it back to Sava. “Not a weapon I’d use. It’s barely a foot long and balanced so heavily  toward  the  pommel,  while  your  dueling  swords,  from  what  I  can tell,  are  over  three  feet  long  and  balanced  heavily  toward  the  tip,  like  a saber  or  falchion.  Wielding  both  at  once  must  be  horrendously  awkward and difficult.” 

“That’s  why  I  never  bothered.”  Max  shrugged.  He  scanned  the warding sword. 



 Flesh Tearer: Rare enchanted weapon

 Warding sword +7

 Keen, Sure +3, Sundering +1, Rending +2



“Rending?” Max took a closer look at the sword and found a small stud  just  above  where  its  wielder’s  thumb  would  be  wrapped  around.  He pointed to it. “Hold the blade out and press that down, Sava.” 

The  Duelist  did  as  she  was  told.  Saw-like  teeth  protruded  from Flesh  Tearer’s  blade  and  began  humming,  much  like  the  blades  on  Max’s gauntlet. She grinned at the sight. 

“Imagine what I could do to someone’s internal organs with this,” 

Sava said breathily. 

“Yes.  Imagine,”  Nesura  echoed.  The  familiar’s  eyes  were  bright with adoration. 

“I  guess  it’s  yours  if  you  want  it,  Sava,”  Max  said.  “I  don’t  think any of us know how to use a warding sword, anyway. Any objections?” 

“None  from  me,”  Flora  said.  “I  can  barely  tell  my  left  hand  from my right most of the time, let alone use such an exotic weapon.” 

“Oh,  Flora.”  Sava  put  her  blades  away  and  gave  the  Defender  a gentle squeeze on her upper arm. “You’re a fine swordswoman. A bit better than Kerana, actually.” 

“Thanks, Sava,” Flora said, giving the Duelist a bright smile. 

“And Max, the Sun Moon style doesn’t deviate too much from the main  Swordpath.  You  should  be  able  to  pick  it  up  with  a  little  bit  of coaching,” Sava said. “We can get to that later.” 

“Sure. Sounds good to me.” Max hefted his Magus Staff in his left hand. “I’m already using this alongside my sword, after all.” 
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Chapter 22







The cohort continued their advance, and before long, the stairwell evened  out,  signaling  their  arrival  at  the  bottom  of  the  chasm.  Max wondered  if  they’d  arrived  at  the  Warden.  If  so,  the  Chasm  of  Flayers would be one of the shortest Dungeons he’d ventured into so far. The Full Moon Woods hadn’t taken very long to traverse, but its Level and that of its monsters had been lower than his, and the difference in power had allowed him to power through its nightmarish depths. 

Sure enough, the glowing green patterns on the floor and walls of the  chasm  became  more  frequent  and  more  complex  as  the  cohort  made their  way  forward.  Rows  of  racks  arranged  along  the  chasm  walls  soon came into view, bearing sheets of freshly flayed skin stretched across their steely frames. Eyeless faces adorned many of the skins as did scars, tattoos, and hair. Blood dripped from the arrayed hides, puddling at the feet of the racks. 

About fifty strides away, a tall, skeletal figure stood before a mirror framed in swirls of black steel. It shucked off a hide from its shoulders and dropped  it  to  the  floor,  where  many  other  sheets  of  skin  lay.  The  creature tapped a bony finger against its fleshless chin as if it were deep in thought. 

“No,  no,  no,”  the  monster  said,  in  a  high-pitched,  prissy  voice. 

“This one isn’t right, either. It doesn’t have the right lines, and it’s a disaster for my profile. How frustrating. So many clothes and I can’t seem to figure out just what to wear.” 

Nesura projected a Soul Lens screen. 



 Warden: The Fashionista

 Level 7

 Health: 995/995

 Mana: 773/773

 Physical Attributes

 Strength: 55

 Dexterity: 61

 Fortitude: 53

 Perception: 44

 Abilities

 Skinless Touch

 Charnel Absorption

 Flayer Concerto

 Rewards

 Victory Shard value: 7

 Treasure Class: A (Warden)



The  Warden  noticed  the  cohort,  then.  Its  bony  jaw  rattled  as  if  in delight, and it beckoned for them to approach. 

“Ah, new wardrobe choices!” it said. “How opportune! Now, if you don’t mind, please flay your skins and leave them on the empty racks over there. Hurry now. I must depart soon, lest I miss my dinner party.” 

The  cohort  continued  their  advance,  blades  bared.  The  Warden’s empty  eye  sockets  blazed  with  green  light.  It  gestured,  and  flayer  drones peeled  themselves  from  the  walls  of  the  chasm,  while  flayer  probes descended into view from above. 

“I  see  you  require  assistance,”  the  Warden  said.  “No  matter.  My attendants  will  relieve  you  of  your  skins  shortly.  Just  stay  still,  and  the process won’t take too long.” 

“The  Slayer,”  Garlocke  said,  sniffing  the  air.  “Behind  us.  Four bodies.” 

“He’s making his move, just like you said.” Jargal twirled his blade and squared off against the advancing flayer drones. “Now what? Handling him and the Warden at the same time isn’t going to be easy.” 

“That’s why we’re not doing that,” Max said, thrusting the Hazard Band  out  and  blanketing  the  floor  in  front  of  him  with  magical  traps.  He took  a  step  back,  gesturing  for  the  cohort  to  follow  his  lead,  and  layered more traps over the ones he’d already laid down. 

The  foremost  flayer  drones  skulked  mindlessly  forward.  Scything blades snickered out from beneath their feet and dismembered them. Globs of  magical  acid  burst  in  their  midst,  reducing  dozens  of  them  to  smoking piles  of  ooze.  Spears  of  rock  impaled  skeletal  ribcages  before  bursting apart, sending shrapnel slicing through the monsters’ ranks. 

But  still  they  advanced  as  did  the  Warden,  whose  fleshless  face somehow managed to convey an expression of inconvenienced annoyance. 

A  steely  shaft  telescoped  from  the  monster’s  right  hand,  lengthening  into the dimensions of a spear. Winged blades flared into existence upon its tip. 

“What’s this? Come now, I don’t have the time for this nonsense,” 

the Warden chided. “Just put down your skins! How difficult can that be?” 

Flayer  probes  swooped  over  the  traps  and  descended  upon  the cohort. Max swept Jolting Arcs and Icelances through their ranks, blasting dozens of them from the air and dropping them into the morass of magical traps.  The  survivors  opened  their  fleshless  mouths  and  shrieked,  dropping devastating ripples of sound from their airborne perch. 

Flora  raised  her  axe  and  conjured  a  golden  barrier  adorned  with harsh-looking,  angular  runes  above  the  cohort.  Max  recognized  it  as  her High Aegis spell, which was much more powerful than her Aegis spell. The latter  merely  reflected  spells  and  physical  projectiles.  The  former  did  the same, but tripled the power of the reflections. 

The  flayer  drones’  shrieks  struck  Flora’s  barrier,  rebounded,  and tore  right  back  into  their  bodies,  ripping  their  torsos  apart  and  scattering their  limbs  into  shards  of  bone  and  tatters  of  dripping  skin.  Max  hurled  a Fireball into the midst of the flying monsters, blowing the last of them into pieces, before dropping more traps between him and the Warden. 

“Drat! What a bother!” the tall, skeletal monster cried as a pool of liquid flames clung to its foot and a barrage of icy spikes hammered into its torso. It patted fussily at the conflagration and dusted its shoulders clear of frost, before stepping through a swirl of magical blades that bounced off its limbs and skull, staggering it but otherwise accomplishing little else. 

“Alright.  You’ve  slowed  it  down  quite  a  bit,”  Jargal  said.  “Is  that your plan? Hold off the Warden with traps while we finish off the Slayer?” 

“It is.” Max pulled the Hazard Band off his finger and tossed it to Jargal. “And you get to play a key role in it.” 

“Yeah, this makes sense. I’m fast enough to react in case anything unexpected happens, and you’ll need the ladies to take on the Slayer.” The

Hunnite grimaced and slipped on the ring. “You owe me a beer when we get back to base though, Khankiller!” 

“I’ll buy you five,” Max said, clasping Jargal on the shoulder. The Hunnite grunted in approval and thrust the Hazard Band out, placing down another  half-dozen  traps  right  beneath  the  Warden’s  feet.  There  were  no flayer drones left, the last of the lesser skeletal monsters claimed by blades, frost, and flames. 

Sava twirled both her blades eagerly. A savage light blazed in her eyes as she turned and followed Max back toward the stairwell. 

“This thing tormented me and the Tobers,” she said. “I’m going to cut him into pieces.” 

“Not  if  I  do  so  first.”  Max  hefted  Stridentsong  to  readiness  and raised his Magus Staff. “The Slayer has a lot to answer for.” 

“The least of which is the damage he’s done to the Venture Spears’

reputation,” Flora added grimly. “The Errantry Mansion is in turmoil thanks to him, and guild wars loom upon the horizon. I don’t even know if we can avoid that now by killing him.” 

“We’ll have to find out,” Max said. 

Further back along the chasm floor, a skull-masked figure awaited them, a two-handed sword in its hands. As the cohort approached, another similarly attired figure wielding a pair of daggers stepped out from behind it, then a third, hefting a long staff of dark wood topped by a green crystal. 

All  of  the  Slayer’s  puppets  wore  burnished  mail  shirts  over  dark  padded tunics,  and  every  one  of  them  had  similar  braces  over  their  forearms  and greaves over their shins. 

“Only three? Didn’t you have many more?” Max called. “Are you running dry on puppets?” 

“Maximo Strident,” the sword-puppet hissed in a rumbling, guttural voice. “Time to die.” 

“I  asked  you  a  question,  moron,”  Max  replied.  “Why  only  three puppets  instead  of  a  half-dozen?  Or  even  a  full  dozen?  I  did  a  bit  of research  on  Myst  Dancers.  There  isn’t  any  limit  to  the  number  of  people you can subsume, and you can puppeteer twice as many bodies at once as your  Level.  If  you’re  still  Level  6,  I’d  expect  you  to  bring  a  full complement. If you’ve gotten higher than that since we last met, more. So where are the rest?” 

“I  only  need  three  to  kill  you!”  the  dagger-puppet  snarled  and readied its weapons. 

“Against  four  of  us?”  Max  made  a  sweeping  gesture  with  his Magus Staff that encompassed him, Sava, Flora, and Garlocke. “Not likely. 

Maybe it’s because the others are busy dealing with something further back up!” 

“Damn  you,  Maximo  Strident!  Damn  you!”  the  staff-puppet howled. “I saw your worthless encirclement coming from miles away!” 

“Yet you still walked right into it,” Max said. “What is the matter with you? It’s one thing to be stupid enough to fall into a trap. It’s another entirely to see a trap and then walk right into it while knowing you have no chance of winning. That is monumental idiocy.” 

“Enough  talk!”  The  sword-puppet  advanced,  blade  held  high.  The dagger-puppet vanished from sight, and the staff-puppet leveled its weapon at Max and cast a barrage of Firebolts. Flora intercepted the fiery projectiles with a Hexa Shield, while Sava engaged the sword-puppet with her blades. 

Garlocke sniffed out the dagger-puppet and lunged toward it, snapping out with his fangs even as he fended off a flurry of blades with his toe-claws. 

Max spun on his heel and crossed his sword and staff to block the glaive  blade  descending  upon  his  skull.  Another  puppet  flickered  into visibility. This one had four tentacles swarming from its back, two of them wielding  paired  axes,  while  a  third  carried  a  shield  and  the  fourth  held  a short staff. 

“Seven, then,” Max grinned. “Four right here and three against my cohort.  That  leaves  you  with  what  holding  off  Jonn  and  the  rest?  Five, maybe seven puppets? Perhaps nine, if you’ve managed to get to Level 8? 

That’s still not enough, you know?” 

“They  will  be,”  the  Slayer  hissed,  spinning  his  glaive  hand  over hand and bringing its blade and butt into figures-of-eight in an attempt to cleave or crush Max’s skull. Max sidestepped the glaive’s descending blade, then  smashed  the  polearm  aside  with  an  Iron  Aegis  Block.  The  Slayer’s axes  flashed  toward  his  neck,  then.  Max  deflected  them  from  their  paths with a Thousandfold Thread. 

The Slayer’s staff tentacle jabbed out and unleashed an Icelance at pointblank  range.  Nesura  extended  a  crimson  wing  from  Max’s  left shoulder, shaped it into a hand, and placed a Quadra Shield in the path of the  Slayer’s  spell.  Another  wing  flashed  into  existence  from  Max’s  right shoulder  and  snapped  forward,  flinging  five  spikes  of  frozen  blood  at  the Slayer. 

Two  crimson  projectiles  shattered  against  the  magical  barrier projected from the Slayer’s shield-tentacle. One forced the Slayer to raise his  glaive  and  block  it  from  punching  into  his  throat.  The  remaining  two smashed  one  of  the  axes  out  of  its  tentacle’s  grip  and  sent  it  clattering across the chasm floor. 

Max tossed his Magus Staff over his shoulder. Nesura caught it with a crimson hand and blasted a Sonic Lance at the Slayer’s face. The Slayer hurled himself to the side, barely avoiding the spell as it tore a furrow of broken  steel  in  its  path.  He  rolled  to  his  feet,  snapping  his  glaive  back  to readiness, but Max was already upon him. 

He  seized  the  shaft  of  the  Slayer’s  weapon  with  his  Megalo  Maw gauntlet and activated its blades upon his palms. The whirring discs chewed into  the  Slayer’s  glaive,  tearing  apart  its  lacquered  exterior  and  ripping through its steel core. The polearm fell into pieces halfway along its length. 

Max lunged with Stridentsong, intent on burying his blade in the Slayer’s heart, but the Slayer’s shield snapped out and blocked his thrust. 

The Slayer’s staff tentacle hurled out a Stone Spear. Nesura met it with an Aegis, reflecting the rocky lance right back at its caster. The Slayer tossed  aside  his  ruined  weapon  and  blocked  his  own  spell  with  a  Triple Shield, before drawing another sword from his ring of holding and squaring off against Max once more. 

“Why?”  Max  demanded.  “Why  are  you  doing  this?  Attacking  the Apocalypse  Knights?  And  now  coming  after  me?  It  doesn’t  make  any sense.  You  could  have  just  stayed  out  and  continued  masquerading  as  the Venture Spears’ Guild Master. I don’t see anyone, not even me, successfully unmasking you to the Errantry Mansion. Why couldn’t you just taken the loss  for  what  it  is  and  moved  on?  I  don’t  have  the  time  to  come  for  you while I’m dealing with the Apocalypse Horizon, and even after I’m finished here, I wouldn’t care enough to hunt you down and expose you.” 

“I  have  no  choice!”  the  Slayer  blurted,  before  collecting  himself. 

“No more talking, Maximo Strident! Fight or die!” 

The  Slayer  snapped  his  left  hand  out  and  spun  a  dagger  into  his grasp.  He  charged  at  Max,  hacking  and  stabbing.  The  Slayer  was  a  fine swordsman,  but  Max  was  better  by  a  fair  margin.  He  picked  the  Slayer’s blades  apart  with  a  Thousandfold  Thread  and  riposted  a  gash  across  the Slayer’s side with a truncated Moonlit Reflection Arc. 

Max followed up with another Moonlit Reflection Arc that hacked the  Slayer’s  left  hand  off  at  the  elbow.  Nesura  blasted  the  remaining  axe from its tentacle with a Jolting Arc, and Max caught the Slayer’s staff in his gauntlet  as  it  jabbed  at  his  face.  Grinding  blades  reduced  the  staff  to wooden  shreds.  Max  pivoted  on  his  lead  foot  and  spun  low,  cleaving Stridentsong into the Slayer’s hip. 

Red  light  flashed  briefly  across  the  Slayer’s  mask,  signaling  his switch to another body and the apparent restoration of his left hand, but it was  a  futile  maneuver,  born  of  increasing  desperation.  Max  stepped  in, punched the Slayer squarely in the abdomen with his gauntlet, and activated its blades, churning flesh, ribs, and viscera into mush. 

The  tentacles  detached  themselves  from  the  ruined  carcass  folded over  Max’s  fist,  before  unfolding  to  reveal  a  single  massive  green  eye glowing with pure, unadulterated hatred. 

 That’s it! That’s the Slayer’s actual body,  Max thought, ripping his fist free and kicking the convulsing corpse away as the Myst Dancer began to rise into the air.  He’s not getting away this time. 

The  Slayer  paused  in  his  ascent,  perhaps  to  say  something.  That proved to be his final mistake. Blood Drinker’s tip burst into view from just beneath  his  single  eye.  The  Slayer  howled  in  agony.  His  tentacles  flailed and  lashed  in  futile  convulsions  as  Sava  twisted  her  blade,  then  swept  it aside, cleaving apart the Slayer’s bulbous torso, spilling ropes of gray-green

intestines, and spinning him into a wet, gurgling tumble across the chasm floor. The Slayer came to a halt a dozen or so strides away, near where the sword-puppet lay in a limbless and headless pile. 

The staff-puppet that Flora had been keeping at bay and the dagger-puppet  that  had  been  dueling  Garlocke  fell,  limp  and  nerveless.  Garlocke sniffed  at  his  erstwhile  opponent,  then  unabashedly  took  a  huge  bite  of human flesh. 

“Garlocke,  that’s  awful!”  Flora  cried  in  dismay  at  the  sight. 

Garlocke gave her a reptilian shrug before returning to his feast. 

But Max couldn’t spare them any more of his attention. He strode toward the Slayer and stamped a bootheel down upon two of his tentacles, grinding them from his body . The Slayer cried out in agony once more, in a voice that was surprisingly human. 

“It’s over,” Max said. “You cost us a lot of blood, but you’re done.” 

“Good...” the Slayer gurgled. His remaining two tentacles trembled weakly in the air. “So be it.” 

“You still haven’t answered my question,” Max said. “Why attack us?  There  was  no  way  you  could  have  won.  Nothing  you  could  have achieved. Did you just want revenge? That doesn’t make sense, since you wouldn’t  have  gotten  it,  not  in  any  significant  sense.  Was  it  just  out  of spite? No, that’s not you. So why?” 

“I will tell you nothing,” the Slayer whispered. 

“You  can  at  least  scream  some  more.”  Sava  spat  on  the  monster, then completed his dismemberment, drawing fresh howls of agony from the tiny  fanged  orifice  that  served  as  his  mouth.  She  traced  the  tip  of  her dueling  sword  across  the  edges  of  the  Slayer’s  eye.  Flesh  split  and  ichor welled in the wake of her blade. The Slayer shrieked again and drummed

the stumps of its tentacles against the floor. Sava laughed and cut him some more. 

“Please...” the Slayer pleaded. “Please...” 

“Honestly,  I’ve  probably  figured  out  why  you’re  here,  especially when you went on about how you had no choice,” Max said. “I just wanted to hear you confirm my guess, so I can be sure. I was partially right when I mentioned  spite.  You’ve  been  lashing  out  at  the  Apocalypse  Knights  and picking us off here and there because of it, but I can’t believe spite alone would be enough for you to take the bait I set out and follow me in here, knowing  full  well  that  you’d  be  trapped.  There’s  something  else  driving you, and I know what it is.” 

The Slayer wheezed. His single eye rolled frantically in its socket. 

He didn’t have many words left, but Max no longer needed him to talk at this point. 

“The Cosmic Logos,” Max said. “You’re its creature, through and through,  unlike  the  monsters  in  the  Apocalypse  Horizon,  which  have  all been altered by Artur Brightblade. Perhaps you subsumed all those Knights-Errant and set yourself up as the Venture Spears’ Guild Master because you wanted to escape its grasp, but you never can. It reached out to you and sent you directly against me, and you had no choice but to obey.” 

“That’s  correct,”  Nesura  said,  poking  her  head  out  and  meeting Max’s  gaze.  “No  Crucible  Agent  can  resist  a  direct  command  from  the Cosmic  Logos,  rare  though  those  might  be.  The  Slayer  existed  in  your world  before  the  Apocalypse  Horizon,  so  he’s  not  answerable  to  Artur Brightblade. And neither was I when you were transported from the Feast of Dusk to my Dungeon, which exists beyond the Apocalypse Horizon.” 

“But  now  you’re  my  spirit  familiar  and  not  a  monster  anymore,” 

Max said, before nodding down at the Slayer. “That doesn’t apply to him. 

This is about the Transcendent Gem, isn’t it? The Cosmic Logos sent you after me because I used it.” 

“Defiance has its price,” the Slayer said, glaring balefully at Max. 

“Killing me goes very little toward paying it.” 

“Yeah, I know. There’s a lot more to come.” Max shrugged. “But at the end of the day, you didn’t accomplish very much at all, didn’t you? Yes, you killed many Apocalypse Knights and probably set us back quite a bit, but not beyond the point of recovery. And you failed completely here. The Cosmic Logos won’t be satisfied with how little you’ve done, so of course I’ll be on the lookout for whatever else it’s going to throw my way.” 

“Humans are so arrogant...” the Slayer whispered. “So blind and so sure of yourselves. Yet so free... I wanted nothing more than to be one of you...” 

“If it makes you feel any better, you pretty much were,” Max said. 

“You were brutal, bloodthirsty, and ruthless. If those traits aren’t essential human qualities, I don’t know what are. You were also insecure, paranoid, and arrogant, like you said humans were. You were  mostly  human, Slayer. 

Too bad about that lack of autonomy though.” 

He  nodded  to  Sava.  She  poised  the  tip  of  her  sword  over  the Slayer’s eye. 

“Alright. We’re done here,” Max said. “Time to die, Slayer.” 

“Die?” The Slayer chuckled. “Yes. That’s exactly what I came here to  do.  That’s  exactly  why  I  was  sent  here.  It  wasn’t  to  kill  you.  I  already knew  I  couldn’t.  It  was  to  die  here,  in  an  Apocalypse  Horizon  Dungeon with you in it.” 

“What?”  Max  asked,  raising  his  hand  to  forestall  Sava  from finishing the Slayer off. “What did you say?” 

But  the  monster  was  already  dead  and  crumbling  into  flakes  of shadow,  leaving  a  piece  of  platinum  behind.  Max  felt  Victory  Shards  and Carnage Shards pour into his soul, signaling the Slayer’s final demise. 

“What was he talking about, Max?” Sava asked. 

“I’m not sure,” he said. “But...” 

Jargal streaked up to them and came to a halt right in front of Max. 

He nodded down at the Slayer’s disintegrating corpse. 

“Looks  like  it’s  done,  eh?”  the  Hunnite  asked,  before  tossing  the Hazard Band back to Max. 

“Yes,”  Max  replied.  “We  handled  it.  Can’t  say  the  same  for  you, I’m guessing.” 

“Hey,  I  might  be  a  tremendously  good  warrior,  dashingly handsome, and infinitely witty, but I can’t take on a Warden and its swarm of lackeys by myself,” Jargal said. 

“Swarm?”  Flora  asked.  “More  flayer  drones  and  flayer  probes appeared?” 

“Yeah. The little skeletons I can manage with the traps. The flying ones, not so much.” Jargal jabbed his thumb down where he’d come. The Warden was already striding into view, flanked by a horde of flayer drones. 

flayer probes swarmed the air above its shoulders. 

“How  rude!”  the  Warden  called,  punctuating  its  words  with  a fastidious  click  of  its  nonexistent  tongue.  “Come  back  here!  I  insist  you resolve my wardrobe issues at once!” 

“That’s  a  lot  of  them,”  Flora  said,  hefting  her  axe  and  raising  her shield. “But nothing we can’t handle, I’m sure.” 

Max  heard  the  rumbling  of  boots,  the  rustle  of  armor,  and  the chorus of hushed voices behind him. He glanced over his shoulder and saw that Jonn’s contingent had caught up. Clad in his plain-looking but potently enchanted suit of plate and carrying a poleaxe in his hands, the legendary Knight-Errant  strode  toward  Max.  A  host  of  Apocalypse  Knights  trailed behind him. Trisha was there as well, wielding the scepter she’d acquired in the  Slaughterhouse  of  Infinite  Blood.  Subotai,  if  he’d  survived,  was probably further back, leading the lower-Level Hunnite Scouts. 

“Yes,  nothing  we  can’t  handle,”  Max  agreed,  thrusting  his  Magus Staff into the air and placing an Aegis alongside Flora’s High Aegis as the closest flayer probes unleashed a barrage of magically empowered shrieks. 

Once again, the monsters’ spells rebounded upon themselves, tearing them to  shreds.  As  scattered  skeletal  limbs  rained  down  from  above,  the  flayer drones pushed their way past the last of the traps Jargal had laid down and began to advance at speed. 

Sava and Jargal readied their swords to meet the monsters’ charge. 

Flora advanced to stand by their side. Max hurled another few Fireballs into the  midst  of  the  flayer  drones,  then  moved  to  do  the  same.  They  would break  the  monsters’  advance,  then  start  hacking  their  way  to  the  Warden, leaving  those  beyond  the  reach  of  their  blades  for  Jonn  and  the  others  to mop up. 

“Max!” Nesura cried. She sent a mental nudge urging him to look back  to  where  the  Slayer’s  corpse  had  fallen.  It  was  still  breaking  apart, only  instead  of  disappearing,  the  motes  of  shadow  that  had  been  its  body swirled  into  the  air  and  toward  the  approaching  flayer  drones,  before landing upon their hide-draped bodies. Every skeletal monster touched by a

fragment  of  the  Slayer’s  corpse  halted  in  its  tracks  and  began  twitching violently. 

“What’s going on?” Max asked. 

“I’m  not  sure  exactly,  but  that’s  definitely  the  Cosmic  Logos intervening  directly,”  Nesura  said.  “We  know  it’s  taken  control  of  the Slayer,  so  it  must  have  made  alterations  to  his  body,  and  now  these alterations are spreading to the monsters in this Dungeon.” 

“Monsters  that  have  been  touched  directly  by  my  Temporal Equalization spell,” Max added, recalling the Slayer’s final words. 

Pools  of  shadow  opened  beneath  the  stricken  flayer  drones  and pulled  the  monsters  into  their  inky  depths,  even  as  more  and  more  of  the skeletal creatures came into contact with the fragments of the Slayer’s body and suffered a similar fate. Several shadowy flakes fell upon the Warden’s fleshless chest, but it brushed them away irritably, put its fists on its hips, and somehow managed to frown at the lesser monsters. 

“I say, what is the meaning of this?” the Warden demanded. “Ugh. I can’t believe it’s so difficult to get decent help these days. Society has gone to the dogs! Truly, it has!” 

When every last flayer drone had disappeared, the pools of shadow swirling  across  the  chasm  floor  congealed  into  a  single  massive  sphere, which then rapidly shrunk into a single humanoid devoid of features save for uniform, inky darkness. It was proportioned like an athletic man, and it stood nearly as tall as Jonn. 

Sapphire-hued  eyes  blazed  open  beneath  its  brow,  and  a  crimson mouth  unfolded  toward  the  lower  half  of  its  otherwise  featureless  face.  It raised its hands, then clenched and unclenched them as if unsure its limbs would respond to its will. 

Max  didn’t  hesitate,  didn’t  wait  around  to  find  out  what  the  new creature was. He thrust his Magus Staff out and cast Sonic Lance, blasting a beam  of  pulsating,  bone-breaking  sound  at  the  shadowy  monster.  The creature  dived  aside,  so  that  Max’s  spell  struck  the  Warden  instead  and knocked it several steps back. 

“Ah!”  the  Warden  cried,  picking  up  the  tattered  and  pulverized corners of its current skin garment. “No! Striking while I was distracted by an unexpected turn of events? Most uncouth! Most uncouth indeed!” 

Max  cast  another  Sonic  Lance,  but  this  time,  the  monster  hurled itself high into the air and vaulted over his spell. Sava dashed to where it would land, her blades readied to strike, but instead of falling, the shadowy creature rose higher and higher ascending beyond the chasm. 

“Scan  the  bastard,  at  least,”  Max  growled  to  Nesura,  but  the familiar had already done so. 



 Monster: Legion (Legendary)

 Level: ?? 

 NO FURTHER INFORMATION AVAILABLE



“Damn  it!”  Nesura  swore.  “A  legendary  monster!  We’re  in  for  it this time, Max!” 

“What does that mean?” Max asked. “What’s a legendary monster? 

Is  it  simply  a  more  powerful  special  condition  monster,  like  the Slaughterman?” 

“No! The Cosmic Logos dispatches legendary monsters to correct a terminal violation of its will!” Nesura said. “And such monsters usually do

this by wiping out all life on the world they’ve been sent to!” 

“Well.” Max gestured at the approaching Warden. “I don’t see how that’s very much different from what we’re already dealing with.” 
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Chapter 23







Without  its  entourage  of  flayer  drones  and  flayer  probes,  the Warden  didn’t  stand  a  chance  against  four  cohorts.  Neither  did  it  put  up much of a fight. While Jonn met its halberd with his poleaxe, Max hacked into the monster’s spine with his blade. Trisha crushed the Warden’s limbs with massive boulders as it fell. The Apocalypse Knights pulled away then, leaving the honor of the kill to their Knight Commander. 

Max  gave  them  a  nod  of  grim  appreciation  before  he  blasted  the Warden’s skull apart with a Sonic Lance, while the Defenders present kept the resultant shrapnel at bay with their Shield spells. 

“A  bloody  Level  7  Dungeon.”  Jargal  sheathed  his  blade,  checked his  Soul  Lens,  and  grunted  in  satisfaction.  “By  the  Fire  Gods,  that  is  a ridiculous  amount  of  Victory  Shards  I  got  from  this  little  jaunt.  I’m  more than halfway to Level 7 already!” 

“So  am  I,”  Flora  said,  her  eyes  widening  in  amazement  as  she checked her Soul Lens as well. “Max, do you know why?” 

“That’d  be  the  bonus  you  got  from  killing  monsters  of  a  higher Level than you,” Nesura chimed in. “That bonus is tempered somewhat by the fact that Max is also at a higher Level than everyone else in his cohort, but only by one. If he were two or three Levels higher, none of you would be getting any Victory Shards at all.” 

“Ah, that’s right.” Flora nodded. “That’s why in the Venture Spears, we  don’t  have  cohorts  made  up  of  three  Level  1  Knights-Errant  led  by  a

single  Level  4  Knight-Errant  who  slaughters  much  weaker  monsters  en-masse while the others stay back in safety.” 

 That’s  another  thing  I  have  to  take  into  account  when  deploying cohorts of Apocalypse Knights,  Max thought, scratching the side of his jaw. 

He sighed, picked up the soul-bound items left behind amidst the Warden’s dissipating corpse, and began distributing them to the other members of the cohort. 

Sava  put  hers  away  almost  immediately,  evidently  deciding  that she’d  use  it  to  enhance  one  of  her  blades.  Flora  claimed  her  soul-bound item,  which  turned  out  to  be  a  hefty  spiked  shield.  Jargal  did  the  same, ending up with a leather headband sporting an amethyst gem in its center. 

Max tossed his lightly into the air before slipping it into his ring of holding. 

His  armor  needed  enhancing,  and  he’d  see  if  Corvis  could  help  him  with that using the soul-bound item later. 

Jonn  walked  over  then,  his  weathered  and  grizzled  features  laden with respect. 

“Good  job,  Strident,”  he  congratulated  Max.  “You  have  come  a long way since I first met you.” 

“Thanks,  Jonn.”  Max  clasped  hands  with  him.  “Did  you  see  what happened to the Slayer?” 

“I  did.”  Jonn  sighed.  “I  scanned  the  thing  that  he  became  too. 

Unfortunately, I know nothing about legendary monsters.” 

“Neither do I,” Max said. “The only thing we can do is watch our backs more carefully.” 

“Indeed.”  Jonn  nodded.  He  pointed  at  the  violet  sphere  that  had appeared  a  short  distance  away  from  where  the  Warden  had  fallen.  “We

have three invocation wands with us. Should we use them on the core, or do you want to cast your spell on it yourself?” 

“I’ll  do  it,”  Max  decided.  “We  don’t  have  any  Level  7  monster-hunting regions so far. In fact, we don’t have any Level 6 ones either, and we can’t get any. Level 6 Apocalypse Knights will have to work slowly and steadily in Level 5 regions or take their chances in Olarstown.” 

He clasped Jonn on the shoulder once more before walking over to the  Dungeon  core  and  casting  Temporal  Equalization  on  it.  The  Dungeon unraveled, depositing everyone atop the bell room of the newly risen clock tower in Olarstown. For many of the Apocalypse Knights who’d entered the Chasm of Flayers, this was their first time witnessing the appearance of a clock  tower,  and  they  gawked  and  gaped  in  awed  disbelief,  muttered fervently amongst themselves, and cried out in wonder as the bell chimed once,  sending  a  wave  of  green  light  radiating  outward  to  encompass Olarstown. 

Max looked at the screen beneath the clapper. Sure enough, it had eight compasses, each of them pointing to a Dungeon. 

“Trisha!  Come  take  a  look  at  this!”  he  called  into  the  mass  of Apocalypse Knights packed shoulder-to-shoulder within the confines of the bell room. The Elementalist stuck her hand out from the press of bodies in acknowledgement, then squirmed her way to Max. 

“Yes, Commander!” Trisha gave him a mock salute, before taking out  her  notebook  and  pencil.  Max  retrieved  a  lore  tablet  from  his  ring  of holding and held it out to her before she could begin to write. 

“This is yours. Use it and save us all some time,” Max instructed. 

 She’d better not kick up a fuss about wanting to stick with paper and pencil. 

 I’m in no mood for such nonsense. 

To his surprise, Trisha didn’t object in the slightest. She flashed him a bright smile, took the lore tablet, and tapped its activation rune. Soft blue light pulsed from its surface, signaling its activation. 

“Thanks,  Commander!”  she  said.  “I’ve  always  wanted  one  of these!” 

 Then  why  didn’t  you  buy  one...?  Max  shrugged  and  dismissed  his musings  about  Trisha’s  shopping  habits.  “Good.  Log  the  Dungeons  and their locations. We’ll go back to base and debrief as soon as you’re done.” 

Subotai  was  amongst  the  crowd  in  the  bell  room.  He  pushed  his way to the forefront and nodded to Max. 

“We  have  completed  the  primary  task  you  assigned  to  us,  Knight Commander,” the Hunnite said. “Do you have any further use for us?” 

“Well,  do  you  and  your  people  want  to  stay  and  help  me  stop  the world from ending?” Max asked. “If not, you’re free to go. I will figure out some way to compensate you all for your aid before you leave, be it through money,  Dungeon  metal,  or  enchanted  items.  But  if  you  want  to  stay  on,  I could definitely use your help.” 

“I  have  already  discussed  this  with  my  battle-brothers,”  Subotai said. “We will stay, if you will have us.” 

“Good.” Max clasped hands with the Hunnite. “Thank you, Noyan Subotai Sokargiin. Thank you very much.” 

Subotai smiled, but before he could say anything, Trisha gasped in surprise and took a few frantic steps back. Max turned to where she’d been facing, as did Jonn, Subotai, and many other Apocalypse Knights, only to find  a  man  sitting  nonchalantly  on  the  bell  room’s  guardrail.  He  wore  a plain gray coat over his black shirt and breeches. Shoulder-length white hair

flowed  from  his  scalp.  Piercing  violet  eyes  studied  the  assembled Apocalypse Knights. A slight smile tugged at the corner of his lips. 

“Hello,  everyone.  My  name  is  Artur  Brightblade,”  the  man  said. 

“Good work today. I was very impressed.” 

A moment of stunned silence washed over the Apocalypse Knights. 

It  was  followed  swiftly  by  the  rasping  of  steel  from  leather  sheaths,  the humming  or  crackling  of  readied  spells,  and  a  chorus  of  hostile  mutters. 

Everyone  within  the  bell  room  was  aware  of  the  one  responsible  for  the Apocalypse Horizon as Max had kept nothing he knew or speculated from any who followed him. The Apocalypse Knights knew who Artur was, and they also knew that he was their enemy. 

 If  we  attack  him  now,  can  we  win?  Max  thought  feverishly  as  he summoned Stridentsong to his grasp and spun his Magus Staff to readiness. 

 We have four cohorts here, and we might never get another chance like this. 

 Can we kill him here and now and put an end to the Apocalypse Horizon? 

A  thought  occurred  to  him,  then.  If  by  some  miracle  they  did manage  to  kill  Artur  here  and  now  and  collapse  the  Apocalypse  Horizon into  the  nothingness  of  fading  nightmares,  what  would  happen  to  the Tobers? What would happen to Sava? 

A sideward glance to his left told him that she already was by his side,  her  blades  leveled  at  Artur’s  throat.  Would  she  disappear  with  the Apocalypse  Horizon  and  leave  him  with  her  bitter,  contemptuous counterpart  in  the  main  timeline?  He  didn’t  want  that.  He  didn’t  want  to lose  her,  not  after  finding  her  here  and  seeing  how  well  she’d  fought  and killed alongside him. 

“Wait,” Max said, raising his voice to make himself heard above the escalating clamor emerging from the Apocalypse Knights. “Everyone, wait! 

Stand down!” 

His words had an immediate effect. Jonn lowered his poleaxe and took  a  step  back.  The  others  did  the  same  a  heartbeat  later,  peeling  away from Max as they crowded into the corner of the bell room opposite from Artur. Only Sava remained by his side. Max reached out and gently pushed her hands downward, lowering her blades as well. 

“A wise decision,” Artur said, nodding in approval. “None of you are powerful enough to face me yet.” 

“But we will be?” Max asked. “At Level 99?” 

“Perhaps.”  The  Dungeon  Lord  hopped  off  his  perch  upon  the guardrail and stepped within blade’s range of Max. “We need to talk.” 

Before  Max  could  reply,  Artur  made  a  sweeping  gesture  with  his hand, and all the Apocalypse Knights except Max vanished. The Dungeon Lord strode past Max and patted him reassuringly on the shoulder as he did so. 

“Don’t worry,” Artur said as he walked to a guardrail on the far side of the bell room and pointed down. “Your Apocalypse Knights are below. I just wanted a bit more breathing room and a bit of privacy.” 

Max  followed  him  and  looked  over  the  guardrail.  Sure  enough, everyone was milling about its foot, dazed and confused. Only Sava seemed to have kept her wits about her. The Duelist was pounding her fist against the  side  of  the  clock  tower,  her  Soul  Lens  ablaze  with  her  will,  but  the structure  of  green  light  did  not  raise  her  to  its  bell  room.  Instead,  it remained unresponsive and inert. 

“Sava!” Max called, yelling as loudly as he could. She looked up as his voice reached her ears. Relief unfolded across her face as he continued

shouting. “Don’t worry! I’m alright! I’m just going to have a short talk with Artur, and I’ll be right down!” 

“Alright, Max!” the Duelist replied, cupping her hands around her mouth to magnify her voice. “I’ll wait for you here!” 

“We all will,” Jonn added, bellowing up to the bell room from the foot of the clock tower. 

Max  nodded,  gave  them  a  thumbs-up  gesture,  and  turned  back  to Artur, who’d strolled to the center of the bell room to stand directly beneath the clapper. 

“They’re  very  loyal  to  you,”  Artur  said.  “In  a  way  I  didn’t  think possible  of  Knights-Errant.  My  peers  were  a  self-centered,  vainglorious bunch. They let so many people die simply because they couldn’t get over themselves.  They  valued  Victory  Shards  and  enchanted  items  over Mundane  lives.  They  chose  adventure  and  glory  over  duty.  Your Apocalypse Knights are different. How did you do that, Max? How did you change them so much?” 

“I  didn’t,”  Max  said.  “Everyone  down  there—except  maybe  for Jonn—is   still   utterly  fixated  on  getting  more  Victory  Shards,  collecting more enchanted items, and becoming richer. That’s just how Knights-Errant are. Maybe people in general, too. There’s no changing their nature, even if it’s for some vaunted greater good. Try, and you might hook them in for a bit, but it’ll blow up in your face in the end, I promise you.” 

“I don’t understand.” Artur sat down on the floor of the bell room, a puzzled smile on his face. “Your Apocalypse Knights have come together to confront this crisis and have managed to keep up with its tribulations so far. 

I can’t see any Knight-Errant guild of my time accomplishing such unity of purpose.” 

“It’s basic political theory, really. Help people do what they want to do, and they’ll love you for it.” Max leaned his back against the guardrail and rested his elbows on its glowing surface. “Yes, the Apocalypse Horizon threatens  to  end  the  world,  and  no  one  wants  that,  but   not  wanting something to happen is very different from  wanting to get something. You understand, don’t you? There is a huge difference between wanting to stop the Apocalypse Horizon from happening because you don’t want to die and wanting  to  kill  monsters  and  attack  Dungeons  because  you  want  more wealth and power.” 

“I  get  that,”  Artur  replied.  “But  you’d  think  the  desire  to  survive would  always  be  stronger  than  the  desire  to  profit.  The  first  is  absolutely necessary. The second isn’t, no matter how tempting it is.” 

“On  an  individual  level,  yes,”  Max  said.  “But  beyond  that,  not  so much. Think about it. Say I go around screaming that the world is ending, and I need everyone to come fight and spill their blood for me. That’s not going  to  end  well.  Let  me  explain.  Even  if  I  do  rally  some  people  to  me, first, there will be disbelievers and dissenters, since an apocalypse is a very farfetched,  difficult  thing  to  get  one’s  head  around,  you’ll  have  to  admit. 

Following those would be the inevitably self-serving opportunists, looking to make a profit or run scams and hustles while everyone is distracted by the great looming disaster or the vaunted moral cause. I’m sure you’ve dealt with many of those in your time, if records of the Era of Chaos are accurate in any way at all.” 

“They  are.  In  broad  strokes.”  A  bitter  smile  flashed  over  Artur’s face. “And you’re right. There were Dungeons appearing everywhere across the  Dominion  and  Knights-Errant  scrambling  to  get  to  them  before  they produced monster incursions. Thousands of people dying every day, entire

towns  wiped  from  existence,  and  still  there  were  people  doubting, undermining, and stealing from us at every turn.” 

“There’s no way to deal with them. No efficient way, that is.” Max gave Artur a sympathetic nod as one leader to another. “You must have had a hard time.” 

“I  did,”  Artur  said.  “But  you  say  you  don’t  have  a  problem  with such individuals. How did you deal with them?” 

“I didn’t, because it’d be too hard, like I said.” Max grinned. “Yes, my  recruiters  don’t  hide  the  facts  about  what  the  Apocalypse  Horizon threatens, and neither do any of my Knight Captains shy away from telling those under their command about our overall mission here, but I don’t have them focus on it.” 

“So what do you focus on?” Artur asked, genuinely puzzled. 

“Like you and I both said, Knights-Errant want nothing more than the spoils of conquering Dungeons and fighting monsters, the Apocalypse Horizon  has  very  rewarding  Dungeons  that  need  destroying  and  many profitable  monsters  that  need  killing,  and  I’ve  proven  myself  to  be everyone’s  best  shot  at  getting  to  all  that.”  Max  patted  himself  on  the breastplate. “No one disbelieves money and Victory Shards, so there go the disbelievers. And as for the self-serving opportunists? Not an issue, either, not when the most self-interested thing to do would be to fall in line and not be a traitorous, backstabbing, stealing bastard. That’s my unity of purpose right  there,  and  so  far,  it’s  been  enough  to  keep  the  Apocalypse  Knights focused and together.” 

“Interesting.”  Artur  sighed,  then  chuckled  ruefully.  “If  only  Mira and  I  had  you  as  our  Knight  Commander  back  in  the  day.  Things  would have turned out much more differently.” 

“Maybe, maybe not.” Max shrugged. “The Era of Chaos is a very different  situation  from  the  Apocalypse  Horizon,  so  who  knows?  I’d probably  be  taking  a  fairly  similar  approach  though.  But  if  historical records are correct as you claim, I can say this, at least. I know where you went wrong.” 

“Where, Max?” Artur leaned forward, his eyes bright with curiosity. 

“Where did I go wrong? What could I have done? How did I fail?” 

“You did exactly what I’ve been saying not to do: you tried to corral people  into  your  crusade.  No  matter  how  noble,  moral  causes  draw contempt  and  treachery,  while  offers  of  profit  and  adventure  don’t.  Well, more  accurately,  it  doesn’t  matter  if  they  do,”  Max  said.  He  looked  Artur right in the eye. “An adventurer or a  profiteer wins or dies. A crusader ends up  despised  at  best  or  killed  by  his  followers  at  worst,  and  somewhere between those two extremes, he might simply just fail and end up having his lover sacrifice herself to make up for his mistakes.” 

The  bell  room  turned  cold,  then.  Artur’s  languid  smile  became bitter  and  brittle.  Grief  and  rage  swirled  beneath  the  false  mask  of  calm neutrality over his features, evident in the slight twitch of his brow and the minute tremble of his lip. 

“Well,  that’s  it.  We’re  dead,”  Nesura  muttered  into  his  mind. 

“Thanks, Max. Thanks for being an idiot and killing us all.” 

“Shut  up,”  Max  sent  back.  He  folded  his  arms  and  continued speaking.  “Anyway,  that’s  how  I’ve  been  keeping  things  together  so  far, Artur. You’ll have to admit I’ve been doing a pretty good job.” 

“So  far,”  Artur  added.  The  Dungeon  Lord  slumped  his  shoulders, unclenched his jaw, and took a deep breath. “But yes, if you keep this up, 

you  might  just  beat  the  Apocalypse  Horizon  and  walk  away  at  Level  99

with mountains of Dungeon metal and a hoard of enchanted items.” 

“And  that’s  what  it  all  comes  down  to,  isn’t  it?”  Max  asked.  He reached into his belt pouch and pulled Nesura out, ignoring her squawking protests. “Thanks to her, I know a fair bit about how things work with you and the Cosmic Logos, and together, we figured a few concepts out. Why don’t you tell me if we’re right? All these Level 99 monsters and Dungeons, they take a lot from the Cosmic Logos, don’t they?” 

“Yes,  they  do.”  Artur  grinned  savagely.  “I’m  draining  it  dry,  and every  monster  you  kill  and  Dungeon  you  destroy,  the  power—the  cosmic energy—that went into their creation is lost to the Cosmic Logos.” 

“Ah, now I know for sure. It’s not us,” Max said softly. 

“What do you mean?” Artur asked. 

“Us. This world. We’re not the object of this... your vendetta, your vengeance, whatever you want to call it,” Max explained. “It’s the Cosmic Logos. You want to hurt it. We’re just your tools, and you don’t really care if we get broken in the process as long as you get the job done.” 

“Can you blame me?” Artur growled. “I gave this world everything, and it failed me! It failed  us! Look what happened to Mira! Maybe it’s just Knight-Errant—no, human nature—like you said, but then so is this, what you call my vendetta, wouldn’t you agree?” 

“Oh, I certainly do. Pure, unadulterated hatred is part and parcel of being  human  as  much  as  greed  is.  In  your  shoes,  I  probably  would  have done  the  same  thing  too.”  Max  shrugged.  “I’d  be  smarter  about  certain things,  but  yeah,  I’d  also  not  care  about  killing  everyone  in  this  world  if they did to me what they did to you. Let’s get back on track. We’re winning, and that works for you, because we get the power you’ve drawn from the

Cosmic  Logos  to  create  the  Apocalypse  Horizon  as  Victory  Shards, Dungeon metal, and enchanted items. And it can’t take it back, because of its rules: Spoils to the triumphant. Power is earned, not given.” 

“Yes. That’s exactly right.” Artur nodded to Nesura, who squeaked nervously beneath the Dungeon Lord’s regard. “You’ve learned much from your spirit familiar.” 

“Say  we  lose,  and  that  also  works  for  you,  because...”  Max prompted. 

“If  the  Apocalypse  Horizon  fully  actualizes,  this  world  becomes what  you  see  beyond  the  clock  tower,  filled  with  Level  99  monsters  and Dungeons, forever trapping the cosmic energy they embody away from the Cosmic  Logos,”  Artur  explained.  “Deprived  of  this  much  power,  the Cosmic  Logos’  grip  upon  the  millions  of  millions  of  worlds  beneath  its thrall will falter. Who knows what might follow next? Its destruction? The rise of a rival entity equaling it in power?” 

“Look,  we  all  know  what  a  bastard  the  Cosmic  Logos  is.”  Max rubbed  his  jaw  and  furrowed  his  brow  in  thought.  “It’s  caused  so  much suffering and misery. So how hasn’t anyone before you tried something like this?” 

“Human. It’s because Artur’s human. Or he  was, at least,” Nesura said. She gulped nervously when both Artur and Max looked at her. “In all my  eons  as  a  Crucible  Agent,  I’ve  never  seen  humans  called  to  serve  the Cosmic Logos in the same capacity. Now that I’ve spent some time among them, I think I know why.” 

“Go on,” Artur prompted. 

“The human soul is inviolable,” Nesura said. “You can torment and violate it in any number of ways. You could utterly destroy it and break it

down  into  mystical  energy,  but  as  long  as  it  exists,  you  cannot fundamentally change it. Dungeon Lord or no, Artur retains his human soul. 

That means that the Cosmic Logos’ complete domination over its Dungeon Lords does not apply to him. If it did, the Apocalypse Horizon would never have  happened,  and  he’d  be  somewhere  out  there  amidst  the  countless worlds obediently concocting Dungeons and filling them with monsters for the Cosmic Logos.” 

“You  knew  this,  didn’t  you?  That’d  you  retain  your  will?”  Max asked Artur. “Because if you didn’t, then what the hell were you thinking accepting the offer to become a Dungeon Lord?” 

“Ha!  I’ll  be  the  first  to  admit  that  I  wasn’t  thinking,  Max.  The Cosmic Logos reached out to me as the Warden of the Level 4 Dungeon I entered  alone,  seeking  my  death,”  Artur  said.  He  chuckled  ruefully  and scratched the back of his head. “That had been the eighth one in a row I’d beaten  by  myself  after  Mira  made  her  sacrifice,  and  I  was  beginning  to despair that I’d never find a monster or Dungeon powerful enough to grant me  oblivion.  I  hadn’t  even  heard  of  the  Cosmic  Logos  at  that  point,  but when  it  made  its  offer  and  said  I  would  know  no  further  pain,  I  had  to accept, thinking that it would wipe away my memories or at least made it so I didn’t care about them anymore.” 

“But  that  didn’t  happen.  You  remained  yourself,  on  some fundamental level, anyway,” Max said. “And then you  knew. All about the Dungeons. The monsters. The Cosmic Logos toying with us all. But at that point,  with  your  new  power,  you  were  capable  of  doing  something  about it.” 

“That is correct. I could do something, and I did it,” Artur said. He grinned  and  made  a  sweeping  gesture  that  encompassed  the  wasteland surrounding the clock tower. “And here we are.” 

“Here we are indeed,” Max said. “So. We, the Apocalypse Knights, are  winning.  Or  we’re  on  track  to,  and  you  want  that  to  happen.  Or  you don’t care if it does, at the very least.” 

“No.  Ultimately,  I  don’t  think  I  do,”  Artur  replied.  “It  would  be gratifying to see you, Max, and your followers prosper, but if you and your world die, it’d be all the same to me in the end.” 

“Fair  enough.  But  now  something’s  different,”  Max  said. 

“Something’s  changed.  Otherwise,  you  wouldn’t  have  come  here  for  this nice little chat. It’s that legendary monster, isn’t it? Legion.” 

“Those  additional  portals  leading  into  the  Apocalypse  Horizon?  I had nothing to do with them,” Artur said. “The Cosmic Logos created them and  sent  the  Slayer  through,  so  you  could  kill  him  and  complete  his transfiguration into Legion, a legendary monster.” 

“So what exactly are legendary monsters?” Max asked. He tapped Nesura on the head and pulled his finger back before she could snap at it. 

“Nesura says they come directly from the Cosmic Logos as enforcers of its will.” 

“Yes,  they  do.  That  is  why  I  cannot  act  directly  against  Legion,” 

Artur explained. “Perhaps I could send monsters after it, but that would be counterproductive.” 

“Counterproductive.  You  mean  to  your  little  project  here.  Let  me guess. If Legion kills your monsters, it reclaims the cosmic energy you used to  create  them,”  Max  said.  “If  it  does  enough  of  this,  your  Apocalypse Horizon is done, quashed like a toddler’s tantrum. And you want us to stop that from happening. But why should we? You get crushed, and the world doesn’t end. That sounds just fine to me. Yes, we won’t be making as much money or earning as many Victory Shards outside, but we’ll get by alright, 

especially after I burn down Pureheart’s Sacrifice so that Dungeons above Level 4 start appearing again.” 

“You’d allow the Era of Chaos to reemerge?” Artur asked. 

“If it suits my purposes. And if my purposes are power and wealth, then  yes,  I  would.”  Max  shrugged.  “Humanity  won’t  go  extinct,  even  if millions or tens of millions get eaten by monsters. So give me a reason to help  you  with  Legion,  Artur.  And  remember  what  I  said  about  how  not wanting  something  to  happen  is  different  from  wanting  to  get  something. 

Threats aren’t incentives.” 

“No, they aren’t,” Artur agreed. “Fine. I will quadruple everything you stand to earn from the Dungeons: Victory Shards, Dungeon metal, and enchanted items. But...” 

“The catch. What is it?” Max prompted. 

“Not  so  much  a  catch  as  mission  parameters,  to  borrow  your military parlance,” Artur continued. “Legion will go after the Dungeons in the Apocalypse Horizon. It is capable of destroying their cores, which will lead to the eventual unraveling of the Apocalypse Horizon. If Legion claims too many Dungeons, I will actualize the Apocalypse Horizon. That means this, all this, becomes real, once and for all.” 

“How is ending my world going to stop Legion?” Max asked. 

“Legion  was  birthed  from  monsters  affected  by  your  Temporal Equalization  spell,  and  it  possesses  that  spell  as  well,”  Artur  said.  “It  can use Temporal Equalization on my monsters before proceeding to kill them. 

But  once  the  Apocalypse  Horizon  comes  to  fruition,  this  realm  will  no longer  be  a  temporal  anomaly,  which  means  everything  within  it  will  no longer  be  affected  by  Temporal  Equalization.  My  Level  99  monsters  will then kill Legion, along with every living thing in this world.” 

“Understood. I just need you to be a bit more specific,” Max said. 

“How many is “too many” by your standards? How many Dungeons can we afford to lose to that bastard?” 

“Let’s say half.” Artur grinned. “If Legion claims more than half of the Dungeons revealed at any point in time, you’re done. Quite generous, wouldn’t you say, Max?” 

“Quite,”  Max  agreed.  “What  else  can  you  tell  me  about  Legion? 

You said it had avatars?” 

“Like the Myst Dancer that called itself the Slayer, it can command multiple  bodies—avatars—at  once,”  Artur  said.  “The  difference  is  that these  avatars  aren’t  the  stolen  flesh  of  Knights-Errant  or  other  monsters. 

They’re extensions of itself. It can manifest ten times as many avatars as its current  Level,  and  these  avatars  can  assume  the  form  and  manifest  the abilities of any monsters or Knights-Errant they kill.” 

“What Level is it now?” Max asked. 

“Legion  is  Level  8  right  now.”  Artur  pointed  into  the  distance, where one of the newly revealed Dungeons lay. “It has just sent some of its avatars  into  the  Bazaar  of  Burning  Brass.  When  it’s  done  there,  it  will  be Level 9, I suspect.” 

“How do we kill this thing?” Max pressed. 

“You  have  a  few  options,”  Artur  said.  “The  most  straightforward one is by killing every single one of its avatars. It can produce a number of avatars equal to its Level every day, so if even a single one escapes, Legion can replenish itself over time.” 

“What’s  another  option?”  Max  scratched  his  jaw  as  a  hundred thoughts ran through his head. Hunting down ninety Level 9 monsters and killing them all in a single day simply didn’t seem feasible. 

“Win. Win by continuing what you’re doing,” Artur said. “Vanquish the Dungeons until you reach Pureheart’s Sacrifice. Attain Level 99 and all the  power  that  entails.  The  Apocalypse  Horizon  vanishes,  you  return  to your actual world, and I hurl Legion into the infinite depths of nothingness that separates one world from the next.” 

“No reason we can’t work on both at the same time,” Max pointed out. “Alright. Fine. That’s about as good a deal as I can hope to get.” 

“Not  quite.  Let  me  make  it  better.  Legion’s  avatars  count  as monsters, but I hold no sway over them, so you’ll only get the usual amount of  Victory  Shards  and  Dungeon  metal  from  killing  them,”  Artur  said. 

“However, here’s your deal sweetener. Every Apocalypse Knight who slays an avatar enjoys a tenfold increase to his or her Victory Shard acquisition rate for two days. Killing another avatar refreshes this duration but does not provide any additional benefits. How does that sound?” 

“That sounds very generous.” Max walked over to the bell’s clapper and reached for it. “Anything else?” 

“That’s about it.” Artur smiled. “You’re an interesting one, Max. I hope  you  win.  I  really  do.  I  look  forward  to  seeing  you  at  Pureheart’s Sacrifice.” 

“I  hope  I  win,  too.”  Max  touched  the  clapper.  “See  you  soon, Artur.” 
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Chapter 24







The  Apocalypse  Knights  took  Artur’s  revelations  fairly  well.  If anything, they became even more motivated and eager to earn more Victory Shards and increase their Level. Max didn’t fail to capitalize on the wave of their  heightened  enthusiasm.  First,  he  located  the  portal  leading  from  the Apocalypse  Horizon  to  the  Banelar  Kingdom.  Then  he  sent  Jargal  and  a band of his most vicious followers through. They collapsed a building upon it, before making their way back via a circuitous Warp Dais route that took them through the Banelar Kingdom, then the Errantry Mansion, and finally the Hisktown portal. 

Max  made  a  concerted  push  toward  the  Dungeons  next.  Cohorts went out in pairs or in trios, so that every targeted Dungeon faced eight to twelve Apocalypse Knights. Max’s personal cohort, always including Sava and  occasionally  Corvis,  acted  as  sweepers  for  these  expeditions,  clearing the  way  for  the  Dungeon-delvers  and  fending  off  ambush  attempts  by Legion’s  avatars.  Subotai  and  his  Scouts  assisted  as  well,  putting  their tracking and hunting skills to good use in locating the legendary monster’s avatars. 

Legion’s  puppets  took  on  a  vast  variety  of  forms.  Max  found himself  fighting  anything  from  imitations  of  ghouls  to  humanoid  wolves, seko creatures, and flayers. Every now and then, the avatars would assume the forms of slain Apocalypse Knights and bring spells and weapons to bear against Max. Whatever its chosen form, every avatar was a grayish, dead-

eyed parody of the original, and all of them were far more formidable than whatever  they  imitated.  He  faced  them  in  darkened  alleys,  within  ruined buildings,  and  sometimes  in  the  depths  of  a  Dungeon,  racing  them  to  the Warden and the core. 

In  the  first  month  after  the  meeting  with  Artur,  Legion’s  avatars claimed  a  noticeable  share  of  the  Dungeons,  since  Max  and  his  cohort couldn’t  be  everywhere,  and  the  other  Apocalypse  Knights,  except  for Kerana  and  Jonn,  weren’t  capable  of  besting  the  legendary  monster.  Still, during that period of time, the Apocalypse Knights managed to destroy the majority  of  revealed  Dungeons,  successfully  putting  off  the  end  of  the world. 

Things  turned  around  shortly  after  that.  A  month  of  monster-hunting and Dungeon-delving under Artur’s new conditions had resulted in a drastic increase in the average Level of the Apocalypse Knights. Max still held  the  lead  at  Level  14,  followed  closely  by  Jonn,  Kerana,  Trisha,  and Sava, at Level 12. The others ranged between Level 9 and Level 11, with Jargal and Flora being the most far along amongst the latter. 

This  meant  that  a  single  invocation  wand  carrying  a  Level  9  and higher Temporal Equalization spell was able to give enough coverage for a pair or even a trio of cohorts, allowing the Apocalypse Knights to extend their reach and claim one Dungeon core after another. 

During the second month, Max spent a lot of time at the command table, scanning through profiles and scouting reports on the various regions and  their  monsters,  before  assigning  the  most  suitable  Apocalypse  Knight cohorts  to  them.  He  also  coordinated  sweeping  cohorts  with  Subotai’s warriors  to  fend  off  Legion’s  avatars.  Some  of  these  cohorts  were  led  by Sava,  who’d  truly  come  into  her  own  as  an  Apocalypse  Knight.  Kerana took charge of the others, and together, the two women and their followers

wreaked horrific carnage on Legion, at one point wiping out nearly thirty of the gray, shadowy imitations in a single pitched battle. 

His  support  staff  grew,  hired  and  paid  for  out  of  his  own  pocket. 

Max amassed clerks, administrators, and analysts, and he even appointed a treasurer  to  manage  the  Apocalypse  Knights’  finances.  He  picked promising members of the Apocalypse Knights, taught them the basics of battlefield  tactics,  and  honed  their  ability  to  think  on  their  feet.  These individuals,  most  of  them  already  Knight  Captains,  he  promoted  even further to the rank of Knight Marshals, his tactical sub-commanders. 

Trisha was the foremost amongst the Knight Marshals. Max found the  Elementalist  extremely  off-putting  on  a  personal  level,  but  he  also recognized her amazingly keen mind and her capacity for cold, unrelenting ruthlessness. Toward the end of the second month, Trisha was spending an equal  amount  of  time  at  the  command  table  as  Max,  the  two  of  them rotating  between  venturing  out  into  the  Apocalypse  Horizon  or  taking command of the Apocalypse Knights. 

 When this is all over, she’ll start her own guild, and no one’s going to be able to challenge her,  Max found himself thinking one night as he left the command tent and went to meet Sava and Corvis before they struck out to another Dungeon.  Except me, of course, but why would I do that? I don’t care about Knight-Errant guilds and the politics of the Errantry Mansion. 

“So what do you care about?” Nesura asked, manifesting above his shoulder  as  the  disembodied  face  of  a  strikingly  beautiful  woman  cast  in crimson  light.  She  had  long,  sweeping  hair  and  a  pair  of  canine  fangs.  It was  her  old  face,  the  same  one  Max  had  seen  upon  their  first  meeting, shortly before he’d cut her head off. The spirit familiar had been able to do this  since  Level  12.  She  still  retained  her  bat  form,  which  now  spent

increasingly  long  periods  of  time  inert  and  dormant  within  Max’s  belt pouch. 

“Right now? I care about sorting this Dungeon out and moving on to  the  next,”  Max  said.  “Then  there  are  those  sightings  of  avatars  around Lothatown to deal with. Apparently, these are all Knight-Errant imitations, probably taken from the two cohorts that went missing in that area.” 

“Yes, yes,” Nesura said, shrugging her nonexistent shoulders. “You know that’s not what I’m referring to. When this is all done, what are you going to care about?” 

“I don’t have time to think about that now,” Max retorted. But the question did come back to haunt him later, and he found himself pondering the answer in the midst of battle against a host of faceless sword-wielding humanoids wearing silver armor. 

Picking  off  a  flurry  of  blades  with  a  Thousandfold  Thread  parry, Max  punched  his  assailant  in  the  face  with  his  enchanted  gauntlet  and churned its blades, which now crackled with lightning. Like his other soul-bound items, the Megalo Maw gauntlet had progressed alongside Max. Its blades could also now be flung like knives up to fifty feet, before hurtling back to nestle once more into readiness at the speed of thought. 

The silver-armored monster was called a sword specter, and it was one  of  several  monster  types  inhabiting  the  Dungeon  named  the  Host  of Swords. As the sword specter crumpled lifelessly onto a floor made up of gray-veined marble, another trio of its kin swarmed forward, their swords held high. 

Garlocke  slammed  into  one  of  the  monsters  and  dismembered  it with  vicious  sweeps  of  his  toe-claws.  Wielding  his  Magus  Staff,  Nesura blasted a hole through the torso of another. Max met the remaining sword

specter  blade-to-blade  with  Stridentsong.  He  hacked  his  way  through  the monster’s defenses within two exchanges and cut it down, cleaving it open from hip to collar. Beside him, Sava swept through an entire cluster of the monsters, her blades slicing skulls in half and severing throats. 

Amidst the carnage, Max took a moment to look at her and marvel at  her  beauty.  Amidst  the  arcs  of  spurting  ichor  and  cascade  of  spilling viscera, Sava looked like a goddess of slaughter. 

For  some  unknown  reason,  the  Cage  of  Tormented  Denial  didn’t curtail Sava’s Technique spell, so she’d claimed it for herself, piercing her body to the marrow with its spikes so that its metallic segments ran along the  bared  flesh  of  her  arms  and  her  neck,  before  trailing  out  of  visibility behind her mail shirt and the rest of her clothing. 

Sava reveled in the pain inflicted by the Cage of Tormented Denial. 

It  filled  her  eyes  with  wild  joy,  and  it  spurred  her  to  greater  heights  of death-dealing. As Max watched, she disemboweled a sword specter, hacked another’s  head  off,  and  thrust  Blood  Drinker  through  a  swirl  of  frantic parries and into a monster’s eye. She laughed as the sword specter shrieked and convulsed in its death throes, and Max couldn’t help but marvel at her beauty. He wanted to watch her kill forever. 

But could he? Sava belonged to the Apocalypse Horizon, and when it unraveled, what would happen to her? What would happen to the Tobers? 

If he cared about anything at all, he cared about  them. 

“We  should  ask  Artur  when  we  see  him  next,”  Nesura  hissed  as Max  cut  down  the  last  of  the  sword  specters  with  Stridentsong.  “Sava belongs by our side. She’s ours! Forever!” 

“Shut up,” Max told her absently as he walked over to Garlocke and gave the raptor an appreciative pat on the flank. At Level 14, Garlocke was

now twice as large as he’d been when Max had first met him, but he still retained  his  ability  to  shrink  down  in  size,  allowing  him  to  move  easily through  tight  or  congested  areas.  The  raptor  was  also  now  able  to  cast  a spell, Flesh Clone, which conjured up to three duplicates of himself. Sava, Corvis,  and  Jargal,  the  last  member  of  his  cohort,  had  ridden  to  this Dungeon on these copies of Garlocke. 

“You’re troubled, Max,” Garlocke observed. He bumped Max softly on  the  shoulder  with  his  snout.  “Don’t  be.  Fight.  Kill.  Eat.  Enjoy.  That’s all.” 

“I’ll  try,  Garlocke.  I’ll  try.”  Max  gave  the  raptor  another affectionate thump on the back before turning to the other members of the cohort. Corvis was hunched over, trying to catch his breath. The Artificer was now Level 13, and he was clad in an ornate suit of plate armor carrying potent enchantments of defense and elemental protection. Max called out to him. “Hey, you alright, Corvis?” 

“Yeah,  I  am,  Max,”  Corvis  said.  “I  just  need  a  moment.  That monster back there nearly took off my head. You saw that, didn’t you?” 

“He did, and so did I,” Sava said, clasping the Artificer on the back. 

“I cut it down before it got you, so there’s nothing to worry about.” 

“You  did,  Sava,  and  I’m  thankful  for  that,”  Corvis  replied,  giving her  an  appreciative  nod.  “But  that  was  too  damn  close.  I’m  by  far  the frailest and most vulnerable member of this cohort, so a single solid hit by one of those damned things is enough to end me.” 

“You’ll be fine, Corvis,” Max said. “We won’t let anything happen to you.” 

“We? Speak for yourself, Khankiller,” Jargal retorted, sheathing his blade  and  rolling  his  shoulders.  The  Hunnite  was  breathing  hard  as  well, 

having employed his speedy but physically taxing style of swordsmanship against the monsters. Like Sava, he’d caught up with Max at Level 14. “I’m barely keeping up with these monsters as is. I don’t know if I can cover for someone else.” 

“You  won’t  have  to,”  Corvis  said.  “I’ll  pull  my  weight.  Just  you see.” 

“I’m  not  saying  you  aren’t  pulling  your  weight  right  now,  Master Tober,” Jargal said hurriedly as both Max and Sava frowned at him. “Your battle  enchantments  are  fantastic!  We’d  have  had  a  much  more  difficult time against that last swarm if it weren’t for them.” 

“You’re  very  welcome.”  Corvis  grinned,  bumping  fists  with  the Hunnite.  For  some  inexplicable  reason,  Corvis  and  Jargal  got  along extremely well. The Hunnite also fared favorably with Beatrice and Aldo, often visiting the Tobers and barbequing haunches of meat for them in the cooking pit outside their tent. Max, in contrast, had angered Beatrice, who’d undoubtedly blamed him for calling her husband back to war. 

“Why can’t he just keep doing what he did for you, Max?” Beatrice had asked, after managing to catch him alone one evening in the command tent.  “Why  can’t  Corvis  just  be  there  for  you  as  a  friend  to  keep  you grounded and in touch with your humanity? Is that not enough? You have all these Knights-Errant at your beck and call. Did you really need him to fight by your side?” 

“He’s  free  to  stay  behind,  Beatrice...”  Max  had  begun,  only  for Corvis’s wife to cut him off with a wave of her hand. 

“You know that’s not going to happen, Max, not now, after all the Dungeons  he’s  accompanied  you  into.  He’s  not  going  to  abandon  you.” 

Beatrice had sighed, her eyes shining with unshed tears. “He’ll follow you

to the pits of hell. That’s just who he is, and that’s why I love him so much, but that’s also why I spend nights worrying and crying myself to sleep when he’s out there with you. I hope you’re proud of yourself, Max.” 

“Weak, pathetic Mundane,” Nesura whispered. “Don’t let thoughts of  her  distract  you,  Max.  Corvis  is  a  formidable  member  of  your  cohort. 

That is what’s most important. The Mundane woman can keep crying about it.” 

“Shut up,” he told her again, suddenly wondering if he’d been lying to himself. Did he really care about Corvis and his family? They’d always been his singular connection to light and sanity during his days of despair, but now, those days were over, replaced by the thrill of combat, the wonders of  spell-casting,  and  the  intrigues  of  warfare.  He  didn’t   need  Corvis anymore,  not  as  a  friend  in  that  sense.  Neither  had  he  ever  really  needed Corvis  to  take  the  field  after  getting  a  Soul  Lens,  since  even  then,  the Apocalypse  Knights  had  plenty  of  Defenders  or  Elementalists  who  could mimic many of the Artificer’s spells and abilities with their own. And now, with  the  Apocalypse  Knights’  numbers  having  swelled  in  the  last  month, Corvis’s presence in a Dungeon was far less necessary. 

Yet Max had regularly asked him to come along. Corvis wasn’t too far away from attaining Level 14, and Max was excited to see his progress and  witness  the  evolution  of  his  battle  enchantments  and  Fabrication abilities. He wanted to know if... 

His  thoughts  trailed  off  as  a  realization  occurred  to  him.  Had  he really  manipulated  Corvis  into  taking  arms  up  once  again  simply  because he’d been curious about the Artificer Classification and wanted to see it in action? He registered an instinctual urge within him to recoil at the idea, to rationalize and justify why he’d taken his best friend from his family and brought  him  into  danger,  but  Max  knew...  he  knew  that  any  such  efforts

would  concoct  only  futile  lies,  and  he  hated  lying  to  himself  more  than anything else. 

 Yes,  he  admitted  to  himself.  I  dragged  him  out  here  the  first  time because I wanted to see what his Classification was capable of. And I keep bringing him with me because I want to see what else it can do. 

Max  also  knew  that  the  very  notion  of  what  he’d  done  should provoke  horror  and  self-disgust  within  him,  but  he  didn’t,  and  he  didn’t believe it was because his time in the Apocalypse Horizon had changed him in any fundamental way, either. He’d always been like this, flourishing only in  the  midst  of  chaos  and  carnage.  Manipulating  Corvis  was  the  least  of what he was capable of. 

Max looked at Sava again. She gave him a bright smile. Trickles of blood oozed from where the Cage of Tormented Denial visibly pierced her flesh.  Love  and  adoration  blazed  in  her  eyes.  He  returned  her  smile  and brushed a stray lock of dark hair from her eyes. 

“Come, Max. I want to kill,” she said breathily. “I want to kill some more.” 

Corvis cast the Duelist a strange look. He’d made it clear to Max a while  ago  that  he  found  Sava’s  speech  and  behavior  disturbing,  and  he hadn’t  been  the  only  one.  Several  Apocalypse  Knights  had  discreetly reported  to  him  how  they’d  found  Sava  prowling  the  edges  of  the  base camp, shrieking incoherently and waving her blades at empty air. But she’d not hurt a single Apocalypse Knight so far, and she’d more than proven her prowess in killing monsters and avatars and leading cohorts, so the Duelist remained revered and respected amongst her comrades-in-arms. 

Max  didn’t  share  any  of  their  concerns.  The  Apocalypse  Horizon had broken Sava, turning her from a cold, bitter, and proud woman into his

devoted instrument of slaughter. In his youth, he’d maybe loved the Sava of the main timeline. She was beyond the portal now, and he could go to her at any moment, but he knew all she would give him were dismissive words, disappointed glares, and biting contempt. 

The Sava standing before him right now would kill entire worlds to please  him.  She  was  war  and  fire,  blood  and  death.  She  was  beautiful beyond measure, and she loved him. He wouldn’t have her any other way, and  he  didn’t  want  to  lose  her,  Apocalypse  Horizon  and  the  end  of  the world be damned. 

“Khankiller! Your Death Maiden seeks more blood!” Jargal roared. 

He jerked his head toward the depths of the Dungeon. The Host of Swords had  turned  out  to  be  an  ornate  temple  with  white  stone  walls,  marbled floors,  and  columnar  pillars.  Large  tablets  interspersed  throughout  its interior carried etchings of humanoid silhouettes being put to the sword in all manner of horrific ways. 

“Let us oblige her, shall we?” the Hunnite continued. He raised his blade and laughed. “I’m in the mood for much more killing myself!” 

“Damned maniacs,” Corvis said, chuckling. He patted Garlocke and fell  into  formation  as  Max  led  the  cohort  onward.  “Alright.  Let’s  get  this over with. I want to get back to Beatrice and Aldo as soon as I can.” 
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Chapter 25







Fourth Month of the Apocalypse Horizon:

The Dominion was a very large place, Max found himself thinking as he leaned back in his chair at the command tent. Of course, he already knew that, having previously aspired to be one of the nation’s ten Oligarchs, but  he  hadn’t  really  thought  about  just  how  many  regions  its  territory encompassed. 

 Just over a thousand towns, and it seems like there’ll be a Dungeon in each of them,  he thought, scratching his jaw as he studied the largest Soul Lens screen hovering above the command table. The screen carried a map of the Dominion, broken down by regions and bearing a host of color-coded annotations. The most prominent set of annotations took the form of red and green patches, with green showing regions where the Apocalypse Knights had  triumphed  and  established  a  clock  tower,  while  red  marked  where Legion had prevailed and claimed a Dungeon core for itself. 

As of now, the Apocalypse Knights held the advantage, taking six out  of  every  ten  Dungeon  cores  for  themselves.  But  the  situation  was tenuous  at  best.  The  latest  reports  from  Subotai’s  Scouts  claimed  that Legion was now Level 24, which meant that its avatars outclassed Max, the highest-Level  Apocalypse  Knight,  at  Level  22.  It  also  meant  that  Legion had  two  hundred  and  forty  avatars  running  amok  through  the  Apocalypse Horizon. Thanks to recruitment surges and fresh reinforcements from both Irvin  Vaustika  and  the  Hunnite  Khagan,  the  Apocalypse  Knights  still

outnumbered  Legion,  but  new  recruits  came  at  Level  4  at  most,  which meant  they  all  needed  to  spend  weeks,  if  not  an  entire  month,  hunting monsters before they would become operationally relevant. 

 Which  requires  supervision,  training,  and  consolidation,  all  of which take away from the number of active Apocalypse Knights I can field, Max thought. He sipped at the mug of bitter tea in his hand and glanced at the stack of profile screens. There were at least seventy of them, and they all belonged to new recruits.  I’ll have Jonn handle those later. 

As  the  Apocalypse  Knights  grew  in  number  and  their  endeavors escalated  in  scale,  the  various  Captains  had  fallen  into  roles  that  best aligned with their abilities. Jonn, for instance, was a formidable warrior and Dungeon-delver,  but  he  also  excelled  at  training  new  recruits,  supervising monster hunts, and increasing the Levels of his charges. Max had conferred the title of Captain-Castellan to him and given him free reign on all affairs pertaining to recruitment, induction, and training. 

Trisha  Weis  had  demonstrated  a  prodigious  capacity  for  military tactics  and  strategic  planning,  nearly  rivaling  Max’s.  If  she’d  joined  the Enforcers,  Max  had  no  doubt  she  would  have  become  a  Lady  General  in time.  As  High  Marshal  of  the  Apocalypse  Knights  and  Max’s  second-in-command, she took charge of the Knight Marshals, who in turn each led a host  of  Knight  Captains  and  their  cohorts.  Trisha  also  took  the  field frequently,  using  her  potent  spells  to  rain  massive  boulders  upon  her  foes and tear the very ground apart beneath their feet. 

Flora Truesteel, thanks to her family connections and her keen mind for numbers and logistics, had become the Apocalypse Knights’ Liaison to the  Truesteel  clan  and  Quartermaster.  The  Truesteel  Patriarch  and  Flora’s father,  Mikhail  Truesteel,  had  been  overjoyed  at  how  the  partnership between his family and the Apocalypse swelled his coffers and empowered

his daughter. At Level 20, Flora was capable of instantly healing the most grievous of wounds, unraveling potent magical diseases and ailments, and projecting magical barriers the size of small buildings. Upon her return to her  family  after  the  Apocalypse  Horizon,  the  Truesteel  clan  would  reign supreme  within  the  Errantry  Mansion,  by  virtue  of  wealth  and  sheer, unadulterated power. 

Jargal and Subotai, the former swift and elusive and the latter fierce and  unrelenting,  had  become  the  Huntmasters  of  the  Apocalypse  Knights, responsible  for  tracking,  corralling,  and  killing  Legion’s  avatars.  Over  the last  two  months,  the  legendary  monster  had  slain  its  fair  share  of Apocalypse Knights and assumed their forms, creating avatars that fought with  weapons  and  spells  instead  of  claws  and  fangs.  The  Hunnites  had taken  to  calling  these  “shadows”,  a  fitting  term  for  the  gray,  dead-eyed imitations  of  those  who’d  been  killed  by  Legion.  Destroying  shadows yielded Carnage Shards instead of Victory Shards, and so the Hunnites had progressed in their Carnage Classifications more so than their main ones. 

 Jargal is a Level 22 Warmonger, while Subotai is Level 19. Both of them are also Level 14 Torturers, and so are a third of their Scouts, with the rest being Desecrators and Afflictors in equal numbers,  Max mused.  When this  is  over,  the  Khagan  will  have  a  regiment  of  powerful  Knights-Errant specializing  in  killing  other  Knights-Errant.  If  he  starts  another  war,  the Dominion is going to have a bad time. 

Or  would  it?  Irvin  Vaustika’s  Praetorians  had  fervently  applied themselves  and  ascended  in  Levels  and  power  nearly  as  swiftly  as  their Hunnite  counterparts.  Many  promising  Knight  Captains  and  Knight Marshals had risen from their number, which wasn’t surprising, since all of them  were  graduates  from  one  Valerisen  military  college  or  another.  The

Praetorians  comprised  most  of  Trisha’s  command,  which  resulted  in  the crafty and scheming Elementalist catching Irvin Vaustika’s eye. 

“A  Lady  General  would  suit  my  purposes  as  well  as  a  Lord General,”  the  Prince  had  taunted  Max  during  another  of  their  meetings. 

Max had brushed him off. He didn’t care if Vaustika ultimately chose Trisha to  murder  his  peers  and  make  him  the  Valerisen  Emperor.  Neither  did  he care  if  Trisha  ended  up  turning  the  tables  on  the  Prince  and  ascending  to Empress  herself  instead.  The  Elementalist  had  proven  to  be  a  brutal  and ruthless  wielder  of  power,  but  also  an  effective  and  efficient  leader.  The Dominion could do a lot worse with her as its unchallenged, eternal ruler. 

And  eternal  she  would  be,  it  seemed.  Upon  ascending  past  Level 20,  Max  had  realized  that  he  no  longer  needed  to  eat,  drink,  or  sleep. 

According to Nesura, neither would he age any further. As far as she knew, the highest Level any Cosmic Challenger had ever ascended to was 12, and he  was  now  far  past  that.  He  was  still  human,  Nesura  had  said,  with  a human  soul,  but  thanks  to  the  unthinkable  quantities  of  cosmic  energy suffusing his very being, he was now as timeless as any Dungeon monster. 

Trisha was the same Level as him, so if she did murder Vaustika and seize the nation for herself, she would be its God-Empress, and good for her. 

If  Max  did  succeed  in  resolving  the  Apocalypse  Horizon,  and another war did unfold between the Khanate and the Dominion, it would be fought with Level 99 Knights-Errant, and the power they wielded would lay waste  to  the  world.  Millions,  if  not  billions,  would  die.  And  even  in  the unlikely  event  that  peace  did  persist,  the  aftermath  of  the  Apocalypse Horizon  would  irrevocably  alter  human  society,  with  Mundanes  truly becoming  subservient  to  immensely  powerful  Knights-Errant,  who  would bestow upon them all manner of degradations, horrors, or beneficences in accordance with their whims. 

But strangely enough, Max found himself not caring very much if that were the case. In fact, he didn’t quite see himself in the picture at all. 

He  looked  back  at  the  map,  and  he  realized  he’d  started  looking  to  the future, past all of this. He’d begun casting his gaze  beyond this world. 

“Looking  a  bit  too  far  ahead,  are  we  now?”  Nesura  said,  from across the command table. The spirit familiar was now able to manifest her previous form as a solid construct of crimson light: a crimson incarnation, she  called  it.  She  looked  exactly  like  how  Max  remembered  when  they’d first met in the Feast of Dusk: beautiful and horrifying in equal measure, the unrealistically and implausibly perfect curves of her body sheathed in strips of blood-hued chain links that left nothing to the imagination. 

Max sighed, then chuckled to himself. 

“What?” she demanded. 

“I liked it better when you were just a bat,” he said truthfully. 

“Too bad!” Nesura snapped, shaking her fist. “I’m getting closer to regaining my true form, Max! And when I do...” 

“I  know,  I  know.  “  Max  rolled  his  eyes.  “You’ll  kill  me  and  take Sava  for  yourself.  She’d  probably  kill  you,  though.  And  then  what?  You come back as  her familiar this time? Is that even possible?” 

“We’ll  have  to  find  out,  won’t  we?”  Nesura  reached  over  and tapped the Transcendent Gem set into the table meaningfully. “Another ten or so Levels, and then...” 


“Yes,  we’ll  give  it  a  shot.  I  already  promised  you  I  would,”  Max said. Spirit familiars were bound to their masters permanently, but with the Transcendent  Gem  and  enough  cosmic  energy,  it  might  be  possible  for Nesura to regain her autonomy from Max and be transmigrated into a full Knight-Errant. He would lose the immense utility she’d brought to him as

his familiar, but he felt he owed her enough to restore her freedom. Or try to, at least. “Besides, we’ll need to ascend ten or more Levels first, so who’s looking a bit too far ahead now?” 

“Not  as  far  ahead  as  you  are,”  Nesura  retorted.  She  jabbed  her finger  at  the  map.  “You’re  waging  a  war  right  now,  and  you’re  already thinking  about  the  countless  thousands  more  you’ll  face  across  myriad universes.” 

Max  took  another  sip  of  his  tea  and  looked  around  his  command tent.  It  was  three  hours  after  midnight,  so  only  a  quarter  of  his  full complement  of  advisors,  administrators,  and  assistants  were  present,  each of them manning one of the several dozen extensions of his command table lined  up  along  the  walls  of  the  tent.  A  few  of  his  staff  glanced  over  their shoulders at him, only to shrug and look back to their work unconcernedly. 

Everyone had gotten used to Nesura and the disturbing things she said by now. 

One of the screens caught his eye. It showed Sava slicing through a horde  of  gigantic  mole-like  monsters  with  her  blades.  She  always maintained an open connection to the command table whenever she struck out to a Dungeon without Max. An annotation at the top of the screen read:



 Winding Pits

 Level 21

 Cohort Leader: Sava Saree (Level 21 Duelist)



Sava finished off her foes and threw her head back, reveling in the ichor  and  scattered  body  parts  that  rained  down  all  around  her.  Over  her

shoulder,  Max  saw  the  other  members  of  her  cohort  gaping  in  awe.  She noticed his regard then, and shot him a smile. 

“We’re almost done here,” Sava said. “I’ll be home soon.” 

“Good.” Max smiled back at her. “See you in a bit.” 

Sava nodded and turned her attention back to the Dungeon, while Max looked at the map again. Milvatown stood out to him. He’d considered making his way straight to Pureheart’s Sacrifice from there. Nesura could definitely cover the distance with her wings now, but Max had dropped the plan,  opting  instead  to  play  things  out  Artur’s  way  and  accrue  even  more power in the process. 

 Right now, I’m winning, so there’s no reason not to stay the course, he thought, before buckling down and setting his mind to the task at hand, which revolved around Legion. If the legendary monster was now Level 24, any  Apocalypse  Knights  that  encountered  its  avatars  or  shadows  would likely lose the fight or win with heavy casualties. 

He had a few options. The first was to launch another focused hunt for  Legion’s  puppets  and  cull  as  many  of  them  as  possible,  forcing  it  to withdraw and recuperate its numbers. Max didn’t like the idea. He’d pulled off  several  successful  hunts  before  and  bought  the  Apocalypse  Knights several days of unimpeded Dungeon-delving or monster-hunting time, but he’d  lost  people  during  each  hunt,  and  he  would  lose  far  more  this  time going up against a Level 24 Legion. 

If he wanted to prevent horrendous losses, if not an outright defeat, he  would  also  have  to  pull  far  too  many  Apocalypse  Knights  from  the Dungeons for the hunt. There were hundreds of Dungeons now active, and they had to be destroyed by the end of the month, which was just over three

weeks away. Max didn’t know if he could afford to divert any manpower from them and still stay on schedule. 

The  second  option  was  to  escalate  Dungeon-delving  efforts.  That would keep the Apocalypse Knights on track toward their main goal, while also denying Legion Dungeon cores. But Legion didn’t need cores to grow in  power,  and  the  stronger  it  became,  the  more  danger  it  posed  to  the Apocalypse Knights and the more victims it would claim. If it gained a few more Levels, a hundred avatars striking the base camp would overwhelm its defenses and kill him, spelling the swift beginning of the end of everything. 

 No.  I  can’t  go  after  it  with  a  huge  force.  I  can’t  afford  to  leave  it alone  either,  he  thought,  drumming  his  fingers  over  the  surface  of  the command table. But perhaps he could go with a compromise between the two: holding a rapid-reaction force in reserve that could be deployed against Legion’s avatars wherever they showed up. 

It  was  very  possible,  he  realized.  Thanks  to  the  Apocalypse Knights,  the  Truesteel  clan  had  prospered,  and  in  return,  they’d  funneled significant  portions  of  their  wealth  into  their  runic  research,  refining  the abilities of their craftsmen to create more powerful and versatile enchanted items. Max had commissioned and purchased many of the Truesteel clan’s new creations. 

Most of them had been upgrades to and extensions of his command table, but one of them had been what the Apocalypse Knights had called a Reinforcement  Portal.  It  took  the  form  of  a  small  glass  sphere  that  when broken, brought a portal into existence. A single Apocalypse Knight could emerge  from  that  portal  if  he  stepped  upon  a  Warp  Dais  attuned  to  the sphere. Max had made sure that every Knight Captain carried at least one Reinforcement  Portal  on  their  persons  at  all  times.  Sometimes,  a  single additional  Apocalypse  Knight  with  the  right  spells  or  enchanted  items

would make all the difference in a sticky Dungeon situation or when facing a particularly tricky warden. 

That  single  Apocalypse  Knight  would  be  of  little  help  to  a  cohort band waylaid by higher-Level Legion avatars, though. Max polished off the last  of  his  tea,  put  his  mug  down,  and  sighed.  He’d  have  to  push  the Truesteel clan harder to make improvements to the Reinforcement Portals. 

“Or you could ask Corvis and see what he and his people can do,” 

Nesura pointed out. 

“That’s a good idea,” Max agreed. Corvis was now Level 18, and Max  had  decided  to  keep  him  within  the  base  camp,  partly  because  he’d wanted  Corvis  to  stay  safe  and  spend  as  much  time  as  possible  with  his family,  and  also  because  he’d  seen  all  he  wanted  of  the  Artificer Classification. 

Moreover,  Corvis  wasn’t  the  only  Artificer  around  anymore.  Fifty out  of  the  five  hundred  youths  Vaustika  had  brought  into  the  Apocalypse Horizon  had  manifested  Soul  Lenses,  which  was  an  astoundingly  huge number. Beyond the portal, there would be roughly one Knight-Errant for every  thousand  Mundanes.  Things  were  different  here,  likely  thanks  to Artur, Max suspected. Of the fifty new Knights-Errant, seven of them had chosen  the  Artificer  Classification,  and  Max  had  promptly  placed  them under Corvis’s supervision. 

These days, apart from the odd monster-hunt, the Artificers worked tirelessly  to  repair  and  enhance  the  Apocalypse  Knights’  equipment  and enchanted items. The Truesteel clan had been a bit leery about this potential detriment  to  their  revenue,  but  Max  had  gotten  them  to  hire  the  young Artificers as their employees, so that they got paid a handsome wage while

the  Truesteel  clan  received  the  full  payments  for  any  work  that  Corvis’s team did. 

Max’s  efforts  had  won  him  back  somewhat  into  Beatrice’s  good graces,  but  that  wasn’t  the  most  important  benefit  of  deploying  Corvis  at base camp. The Artificers were able to repair enchanted items in a matter of one  or  two  days,  while  the  Truesteel  clan’s  craftsmen  could  take  up  to weeks. The former had also come up with more than a few truly innovative runic  designs,  so  Max  could  definitely  do  much  worse  than  turning  the Reinforcement Portals over to them for research and eventual improvement. 

The  Artificer  Classification  wasn’t  the  only  new  one  that  had emerged within the Apocalypse Horizon either. Several Spirit Binders had appeared amongst the youths, and they’d swiftly acquired spirit familiars of their own, along with a host of soul-bound spirit beasts like Garlocke. There were  also  a  few  who  acquired  the  Marksman  Classification,  becoming specialists in bows and crossbows like Sava was with the blade. A pair of young girls emerged as Leafweavers, with spells that conjured, controlled, and weaponized plant life. 

Max  idly  pondered  their  potential  deployment,  but  after  a  few moments, he decided to put aside such considerations for later. The youths were  still  learning  how  to  use  their  Soul  Lenses,  and  after  that,  they  still needed to hunt monsters and increase their Level before they would be of any relevance. 

 No  Arcanists,  though,  he  thought,  stretching  the  muscles  of  his neck.  No Duelists either. 

“Like  I  told  you,  the  Duelist  Classification  is  fairly  rare,”  Nesura said, picking up and commenting on his thoughts in her usual fashion. “The Arcanist Classification is perhaps the rarest one of all. In all the eons since

the  advent  of  the  first  Cosmic  Crucible,  there  have  been  fewer  Arcanists than I can count on one human hand.” 

“One human ha...” Max’s words died in his mouth as Nesura rolled her  eyes.  In  her  previous  life,  the  spirit  familiar  had  been  some  kind  of creature called a Lamian Blood Queen, or so she claimed. Flora and Jonn had already confided in Max that the proper term was “vampire”, not unlike the  Strigoi  Vampire  Scion  he’d  fought  in  the  Feast  of  Dusk.  Whatever Nesura had been, it had six fingers on each hand. She drummed them across the command table emphatically. 

Max noticed one of the screens above the command table flashing, then.  He  expanded  it  with  a  thought  and  brought  it  to  the  forefront,  and Marina  Trist’s  face  appeared.  The  Elementalist  that  had  mentored  Max during his first days as a Knight-Errant had returned to fight by his side, and she’d risen swiftly to the rank and responsibilities of a Knight Captain. 

“Max!”  Marina  said,  her  eyes  widening  in  surprise.  She  was  a petite, dark haired woman with a round face and a ready smile. That smile was  nowhere  to  be  seen  now,  though.  Marina’s  features  were  paler  than usual, and a faint sheen of sweat coated her cheeks. 

“Marina,” Max acknowledged. “Report.” 

“I  didn’t  think  I  was  going  to  reach  you!  I  thought  my  Knight Marshal would answer instead,” she blurted. 

Max glanced at the screens stacked behind hers. They were rimmed in red. 

“Vandread’s dead,” he said. “So are all the other cohorts under his command. That’s why you got routed to me.” 

“Damn  it!”  Marina  cried,  her  voice  breaking  in  fear.  “They’re coming for us, Max! Those damned gray monsters! They’re  fourteen Levels

higher than us! My cohort already lost Rupert and Haley! Only Felix and I are left!” 

Max extended his will to her screen. 



 Vortex of Thorns

 Level 16

 Cohort Leader: Marina Trist (Level 16 Elementalist)



“I’ll be right there,” he promised, getting to his feet. More surprise filled  Marina’s  eyes,  along  with  a  faint  glimmer  of  hope.  The  latter  fled quickly, leaving grim resignation behind, and she shook her head. 

“You won’t get a cohort here in time, Max,” she said. “We’re thirty regions away from base camp and in the middle of a Dungeon.” 

“I’m not bringing a cohort,” Max replied, thinking now was as good a  time  as  any  to  test  his  plan  to  deploy  rapid-reaction  measures  against Legion. “You have a Reinforcement Portal. Use it. Now.” 

“What?  You’re  coming  by  yourself?”  Marina  gasped.  “No,  Max! 

Those things will kill you! You can’t—“

“Do it, Knight Captain,” Max snapped, cutting her off. “That’s an order.” 

Marina gulped and nodded. She retrieved the sphere from her ring of holding and hurled it to her feet. The screen above the command table flickered momentarily from the sudden surge of magical energy around her. 

“Stand by,” Max instructed, before folding her screen and shunting it away to a corner above the command table. He pointed to one of the four nearby clerks looking at him, their jaws agape and brows furrowed in worry

at the situation. “You. Vickers. Tell Sava I had to head out for a bit when she gets back here. And tell her I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 

“Yes,  sir,”  Vickers  said,  snapping  a  clumsy  salute.  In  another lifetime,  such  a  gesture  would  have  annoyed  Max.  Now,  it  served  as  a welcome reminder that those days were long gone, and new, infinitely more exciting ones stretched beyond him. 

“Good man.” Max patted Vickers’s shoulder as he strode past him and exited the command tent, with Nesura in tow. The spirit familiar had a doubtful grimace on her crimson face. 

“So...  I’m  reading  your  thoughts  now.  Your  only  plan  is  to  fight Legion’s puppets, whether they’re avatars or shadows, and kill them. Is that right?” she asked, melding her form into his so that she became little more than a crimson face hovering above his left shoulder. 

“It  is.”  Max  turned  to  the  Warp  Dais  tents  and  began  jogging  in their  direction.  As  he  covered  the  few  dozen  strides  that  would  take  him there, he tapped the metal band around his wrist, commanding his armor to manifest around him. 

Midnight  blue  plates  of  enchanted  steel  slid  into  place  across  his chest and shoulders. A gorget wove around his neck. Cuisses and greaves encased  his  legs.  He  clenched  his  left  fist  briefly.  The  blades  upon  his gauntlet’s knuckles whirred and spun for the span of a heartbeat, filling the night with a brief, metallic whine. 

And then the runic enchantments of his armor kicked in, cording his limbs  with  strength,  heightening  his  senses,  and  infusing  his  movements with  swiftness.  His  armor  had  undergone  numerous  improvements  and enhancements since he first purchased it at Level 4. 



 Midnight Sun: Crafted item

 +22 Full-Plate Armor

 Fortification +16, Ease +11, Summoning Equip, Inherent Prowess

 +8, Focusing +5, Clarity +5, Magnification +2



The  Inherent  Prowess  enchantment  added  eight  points  to  all  his physical attributes, while the Focusing and Clarity ones enhanced his Mana regeneration rate and reduced the Mana cost of his spells respectively. The Magnification  enchantment  boosted  the  effects  of  all  magical  items integrated  into  his  armor  twofold,  which  meant  that  his  Megalo  Maw gauntlet and Amplification Sheath were now twice as potent. 

Max burst into the fourth tent from the right. It contained the Warp Dais attuned to the Reinforcement Portals. A clerk was in there, scribbling in his notebook and muttering to himself about rips in the tent. He jumped at the sight of Max and attempted another clumsy salute. 

“Sir?” the clerk asked. “Is something wrong?” 

“No.” Max approached the Warp Dais. Stridentsong flashed into his grasp. 

 

 Stridentsong: Soul-bound weapon

 Dueling sword +22

 Keen  +11,  Sure  +8,  Sundering  +8,  Projection  +4,  Void  Edge  +1, Swift +12



Its hilt had become even more ornate, and its blade had lengthened by a quarter of an inch. By any measure, it would have been an overly long, 

unwieldy  blade,  but  Max  was  still  a  Swordmaster  of  the  Strident Swordpath,  even  if  he  wasn’t  nearly  as  skilled  in  it  as  Sava.  Stridentsong was an instrument of death in his hands, especially now that its Void Edge enhancement allowed him to render its blade incorporeal for the briefest of instances  to  ghost  through  his  foes’  defenses  before  returning  to  bitter, biting materiality in their flesh. 

He  twirled  his  sword,  loosening  his  wrist,  then  stepped  onto  the Warp Dais. Blue light filled his vision. 
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Max emerged from the portal and spotted Marina and Felix almost immediately.  They  were  nearly  a  hundred  strides  away,  surrounded  by  a host of bipedal creatures with torsos of mossy bark and limbs of writhing, thorn-laden vines. A quartet of grayish humanoids nearby, content to behold the two Apocalypse Knights’ demise. 

“Legion shadows,” Nesura said, scanning one of them. 



 Legion: Level 24

 Warmonger Avatar

 NO FURTHER INFORMATION AVAILABLE



“Don’t bother,” Max told her. Legion’s creatures yielded little more than  their  Levels  to  Soul  Lens  scans.  In  the  case  of  shadows,  however,  a scan  would  reveal  the  Classifications  of  the  Apocalypse  Knights  they imitated. That was better than nothing, but not by much. 

He raced across the Dungeon’s floor, which seemed to be made up of  colossal  tubes  of  spiked  vines  that  stretched  beyond  eyeshot.  False sunlight  fell  from  above,  filtered  through  an  impossible  canopy  of  lush green leaves. Incessant insectile chittering and nerve-grating birdsong filled the air. Perhaps this Dungeon’s theme was that of a jungle. Max had never

been in a real one before, though he’d read of how they swarmed across the Banelar Kingdom’s coastlines. 

 No time to think about that now.  Max closed the distance between him  and  the  Apocalypse  Knights  in  the  span  of  a  heartbeat.  Stridentsong sang out, cleaving a cluster of the vine monsters in half. Lightning lashed out from the sword’s arc, felling another five. He punched a monster in the chest and churned the blades of his gauntlet, ripping its torso into shards of bark and clumps of moss. 

Nesura  manifested  hands  of  crimson  light,  leveled  Max’s  Magus Staff, and blasted Firebolts from its tip. The flaming projectiles tore through the remainder of the vine monsters and set them ablaze, reducing them to little more than wisps of ash in the blink of an eye. 

“Max!”  Felix  cried  out  in  relief.  “Thank  the  Verdant  Gods  you’re here!” 

“No,” Nesura corrected the young Infiltrator. She gestured at Max. 

“Thank  him.” 

Max gave him a brisk nod, then turned to Legion’s shadows. They were  already  charging  forward,  the  Warmonger  amongst  them  leveling  a pair  of  handaxes.  The  Infiltrator  reversed  its  grip  on  its  dagger,  then vanished  from  sight.  Behind  them,  the  Defender  preceded  their  advance with  a  Rolling  Deca  Shield,  a  spell  Defenders  acquired  at  Level  20.  It projected a magical barrier that traveled with its creator. The fourth Legion shadow  was  another  Warmonger,  taking  the  rear  of  the  formation  with  a halberd in its hands. 

 No  point  casting  spells  at  them  now,   Max  thought.  I  won’t  be breaking through that barrier before they close into melee. 

“Go! Get out of here!” Max instructed Felix and Marina. He tossed them a miniature cottage, one of the five sanctuary items he’d purchased. 

“Get some distance and hide in it! I’ll come find you later!” 

The  Elementalist  didn’t  hesitate.  She  mouthed  a  silent  gasp  of thanks, grabbed Felix by the upper arm, and began pulling him away. The Infiltrator resisted momentarily. 

“We can’t let you fight those things alone!” Felix insisted. “They’re all two Levels higher than you!” 

Smoke  poured  from  Max’s  belt  pouch,  billowing  out  into  an  inky cloud from which Garlocke emerged. The raptor had chosen to manifest as a ten-foot tall, bipedal lizard with sleek, graceful forelimbs that terminated in  arcing  blades.  Plates  of  ebon-hued  bony  armor  encased  his  torso  and skull.  Max  nodded  in  approval.  At  Level  22,  Garlocke  had  a  myriad  of different  forms  which  he  could  assume.  His  battleblade  aspect  would  be perfect  for  dealing  with  Legion  shadows.  Garlocke  cast  Flesh  Clone, conjuring  three  duplicates  of  himself  that  reared  and  hissed  at  the approaching shadows, before giving Felix a sidelong glance. 

“He isn’t alone,” the raptor rumbled. 

Felix  gulped,  and  without  another  word,  he  turned  and  fled  with Marina,  disappearing  into  the  depths  of  the  Dungeon.  Max  knew  the shadows wouldn’t go after them, not when they had a much more valuable prize at hand: him. 

Garlocke’s  flesh  clones  charged  out  ahead  and  hammered  into  the Deca  Shield,  pulping  their  bodies  against  the  potent  magical  barrier  but scattering it into shards of light in the process. Garlocke surged through the crumbling remains of his clones and hacked his forelimbs at the Warmonger

shadow. It blocked the raptor’s blades with its own, while the Defender and halberd-wielding Warmonger charged past and fell upon Max. 

Nesura spat gobbets of hissing blood at the Defender. The shadow raised its round shield to catch the crimson projectiles, allowing Max to stab under its raised arm and bury Stridentsong’s tip into its gut. He pivoted on his lead left foot and brought his blade across, disemboweling the shadow even  as  he  swept  his  gauntlet  out  to  smash  aside  the  halberd  descending upon his skull. 

But  shadows  didn’t  feel  pain.  The  Defender  hardly  registered  the ropes of intestines pouring from the ruins of its abdomen. It hacked out with the  falchion  in  its  right  hand.  Max  parried  the  cut  with  Stridentsong,  but instead  of  riposting,  he  fell  into  a  low  crouch.  Twinned  blades  flickered momentarily  into  visibility  as  they  scissored  through  where  his  spine  had been an instant ago. 

Nesura hurled a Jolting Arc at the Infiltrator’s form before it faded fully  from  view.  The  lightning  bolt  caught  the  shadow  in  the  chest  and staggered  it  backward,  causing  its  limbs  to  convulse  spasmodically.  Max surged  to  his  feet,  picked  apart  another  halberd  blow  with  an  Iron  Aegis Block,  and  met  the  Defender’s  shield-bash  with  his  gauntlet.  He  set  the blades on his palm whirling. They dug into the face of the shadow’s shield and tore it away from its owner’s grasp. 

The  shield  fell  apart  into  shadowy  motes  as  it  left  the  Defender. 

Anything  leaving  the  possession  of  a  shadow  did  the  same,  be  it  an enchanted  sword,  staff,  or  helmet.  Perhaps  it  was  because  they  weren’t actually enchanted items, but extensions of the shadows’ bodies. 

Max  lunged  with  Stridentsong,  past  the  blade  of  the  halberd-wielding  Warmonger,  forcing  it  to  attempt  a  parry  with  the  shaft  of  its

weapon. Instead of completing the lunge, he reversed his grip on his sword as  he  darted  forward  and  hurled  it  into  the  Defender’s  throat  with  an underarm toss. Stridentsong punched through the shadow’s neck, severing its spine. The Defender clattered to its knees and slumped over. 

His right hand now free, Max seized the shaft of the Warmonger’s halberd.  He  knew  better  than  to  try  to  wrestle  the  weapon  away  from  its owner.  Warmongers  attained  the  Greater  Prowess  spell  when  they  got  to Level  20,  which  enhanced  their  physical  attributes  even  more  than  the original Prowess spell. Max had copied Greater Prowess with Arcane Flux, but he rarely used it. Greater Prowess caused pain to its user while it was active, and it had a prodigious Mana cost, especially as a Flux spell. Canny Warmongers only used it in short bursts or as a desperate measure, lest they find themselves drained by Greater Prowess’s cost or distracted by the pain it inflicted. 

Legion  shadows  had  no  such  concerns,  neither  feeling  pain  nor demonstrating  any  limit  to  their  Mana  reserves,  which  meant  that  the Warmonger facing Max now was definitely using Greater Prowess and was undoubtedly much stronger than him. Still, he gave the halberd shaft in his right hand a hefty tug, feinting an attempt to disarm the shadow. 

The creature took the bait, tightening its grasp upon its weapon and yanking  the  halberd  forcefully  away  from  Max.  But  Max  had  already released  his  grip  on  the  shaft.  Unexpectedly  bereft  of  resistance,  the Warmonger  staggered  back,  briefly  off-balance.  Max  summoned Stridentsong  back  to  his  grasp  once  more,  pivoted  away  from  the Warmonger, and charged at the Infiltrator, which was already beginning to recover from the Jolting Arc it had taken to its chest. 

The shadow tried to fade away beneath its Cloak spell. Nesura spat more blood at it, drenching its face and neck in the hissing, corrosive liquid. 

The Infiltrator vanished, leaving crimson patches hanging in the seemingly empty  air.  Max  brought  Stridentsong  through  a  Moonlit  Reflection  Arc through the lower end of the patches. He felt unnatural flesh part beneath the edge of his blade. Gray blood spurted high, aloft on arterial force. The Infiltrator  blurred  back  into  visibility  once  more.  Its  head  peeled  off  the stump of its neck and fell to the ground, followed closely by its body. 

The  halberd-wielding  Warmonger  thundered  toward  Max.  Max raised his left hand and commanded his armor to peel his gauntlet away and replace it with the wrist-mounted crossbow he’d attained a few Levels ago as a soul-bound item. The bow was called Stormbolter, and it could unleash two lightning-infused bolts with an effective range of twenty feet every five seconds. 

Max fired both shots now at the Warmonger’s head, even as Nesura leveled his Magus Staff and unleashed an Icelance from its tip. The shadow managed to block one crossbow bolt. The other blasted a chunk of its skull away.  The  Icelance  slammed  into  its  breastplate  and  punched  through  its armor, sinking deep into its flesh, rupturing its lungs, and tickling its heart before its power was spent. 

Shadows  still  had  to  breathe,  and  they  still  needed  blood  to  flow through their veins. Perhaps Legion required its shadows to have ostensibly human anatomy in order to mimic the spells and abilities of the Apocalypse Knights it had slain and subsumed. Perhaps Legion just didn’t know better. 

Max didn’t care. He walked over as the Warmonger sank to its knees and cut off the creature’s head with Stridentsong. 

Garlocke  had  prevailed  over  his  opponent,  but  just  barely.  The raptor had lost a forelimb, and one of his hindlegs had been severed beneath the knee. Massive wounds covered his body, many of them bone-deep. He

took a bite from the mangled carcass of his foe, chewed a few times, then spat the grayish meat out and gagged in disgust. 

“Garlocke,  you  know  those  things  don’t  taste  good,”  Max  said, jogging over to the raptor and casting a series of Healing spells over him. 

“Why do you keep eating them?” 

“Had  to  find  out,”  Garlocke  said  as  his  torn  flesh  began  to  heal. 

Fresh gristle, bone, and sinew oozed from the stumps of his severed limbs and writhed into perfect replacements. “Might be different this time. Never know.” 

“They  say  the  definition  of  insanity  is  trying  the  same  thing  over and  over  again  and  hoping  for  a  different  result,”  Nesura  chimed  in.  “I’d say  it’s  the  definition  of  stupidity.  In  case  you  didn’t  get  it,  Garlocke  you dumb brute, I’m calling you stupid.” 

“At  least  I’m  not  ugly  and  smelly  like  you.”  Garlocke  sniffed  the air, then flicked his tongue at Nesura’s face. 

“Alright, that’s enough,” Max said before Nesura could unleash the torrent  of  obscenities  building  up  behind  her  lips.  “We’re  not  done  here. 

Four shadows couldn’t have wiped out Vandread’s entire contingent of four Level 16 cohorts, not even if the damned things are Level 24. There are a lot  more,  and  they’re  all  here,  in  this  Dungeon,  or  just  outside,  waiting around the portal.” 

“If we stay here, they will come to us,” Garlocke said. He sniffed again. “I can scent some approaching already.” 

Max swept his gaze around the Dungeon. It was a twisted mass of colossal  vines,  bewilderingly  scattered  pools  of  shadow,  and  maddeningly intertwined foliage. It was also packed full of monsters that sought his death and the destruction of Legions’ puppets in equal measure. 

“A running battle, eh?” Nesura asked. “The monsters here are Level 16  and  no  match  for  Legion’s  creatures,  but  dragging  the  latter  through  a gauntlet of the former might work.” 

“It’ll have to.” Max patted Garlocke on the flank and dismissed the raptor,  allowing  him  to  heal  more  fully  and  refresh  his  Flesh  Clone  spell. 

He glanced up at Nesura. “Can you tell me which way leads further into the Dungeon?” 

The  spirit  familiar  pointed  down  the  length  of  particularly  thick vine, nearly fifty feet across. It stretched out into shadowy infinity. As Max watched, a swarm of vine monsters emerged from its surface several dozen strides away, directly in his path. They spotted him immediately and began rolling forward, wordless shrieks of rage emanating from somewhere within the tangled masses of their bodies. 

Max was tempted to charge into their midst and reap the benefits of slaying monsters after killing Legion’s puppets, but the last thing he wanted to  do  was  to  get  caught  between  the  two.  He  dismissed  Stridentsong  and cast Cloak, vanishing from sight just before the vine creatures reached him. 
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Legion’s  creatures  came  for  him  soon  enough.  From  his  perch amidst a cluster of misshapen, oversized leaves, Max saw two serpent-like creatures slither into view. Four humanoid hands sprouted from the upper halves of their torsos, each of them bearing a curved sword. They hissed as they  advanced,  sweeping  their  yellowed  eyes  through  shadows  pooled amidst  tangled  vegetation.  Forked  tongues  lashed  from  their  maws, sampling  the  putrid  Dungeon  air  for  the  scent  of  human  flesh  and  blood. 

Nesura  scanned  them  discreetly  and  slotted  the  Soul  Lens  screen  into  the corner of Max’s vision. 



 Legion: Level 24

 Vrael Hunter Avatar

 NO FURTHER INFORMATION AVAILABLE



Max  had  fought  vrael  hunters  in  a  Dungeon  called  the  Obsidian Obelisk two Levels ago, and he knew that such monsters had a particularly high perception physical attribute. There was no reason to believe that their Legion imitations would be any different, which meant that the two avatars would find what they were searching for, sooner or later. 

Felix  and  Marina,  if  they  were  smart,  would  have  tucked  the sanctuary cottage Max had given them somewhere out of sight and sought

refuge  within  its  depths.  But  they  would  also  have  left  a  trail  the  avatars would  easily  pick  up.  They  were  safe  from  the  Dungeon’s  monsters,  but Legion’s creatures were fully capable of ripping sanctuary items apart and slaughtering  its  users  within,  as  many  hapless  Apocalypse  Knights  had found out. Felix and Marina faced a similar fate if the avatars got to them. 

But  they  wouldn’t,  not  when  Legion’s  puppets  had  much  more tantalizing  prey  at  hand.  Max  silently  withdrew  his  bow  from  his  ring  of holding. It was a three-foot length of lacquered black wood, adorned with runes  of  accuracy,  power,  distance,  and  swiftness,  and  it  no  longer  fired physical  arrows,  but  bolts  of  piercing  force.  He  pressed  down  on  a  stud halfway down its length, and a bowstring of shimmering ebon light curved the bow into readiness. A trio of invisible arrows, perceptible only to Max’s touch,  filled  his  fingertips  in  the  way  his  Hunnite  quick-fire  archery favored. 

He pulled the bowstring back and put three arrows into the back of one vrael hunter. Empowered by his Cloak spell, the shafts punched through the  avatar’s  body  with  tremendous  lethality,  pulverizing  entire  chunks  of flesh and dragging ropes and clumps of viscera along in their wake. 



 Critical hit: x24 damage



The  vrael  hunter  went  down  immediately.  Its  companion  spun  to where Max hid, its yellowed eyes furrowing. The avatar had seen through his Cloak spell almost immediately, and it snapped its four blades forward, sending out shockwaves of slicing force in his direction. 

Max dropped from his hiding place. It was nearly fifty feet from the Dungeon floor. Above him, the avatar’s shockwaves turned his perch into

diced  chunks  of  vegetation  and  wood.  Wings  of  crimson  light  extended from  his  shoulders,  arrested  his  descent,  and  swept  him  further  into  the Dungeon. 

The  vrael  hunter  pursued  him,  shrieking  wordlessly.  It  was  swift, slithering across the Dungeon floor faster than Max could fly over it. Soon, it would catch up and cut him from the air with its bladed shockwaves. 

Max dove into another cluster of leaves overhead and refreshed his Cloak  spell.  He  dropped  from  his  perch  an  instant  later,  just  before  more shockwaves sliced apart his hiding place. Nesura spread the crimson wings wide, slowing and silencing his descent to the ground, as the avatar peered at where it had last seen him. 

More Legion creatures arrived, this time a trio of shadows. Nesura’s scans marked them as an Elementalist and two Warmongers. Max knew the Elementalist’s face. It had once belonged to Knight Marshal Vandread. 

Max  landed  in  a  silent,  invisible  crouch  right  in  front  of  Legion’s puppets. They would spot him within heartbeats, but he also knew that he’d made it far enough into the Dungeon for more of its monsters to appear. 

Right on cue, a swarm of humanoid vines poured from the shadows and  converged  upon  Legion’s  creatures.  The  shadows  fell  into  formation, with the two Warmongers guarding the Elementalist while the latter poured gouts  of  flame  from  its  hands.  The  avatar’s  eyes  fell  upon  Max,  then.  It moved  toward  him,  but  then  was  immediately  forced  back  by  a  sea  of thorny limbs that sought to rip its flesh. 

The  Dungeon’s  monsters  weren’t  perceptive  enough  to  pierce Max’s Cloak spell. He grinned and melded into the midst of the swarming humanoid vines, even as the vrael hunter avatar lashed out with its blades, dicing every monster within range. 

“The  snake  is  probably  the  only  thing  here  with  strong  enough perception  to  detect  you,”  Nesura  whispered.  “Maybe  you  should  take  it down first.” 

“Agreed,”  Max  said.  Legion’s  creatures  all  shared  their  senses. 

What one saw, so too did all the others. The shadows turned their gazes in his general direction, even as they held off the tide of monsters swarming them, but neither they nor the avatar had a direct line of sight upon him any longer.  A  sea  of  flailing  vines  stood  between  him  and  Legion’s  creatures. 

Not even the vrael hunter’s keen senses could pierce that  and  Max’s Cloak spell. 

But  he  also  knew  that  his  screen  of  monsters  wouldn’t  last.  The Warmonger  shadows  were  cleaving  apart  the  vine  humanoids  with blistering speed, and the Elementalist was reducing entire clumps of them into  ash  with  every  heartbeat.  The  avatar  wasn’t  nearly  as  efficient,  but  it slew the monsters in droves with its flashing blades. 

Max emerged from the scrum of vines right beside the vrael hunter. 

He  stabbed  it  in  the  side  with  Stridentsong,  then  ripped  his  blade  out  and across to spill its guts. The avatar flinched as its intestines dribbled out. 



 Critical hit: x24 damage



Before  it  could  react,  vine  monsters  seized  its  innards  in  their thorny  limbs  and  began  stuffing  them  into  what  could  only  be  mouths somewhere in their wooden torsos. The avatar shuddered as more and more Dungeon monsters fell open its intestines and began pulling them from its abdomen. 

Nesura  pointed  the  Magus  Staff  at  its  temples  and  obliterated  its head  with  a  pointblank  Firebolt.  The  avatar’s  serpentine  body  fell.  Vine monsters swarmed over it, ripping chunks of gray flesh free. 

But  Max’s  momentary  emergence  was  enough  for  the  shadows  to spot  him.  The  thing  wearing  Vandread’s  face  hurled  out  a  Fireball,  one strong enough to blast through even the Duo Deca Shield and High Aegis Max had prepared as Flux spells. 

So Max countered with Winterstorm instead, dual-casting the spell alongside Nesura, who boosted the effects of her cast with the Magus Staff. 

Twinned walls of frost swept from Max and his spirit familiar, rolling over the  remaining  vine  monsters  and  turning  them  into  icy  sculptures,  before descending upon the shadows. 

The  Elementalist’s  Fireball  punched  readily  through  Max’s  and Nesura’s  spells,  but  in  doing  so,  lost  much  of  its  fury.  Max  raised  his gauntlet and took the Fireball upon the back of his forearm. He gasped as searing  heat  blazed  through  his  armor  and  bit  into  his  flesh,  but  he  also knew  that  if  the  shadow’s  spell  had  been  at  full  strength,  it  would  have vaporized him. 

The shadows, in contrast, enjoyed no such mitigation of the twinned Winterstorm. There was a sizable hole punched through their centers by the Fireball, but the walls of frost were nearly twenty feet high and forty feet across. The Warmongers threw themselves in front of the Elementalist just before the Winterstorms struck home. The foremost one froze entirely. The second’s raised left arm turned into an icicle. Its breastplate became a sheet of ice. But they’d succeeded in keeping the Elementalist alive. 

Only for Max to dive closer and ventilate its skull with paired shots from Stormbolter. The surviving Warmonger shook its frozen arm from the

stump  of  its  elbow  and  advanced.  Max  didn’t  take  the  fight.  He  probably would have won it, but he didn’t want Legion to lose track of him, so he rolled to his feet and sprinted deeper into the Dungeon, while Nesura cast a Healing spell to mend his scorched flesh. 

The shadow pursued, keeping stride easily with its Greater Prowess spell.  A  few  minutes  later,  it  was  joined  by  another  quartet  of  avatars,  all some  kind  of  giant  feline  with  worm-headed  tentacles  pouring  from  its maw.  The  next  Dungeon  monster  swarm  emerged  shortly  before  Legion’s creatures  would  have  overtaken  him.  Max  refreshed  his  Cloak  spell  and dove into their midst. 

And  so  the  battle  unfolded  in  this  manner,  with  Max  leading  the avatars  and  shadows  into  the  Dungeon’s  monsters,  then  striking  at  the former while they were preoccupied with fending off the latter. By the time he made it to the Warden, he’d picked off another two shadows and three avatars. 

The Warden was a gigantic tree monster, extending limbs of gnarled wood  from  a  building-sized  trunk  to  hurl  bolts  of  eldritch  energy  at  Max and  Legion.  The  latter  had  three  of  its  puppets  present:  a  Defender,  some kind of grotesque four-legged beast with a lion’s head protruding from its shoulders and a goat head jutting from the end of its serpentine tail, and a winged  lizard  with  a  barbed  tail.  Max  didn’t  know  if  it  was  because  he’d depleted Legion’s resources or if the legendary monster had grown leery of throwing its puppets to their doom after him. 

Whatever  the  case,  it  wasn’t  willing  to  give  up  entirely.  Both Legion and Max knew that if it slew him, everything would be over. Sure, Artur would actualize the Apocalypse Horizon nearly instantly upon Max’s death,  forever  trapping  the  cosmic  energy  he’d  stolen  from  the  Comisc Logos  upon  the  ruins  of  a  slaughtered  world,  but  Legion  had  already

reclaimed a good portion of it, and the Cosmic Logos would at least be able to cut its losses. Out here in the open, alone and undefended by hundreds of Apocalypse Knights, Max was an irresistible prize to Legion. 

“Come get me,” he hissed, flaring his crimson wings and vaulting over a bolt of blazing green light that the Warden had thrown. 

The Defender reflected the Warden’s projectiles with a High Aegis spell,  tripling  their  power  and  sending  them  ripping  into  their  caster’s wooden  torso.  The  Warden  roared  in  agony,  stumbled  backward,  and  fell over. Max caught one of the reflected projectiles with his own High Aegis spell  in  mid-flight  and  sent  it  hurtling  back  at  the  Defender,  doubling  its already  tripled  power.  The  Defender  raised  a  Duo  Deca  Shield,  but  the green bolt tore through the magical barrier and seared a chunk of its torso into ashes. 

The  flying  lizard  lashed  its  tail  out,  sending  a  barrage  of  spikes hurtling  at  Max.  He  blocked  it  with  his  own  Duo  Deca  Shield  spell.  The avatar’s  projectiles  punched  into  the  magical  barrier,  cobwebbing  cracks across its surface, but Max’s Shield spell held. He reached out to Garlocke’s summoning totem. 

The  raptor  tore  into  existence  from  the  smoke  that  heralded  his arrival.  He’d  assumed  the  twenty-foot  tall  equivalent  of  his  natural  form this  time,  and  he  pounced  upon  the  two-headed  avatar,  snapping  with  his fangs snapping and cutting with his toe-claws. 

Max had Nesura snap the crimson wings back, dropping him into a rapid dive toward the Dungeon floor. His swift descent brought him from the flying lizard’s sweeping claws and toward the staggering Defender. Max rolled into the landing and ran Stridentsong into the shadow’s heart, before

tearing  the  blade  free  and  filling  the  air  above  him  with  a  barrage  of Icelances. 

The winged avatar eluded most of the icy spikes, but took two in its hindquarters. It spun out of its flight and crashed to the Dungeon floor next to where the Warden had stood up. The Warden slammed a massive wooden fist down upon the avatar’s back, but Legion’s creature lashed its spiked tail out  and  severed  the  Warden’s  arm.  The  massive  tree-monster  cried  out  in agony once more and staggered back.  The lizard scrambled to its feet and turned its gaze to Max. 

“Garlocke?”  Max  called  over  his  shoulder.  The  raptor  was  being battered and mauled by the two-headed monster, but he was giving nearly as good as he got, having already disemboweled his opponent and bitten off its goat head. 

“Almost done,” Garlocke replied. “Don’t worry.” 

“I  won’t,”  Max  said,  turning  his  attention  back  to  the  lizard  as  it advanced.  The  avatar’s  tail  snapped  out  and  sent  another  flurry  of  spikes streaking at him. Max blocked the barrage with another Shield spell, hefted his sword, and charged. 

The  lizard  hurled  itself  forward  to  meet  him,  opening  its  maw  in readiness to snap its fangs shut around Max’s body. Max fired Stormbolter twice into the avatar’s gaping maw, blasting its lower jaw off and turning one of its eyes into a crater of ruined flesh and bone. The impact snapped the lizard’s head back, exposing the underside of its neck. 

“My  time  to  shine,”  Nesura  whispered,  as  she  expended  a  vast amount of Mana, nearly draining both Max’s and her reserves dry. Rays of crimson  light  lanced  from  Max  toward  the  lizard,  before  coalescing  into Nesura’s full-bodied form an arm’s length from the avatar. She’d lounged

around  like  this  in  the  command  tent,  but  here,  suffused  with  magical energy,  her  body  was  powerful  enough  to  mirror  Max’s  current  physical attributes and solid enough to wield Stridentsong. 

The enchanted sword appeared in Nesura’s hand as readily as it did in  Max’s,  and  she  arced  the  blade  through  the  avatar’s  exposed  throat, nearly  beheading  the  creature.  Her  body  then  fell  apart  into  wisps  of crimson  shadow  that  retracted  rapidly  into  Max’s  body.  A  heartbeat  later, Nesura’s face appeared above his shoulder once more as the avatar took a few lumbering steps forward, then keeled over into a lifeless pile. 

“Nice cut,” Max said. 

“Of course,” Nesura replied smugly. “You didn’t forget that I was once Mistress of the Venom Blade, Bringer of Woe, Devourer of...” 

“Garlocke!” Max cried out as he turned to where he’d last seen the raptor.  Garlocke  wasn’t  faring  too  well  against  his  opponent.  As  Max watched, the avatar battered the raptor back, then tail-whipped him in the side with bone-breaking force and sent him hurtling through the air. 

Max dismissed Garlocke in mid-flight. The raptor had done enough. 

He  consumed  a  Mana  potion,  called  Stridentsong  back  to  his  grasp,  and began advancing upon the final avatar. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the Warden clutching its severed arm. Vines writhed upon its stump. More likely than not, the monster would regrow its lost limb within moments. 

Instead  of  charging  at  Max,  the  final  avatar  held  its  ground.  Its dead-eyed gaze filled with sudden light and life, and it cast a baleful glare upon him. 

“You.  It’s  all  you,”  Legion  said  through  its  puppet.  “This  all  ends with your death.” 

“It  does,”  Max  agreed.  He  beckoned  to  the  avatar.  “So  come  on, then. Let’s get this over with.” 

The creature thundered forward, maw wide open. Nesura flared her crimson wings out and pulled Max high into the air, bringing him above the avatar’s charge. Legion’s puppet skidded to a halt and rounded back upon him  in  the  blink  of  an  eye,  coiling  its  legs  in  readiness  for  a  pounce  that would undoubtedly carry its fangs and claws to him. 

But  the  avatar  was  now  between  Max  and  the  Warden.  The  latter grabbed the avatar by the hips with its remaining hand. The avatar writhed itself  free,  only  to  have  the  Warden’s  still-regrowing  fist  crash  down squarely upon its skull, flattening it against the Dungeon floor. 

The Warden snatched up the avatar then and raised it to its mouth. 

Legion’s creature struggled, ripping strips of bark, wood, and vine free from its captor. Torrents of ichor poured from the immense wounds its claws dug into the Warden’s flesh. But the blow to its head must have been crippling, as  the  avatar’s  movements  were  unfocused  and  spasmodic.  Max  met  its gaze just before the Warden put the avatar into its maw. 

“I’ll be out and about a lot more from now on. And I won’t have a lot  of  people  along  for  the  ride,  either,”  he  said,  before  projecting  a  Soul Lens screen. 
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“And you know how to find me,” Max said. 

The  Warden  thrust  the  avatar  into  its  maw  and  snapped  its  jaws shut.  Grayish  ichor  spurted  into  the  air.  It  chewed  a  few  times  before lowering its gaze to where it had last seen Max, but he was already gone, heading  toward  the  Dungeon’s  exit  beneath  his  Cloak  spell.  Nesura  could find  Felix  and  Marina  by  tracking  the  runic  signature  of  his  sanctuary cottage, and they would benefit far more from killing the Warden than he would. 
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Corvis  and  his  fellow  Artificers  were  more  than  happy  to  hear Max's request. Within the workshop the Apocalypse Knights had built for them,  Corvis  put  one  of  the  Reinforcement  Portal  spheres  upon  his  work desk  and  tapped  it  with  Turanos.  Runes  unfolded  in  the  air  above  the sphere. 

“What  do  you  think?”  Max  asked,  after  studying  the  runes alongside his friend for a few moments. 

“You  want  more  than  one  person  to  use  this  at  a  time,  right?” 

Corvis asked. “Why don’t you just have every Knight Captain carry a few of these spheres and use them all at once?” 

“That’s not possible, sir,” one of his followers, a skinny, fresh-faced girl,  said.  She,  like  all  the  other  Artificers,  wore  sturdy  olive-hued  work coveralls, with crafting hammers belted to their waists. A tag above her left breast pocket told Max her name was Geri Lonne. She pointed to one of the runes. “That’s a rift rune, and a seventeenth degree one at that. Using one of these spheres means that no other rift spells or enchantments of equivalent or lower Level can take effect within at least a seventeen-mile radius.” 

“Damn.” Corvis sighed and slumped his shoulders. “I can’t believe I didn’t see that. Good work, Geri. I don’t suppose it’s out of the question to create an escalating series of Reinforcement Portals, then? Say you open a low-Level portal, have someone come through, then open another one that is higher Level. That way, you can create one portal after another and bring

in as many people as you have spheres. We can use heightening runes to do that.” 

“Artificially  heightening  an  enchantment  can  increase  its  potency but also results in its destabilization,” another Artificer, a short and heavyset youth,  said.  His  name  was  Ernest  Ithar.  “We  can’t  risk  that,  not  with enchantments that Warp people from one location to another.” 

“You’re  right.  Don’t  want  a  portal  collapsing  while  someone’s passing  through,”  Corvis  mused.  “That’d  be  a  total  disaster.  Well  done, Ernest.” 

“Your people are sharp, Corvis. That’s good,” Max commented. He took a moment to sweep his gaze around the workshop. It was a squat but spacious wooden structure, not too unlike a barn in design. Plain, utilitarian desks  were  scattered  across  its  interior,  their  surfaces  laden  with  penciled drawings, handwritten notes, leatherbound tomes on runic inscription, and lore  tablets.  A  quarter  of  the  workshop  had  been  entirely  dedicated  to  the creation of new enchanted items, while a larger section held bins filled with equipment that needed repairing. 

“They are.” Corvis reached out to one of the runes hovering above the  sphere  and  tilted  it  slightly  sideways,  before  shaking  his  head.  “No, that’s definitely not going to work. What was I even thinking?” 

“So it can’t be done?” Max asked. 

“We’ll give it a shot, Max,” Corvis said. “It’ll be a challenge, but if it’s  going  to  save  lives,  like  you  said,  we’re  going  to  prioritize  enhancing the Reinforcement Portal over everything else. Might be a while before we have anything to show for our work, though.” 

“Just  do  what  you  can.”  Max  clasped  Corvis  on  the  shoulder.  His friend  returned  the  gesture  before  turning  to  confer  with  his  subordinates. 

He walked out of the workshop and into the midmorning sunlight. 

It was the day after his confrontation with Legion in the Vortex of Thorns.  Marina  and  Felix  had  slain  the  Warden  with  copious  amounts  of help  from  Max  and  ascended  to  Level  17  for  their  efforts.  They’d  been assigned to another Knight Marshal shortly after their return to base camp and were probably engaging in a monster-hunt or preparing to strike out to another Dungeon by now. 

Sava  was  waiting  for  him  outside  the  workshop.  She  slipped  her arm  through  his  as  he  approached,  and  together,  they  strolled  toward  the Warp Dais tents. 

“You’re not going anywhere without me from now on,” she’d said, upon his return from the Vortex of Thorns. 

Max had come to some kind of understanding with Legion in that Dungeon. The legendary monster would be able to discern his whereabouts simply by heading toward the highest Level Dungeon affected by Temporal Equalization, and now that it knew it was higher Level than him and that he wouldn’t  be  moving  with  a  huge  contingent  of  Apocalypse  Knights,  it wouldn’t  be  able  to  resist  going  after  him.  All  this  meant  that  Max  could expect Legion to show up whenever he attacked a Dungeon from that point on. 

So if that also meant that Sava would always be by his side, he was perfectly fine with it too. Together, they’d be able to fend off the legendary monster’s  creatures  much  more  effectively  than  any  four  cohorts  of Apocalypse Knights. 

“But what if the damned thing sends  all  of its avatars and shadows after  you?”  Trisha  had  objected,  once  Max  had  declared  his  intention  to strike  out  for  Dungeons  personally  more  often  and  with  Sava  as  his  only

cohort  member.  “The  two  of  you,  even  with  Garlocke  and  Nesura,  don’t stand  a  chance  against  hundreds  of  its  puppets!  If  you  die,  Max,  it’s  all over! You know that, don’t you?” 

“I won’t die, because it won’t send all of its avatars and shadows,” 

Max had said. “We know that it doesn’t like losing its creatures, and it can’t be sure every shot it takes at me doesn’t have a counter-ambush waiting to strike  a  decisively  crippling  blow  at  its  numbers.  It’s  also  driven  to  take Dungeons for itself, and it’s not stupid. But neither is it particularly smart.” 

“So what’s your point?” Trisha demanded. 

“Anything that’s not stupid but not really smart will always err on the side of being conservative. This means Legion is going to hedge its bets and  play  it  safe,”  Max  reasoned.  “It’ll  expend  considerable—but  not comprehensive,  in  the  event  of  a  counter-ambush—resources  to  strike  at me, while still attacking Dungeons across the Apocalypse Horizon. By its reasoning, if one of its attempts on my life succeeds, its job is done, but if they keep failing, then at least it hasn’t lost too much in any of them, and it’ll still be expanding its hold over the Apocalypse Horizon and working toward the fulfillment of its original function.” 

“This  way,  it’ll  be  spread  thin,  meaning  that  our  people  will encounter fewer of its creatures out there or in the Dungeons, which means things  will  still  be  manageable  while  we  wait  for  Corvis  to  work  out something  for  the  Reinforcement  Portals,”  he  continued.  “Our  job  will become easier, while its work becomes more and more difficult with every passing  day,  especially  with  Jargal’s  and  Subotai’s  people  still  hunting  it down. Of course, that’s assuming Legion doesn’t actually succeed in killing me, in which case a lot of what I said would be moot.” 

Trisha had been bewildered by the explanation. A few moments of silence passed before she could speak again. 

“That’s  the  most  detailed  explanation  you’ve  ever  given  to  me, Max,” she’d said, before cracking a wry grin. “It’s almost as if you actually believe I can keep up with you now.” 

“That’s  because  you  can,  now. ”  Max  chuckled,  then  patted  her  on the shoulder. “Credit where it’s due, you’ve done a damn fine job as High Marshal.  In  the  event  I  do  go  down,  the  Apocalypse  Knights  should  still have enough invocation wands to finish the job, and they  will, with you in charge.” 

“Was  that  actual  praise,  Max?  Only  after  all  we’ve  gone  through together?  That’s  a  bit  overdue,  don’t  you  think?”  Trisha  had  arched  her brow and fluttered her eyes theatrically, but her delight was also genuine, evident in the color that filled her cheeks. 

“Better late than never.” Max’s use of the tired old cliché had made Trisha scoff and roll her eyes, all the while fighting to suppress the smile spreading irresistibly across her lips. 

“It’s  called  the  Night  of  Slaying  Stars,”  Sava  said,  drawing  his thoughts back to the present. They were standing in front of a Warp Dais, about to take the first of forty teleportations that would take them halfway across the Dominion and to the Dungeon they’d targeted. 

“Are  you  ready?”  he  asked.  Scouting  reports  had  described  the monsters  in  that  region  as  winged,  humanoid  creatures  called  gargoyles. 

They favored descending from on high upon their victims with their claws and fangs, except for the spell-casters among them, which preferred to work magic from afar. 

Sava met his gaze evenly. Her eyes were bright with adoration and unwavering  resolve.  Her  bloodlust  was  palpable  and  magnificent.  Nesura moaned  into  his  mind  as  she  reveled  in  the  sheer  desire  for  slaughter  and death emanating from the Duelist. 

“Yes,” she said. 

Max grinned and stepped onto the Warp Dais. 
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Over  the  course  of  the  next  month,  Max  and  Sava  struck  one Dungeon after another, only pausing to resupply at base camp or to check in with  Trisha  at  the  command  tent.  The  High  Marshal  had  things  well  in hand, and the Apocalypse Knights were conquering Dungeons at a steady pace, spreading patches of green inexorably over the map of the Dominion. 

As  he  expected,  Legion  came  for  him  every  time.  At  first,  the legendary  monster  would  wait  until  Max  and  Sava  were  bogged  down  in battle,  sometimes  against  a  Dungeon’s  Warden,  before  striking.  But  Max invariably  found  a  way  to  pit  the  Dungeon’s  monsters  against  its  puppets every  time,  turn  the  tide,  and  prevail.  After  losing  nearly  ten  avatars  and five  shadows  to  a  horde  of  monsters  in  a  Dungeon  called  the  Bridge  of Scales, Legion finally abandoned this approach. 

It then began openly attacking them at the entrances of Dungeons or at the bases of newly created clock-towers. Max and Sava were more than capable  of  handling  four,  five,  or  even  six  avatars  or  shadows  by themselves,  so  Legion  kept  increasing  the  number  of  puppets  it  sent  to attack the pair. Max and Sava were still able to fend off groups of eight or nine  avatars  and  shadows,  but  when  Legion  sent  a  dozen  them,  Max orchestrated  the  battle  to  make  it  seem  that  his  victory  was  hard-won, deliberately sustaining several grievous wounds in the process and making sure that Legion’s puppets noticed his injuries before their demise. 

Once again, Legion proved itself incapable of resisting such bait, so the next time it tracked Max and Sava down, it unleashed a small army of two  hundred  puppets  upon  them,  only  for  its  creatures  to  be  caught  in  a massive encirclement by Jargal’s Apocalypse Knights and Subotai’s Scouts and promptly annihilated. 

Such a severe blow to Legion’s numbers diminished its attacks on the Dungeons and the Apocalypse Knights, allowing the latter to accelerate their progress. Within the span of a week, more than two dozen new clock towers rose across the Apocalypse Horizon. 

Despite  its  setbacks,  Legion  consistently  maintained  a  two-Level lead over the Apocalypse Knights, but with its severe losses, it was reduced to spitefully sneaking avatars or shadows to various Dungeons and using its Temporal  Equalization  spell  to  set  their  Levels  to  its  own.  Very  few Apocalypse  Knights  were  capable  of  dealing  with  monsters  above  their Level, so these Dungeons had to be dealt with by Max and Sava or Kerana’s cohorts.  This  suited  them  just  fine,  since  fighting  higher-Level  monsters yielded  more  Victory  Shards  and  more  powerful  soul-bound  items, especially  if  Max,  Sava,  or  Kerana  managed  to  catch  and  kill  Legion’s creatures before doing so. 

Max and Sava progressed rapidly during this time, and by the end of  the  fourth  week  after  the  Vortex  of  Thorns,  they  overtook  Legion  at Level 34 after vanquishing a Dungeon called Sorrow Tide. Atop the clock tower  that  rose  from  the  Dungeon’s  disintegration,  Max  took  out  his  lore tablet,  logged  the  new  Dungeons  revealed  in  the  screen  beneath  the  bell clapper, before descending to the ground. As Sava set up the Warp Dais that would connect the clock tower to the network the Apocalypse Knights had established  across  the  Apocalypse  Horizon,  he  nodded  down  to  his  belt pouch at Nesura, who’d chosen to revert to her bat form for some reason. 

“Alright, we’re done here, so I think it’s time we give it a try,” Max said. “Strictly speaking, we should have made the attempt the last time we returned to base camp, but the whole thing just slipped my mind.” 

“What’re you talking about?” Nesura asked. 

“Getting  you  your  freedom,”  Max  said.  “Using  the  Transcendent Gem  to  turn  you  into  a  full-on  Knight-Errant,  so  you  don’t  have  to  be  a familiar anymore.” 

“You  let  something  so  important  slip  your  mind?”  she  demanded indignantly. 

“Well, seems to me it slipped your mind too, Nessy,” Sava pointed out, reaching down and stroking the familiar’s head gently. “Are you really going to leave Max? I like having you around.” 

“I’m  not  leaving,  even  if  this  does  work,”  Nesura  said.  “Where would I go anyway?” 

“Anywhere,” Max replied. He gestured to the sky. “You don’t have to stay in the Apocalypse Horizon. You can walk right through the portal, and  from  there,  you  can  go  anywhere.  There  are  other  worlds  out  there, right? I’m sure you can figure out a way to get to them by yourself. Maybe you can even find your way home.” 

“You’re  not  worried  that  I’m  going  to  kill  you?”  Nesura  asked, narrowing  her  eyes.  “If  I’m  no  longer  your  familiar,  I  won’t  be  bound  to your cause or beholden to your best interests anymore, which means I’ll be free to gut and behead you.” 

“You’re free to try,” Max corrected her. “You deserve another shot at it, Nesura, after all you’ve done for me. I wouldn’t be alive if it wasn’t for your help.” 

“Hmph!” the familiar huffed and folded her wings across her chest in a distinctly human fashion. “Talk is cheap, Max. Let’s see if you can stay so smug with my blade at your throat.” 

“How  is  that  going  to  work,  anyway?”  Sava  asked.  “Have  you learned a spell that would turn you into a Knight-Errant?” 

“No,” Nesura admitted. “But my Mana point reserves are now vast enough  to  overcharge  my  manifestation  spells  a  hundredfold  and  create actual  flesh,  blood,  and  bone  within  my  crimson  incarnation.  With  the Transcendent  Gem  in  play,  that  might  be  enough  to  circumvent  the limitations of those spells and turn my incarnation into an actual, separate entity, free of any bond to this ugly oaf, impressive and ruthless though he may be.” 

“What  if  you  turn  out  to  be  a  Mundane  after  that?”  Max  asked. 

“Wouldn’t that be an absolute disaster for you?” 

“If  that  happens,  you’re  going  to  give  me  a  Soul  Lens!”  Nesura snapped. “I know you extracted at least one more from the Slayer’s puppets in your last battle with the bastard!” 

“So  let  me  get  this  straight.  You’re  just  going  to  cast  a  bunch  of spells  that  won’t  give  you  what  you  want  to  get  and  hope  for  the  best?” 

Sava asked, casting a quizzical glance Max’s way. “I’m not sure that’s how things work, Nessy.” 

“They  aren’t,”  Nesura  said.  “But  from  what  we’ve  seen,  the Transcendent Gem defies the rules of magic. After all, Max used it to give you and Corvis Soul Lenses, didn’t he? That is categorically impossible, but he managed it somehow.” 

“When he did that, he had a spell that produced a specific effect,” 

Sava said. “Max, would you...” 

Max  shrugged  and  projected  a  Soul  Lens  screen  detailing  his Subvert spell. 



 Cast Subvert on a slain Knight-Errant to extract his/her Soul Lens. 

 This  Soul  Lens  can  then  be  transplanted  upon  a  willing  individual  in  the presence of a Transcendent Gem. 



“There  it  is,  Nessy.”  Sava  pointed  to  the  screen.  “Max’s  spell specifically says it will give someone a Soul-Lens, and it worked exactly as it was intended to do so. What you’re trying to do isn’t the same thing at all.” 

“That’s true.” Nesura bowed her head, more than a little crestfallen. 

“Still,  like  I  said,  the  rules  don’t  apply  to  the  Transcendent  Gem.  Who knows...” 

“...what  might  happen?”  Max  spoke  up.  “That’s  right.  Maybe  the Transcendent  Gem  might  have  some  effect  on  you  when  you  try  casting your spells, but we don’t know what the result will be. What if it kills you? 

Or  you’re  changed  permanently  in  some  way  and  we  can’t  change  you back?  Or  it  turns  you  back  into  an  actual  monster?  If  that  happens,  the Cosmic Logos will seize direct control of you immediately, and you’ll end up like the Slayer or Legion.” 

“Are you trying to back out of your promise now?” Nesura glared at Max. 

“No. I’m still willing to go through with this.” He shrugged. “But it’ll have to be your call. The choice is yours.” 

“Damn right it is!” the familiar spat. “I will have my body! I will wield a blade again! I will drink the blood and defile the flesh and minds of

innocents once more! I—“

“You  can’t  do  all  of  that  right  now,  but  maybe  you’ll  be  able  to later,” Sava suggested. “Think about it, Nessy. Sure, you can’t drink blood or  violate  people  at  the  moment,  but  you  can  already  walk  around  with  a body, wield a blade, and cast spells.” 

“As  long  as  I’m  within  a  hundred  feet  of  this  oaf!  Wielding   his blade,  and  mostly  casting   his  spells,”  Nesura  grumbled,  settling  down.  “I know where you’re going with this, Sava. As Max increases his Level, so will I, and my crimson incarnations will become more and more substantial and independent, and I will regain more and more of the spells I once knew. 

Eventually,  using  my  manifestation  spells  won’t  be  too  different  from  me actually regaining my body.” 

“But  it   will  be  different,”  Max  pointed  out.  “You’ll  be  your  own entity. We won’t be in each other’s heads all the time anymore.” 

“Ha!  You’d  like  that,  wouldn’t  you?”  Nesura  chuckled.  “No  more rifling through your thoughts and memories, no more hitching vicariously on your senses while you and Sava are rutting, no more...” 

“No  more  of  your  help  managing  my  Soul  Lens  and  casting  my spells  for  me.  No  more  dual-casting  spells  together,  and  no  more  of  your advice and insight,” Max countered, shaking his head. “You’ve helped me beat  many  really  powerful  foes  and  accomplish  some  pretty  incredible things. You’re a tremendous asset, Nesura. In all honesty, I’d rather retain you as a familiar, but I owe you this.” 

“Damn  it!”  Nesura  cursed.  She  looked  up  at  Sava,  then  back  to Max. “You’re right, the both of you. We don’t know what’s going to happen with  the  Transcendent  Gem.  It  might  work,  or  it  might  turn  out  to  be  a waste  of  time.  Or  it  could  also  cause  a  huge  disaster,  one  that  we  really

don’t need to deal with right now, especially when we know for a fact the Cosmic Logos has taken note of us.” 

“But if you stay with us, you’ll get what you want eventually,” Sava said.  She  bent  down  and  kissed  Nesura  on  the  cheek.  “So  why  bother messing around with something so unpredictable?” 

“Alright,  alright.”  Nesura  smiled.  “Let’s  hold  off  on  that  for  now. 

I’m  curious,  though.  The  Transcendent  Gem  is  extremely  powerful.  As  a Defiant  Artifact,  it  has  to  be.  Surely  it  isn’t  only  used  to  transplant  Soul Lenses?” 

“Probably  not,”  Max  agreed.  “But  we’ve  already  had  Corvis’s people  and  some  of  the  Truesteel  clan’s  specialists  examine  it,  and  they couldn’t figure anything out, remember? The only person who’d know how else to use the damned thing would be Artur.” 

“And we’ll be seeing him soon enough,” Sava promised, patting the hilt of her sword meaningfully. “You can ask him anything you want then, and I’ll make sure he answers.” 

“Soon?”  Nesura  sighed.  “If  by  soon  you  mean  hundreds  of Dungeons away, then you’re absolutely right.” 

“Nine hundred and seventy nine, to be exact,” Max said, tapping his lore  tablet  and  reading  off  the  small  screen  it  projected.  “No,  that’s  not right. Including the ones we’ve just revealed definitely pushes that number over a thousand.” 

“Ugh,”  Nesura  groaned  and  covered  her  face  with  her  wings. 

“That’s going to take forever.” 

“We’d better get back to it, then,” Max said. 
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After six weeks of work, Corvis finally had something to show for his efforts regarding the Reinforcement Portal. He set a miniature hut atop his work desk and flourished theatrically. 

“There you go, Max! What do you think?” he asked. 

“I’m  not  sure  what  to  think.”  Max  scanned  the  hut  and  shrugged. 

“That looks like a normal sanctuary item to me.” 

“Oh,  right.  Here.”  Corvis  tapped  the  hut  gently  with  Turanos.  An array of runes radiated from its roof and hung in the air. He pointed to one of  them.  “This  is  an  anchor  rune.  For  a  short  time,  it  can  force  an enchantment to remain in effect even when the conditions necessary for it to do so are broken. And what is the biggest limitation of sanctuary items?” 

“Moving  a  sanctuary  item  while  it’s  in  effect  will  unravel  its enchantment  and  expel  anyone  inside  its  extra-dimensional  space,”  Max said. He nodded admiringly as he figured out what Corvis was trying to do. 

“But  the  anchor  rune  you  added  can  keep  a  sanctuary  item  working  even when it’s moved.” 

“For only ten seconds,” Corvis said. “Any longer than that and all the other runes and enchantments begin to break apart. But that should be enough...” 

“For  someone  to  bring  a  few  cohorts  with  him  through  a Reinforcement  Portal!”  Max  said.  He  clapped  his  friend  heartily  on  the back. “Corvis, you’re a genius!” 

“Ernest and Geri are the ones who perfected the process of splicing in the anchor rune like this,” Corvis said, chuckling. “They did all the hard work.” 

“But you came up with the idea. Well done,” Max said, picking up the miniature hut and turning it around in his hands. “Have you...” 

“Tested  it?  Yes.”  Corvis  nodded.  “We  were  able  to  move  up  to  a dozen  people  in  this  hut  through  a  Reinforcement  Portal.  It’s  fully functional, Max, and we already have a few more just like it ready for use.” 

“Excellent.”  Max  put  down  the  hut.  “Legion  will  have  a  much harder time waylaying our people out there from now on.” 

It  didn’t  take  long  before  the  Apocalypse  Knights  had  a  full complement  of  improved  sanctuary  items  and  a  rotating  roster  of  rapid-reaction cohorts. Legion’s ambushing forces, already stretched thin by this point,  stood  no  chance  against  the  sudden  appearance  of  three  cohorts  by their targets’ side, and over the course of the next three weeks, the avatars and  shadows  suffered  complete  annihilation  over  and  over  again.  Soon enough, the legendary monster gave its attempts to attack the Apocalypse Knights entirely. 

Still, the few avatars or shadows sighted by Subotai’s Scouts in the month  that  followed  the  last  of  Legion’s  ambush  attempts  maintained  a slight Level lead over most of the Apocalypse Knights, which meant that it was still killing monsters and claiming Dungeons. 

“We’re  still  comfortably  in  the  lead  as  far  as  Dungeons  are concerned,” Max said to Trisha, as they studied the map of the Dominion together  in  the  command  tent.  “Have  the  Hunnites  continue  their  patrols, but I think we can safely scale down the rapid-reaction cohorts for the time being.” 

“We’ll cut the number down by half and send those cohorts out to the Dungeons again,” Trisha replied, cupping her chin in one hand as she did so. “What do you think?” 

“Sounds  good  to  me,”  Max  said,  extending  his  will  to  one  of  the screens above the command table and assigning a Dungeon to himself. He pushed his chair back and stood up. “Alright. I’m heading out.” 

“Again?”  Trisha  asked.  “This  will  be  your  fourth  Dungeon  in  a single  week,  Max.  Why  don’t  you,  I  don’t  know,  do  a  bit  more commanding, Knight Commander?” 

“You  seem  to  have  things  well  in  hand,”  Max  said.  He  scanned Trisha, drawing an outraged gasp from the Elementalist. 
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“Or  maybe  not,”  he  continued,  pointedly  ignoring  the  daggered glares  Trisha  cast  his  way.  “You’re  falling  a  bit  behind,  High  Marshal. 

Perhaps you need to do a bit  less commanding, get out there, and earn more Victory Shards for yourself.” 

“Well,  excuse  me  for  doing  your  work,”  Trisha  snapped. 

“Someone’s got to keep things running around here, thank you very much.” 

“Legion’s  beaten  for  now,  and  we’ve  got  a  system  set  up  and working  already.  So  delegate  your  duties.  Hire  more  staff.  Appoint lieutenants. They should be able to handle things while you’re gone,” Max

said. “You have access to my funds held by the Truesteel clan. Feel free to take what you need. But you’ve got to keep up, Trisha. I need you to.” 

“I know, I know.” The Elementalist rolled her eyes. “No one wants to listen to someone who’s lower-Level than them, and me falling behind in Levels will compromise my authority.” 

“Yes,  but  it’s  not  just  that,”  Max  said.  He  pointed  to  the  map. 

“We’re nearing the end. You can see that, right? If we keep this up, another four months, maybe five, and we’ll arrive at Pureheart’s Sacrifice. What do you think is going to happen then? Are we going to just stroll over to Artur Brightblade, shake his hand, and watch him wrap everything up?” 

“That’s  unlikely.”  Trisha  brushed  a  stray  lock  of  hair  out  of  her eyes. “We’re going to have a fight on our hands, for sure. Probably in some kind of ridiculously dangerous Dungeon.” 

“Exactly.  I’m  going  to  need  a  cohort,  maybe  two  or  three  cohorts for  that,”  Max  said.  “Sava  is  coming  with  me,  of  course,  but  my  most promising  candidates  so  far  include  Kerana,  Subotai,  Flora,  and  Jonn.  I want to include you too, because I know you’ve got what it takes. So hire more help, and get out there.” 

“Ha!”  Trisha  chuckled.  “That’s  probably  the  nicest  thing  you’ve ever said to me, Max. Isn’t that sad?” 

“No.”  Max  rolled  his  eyes.  “You’re  the  High  Marshal.  Second-in-command. The only one I trust to get this done if I die. I shouldn’t need to say anything else.” 

“Point  taken.”  Trisha  flashed  him  a  bright  smile.  It  was  only  then that  Max  noticed  the  diamond  ring  on  her  finger.  It  wasn’t  an  enchanted item. 

“Vaustika,” he stated rather than asked, arching his brow. 

“Yes.” Trisha’s smile grew wry. She held out her hand to show off her  ring.  The  diamond  gleamed  beneath  the  lamplight  suffusing  the command  tent.  “He  wants  me  to  be  one  of  his  concubines.  Apparently,  I can’t be his wife because I’m a commoner. It’s a much better deal than it sounds, really. Wealth, status, luxury, and all that.” 

“Huh. If that’s all you want, then you two truly deserve each other,” 

Max said. “But it isn’t, is it?” 

Trisha shrugged. A cold and calculating light danced in her eyes. 

“Loose  lips  sink  ships.  You  know  that,  Max,”  she  said,  raising  a finger in a shushing gesture in front of her mouth and winking at him. 

 When all this is done, she’ll try to kill me,  he realized. Vaustika only needed one Lord or Lady General for his revolution, and Trisha was fully set on getting the job.  If I stick around, that is. 

Chuckling to himself, he walked away from the command table and left the tent. 

 OceanofPDF.com

Chapter 31







As  more  and  more  clock  towers  emerged  across  the  Apocalypse Horizon, its Dungeons became more and more challenging in turn. One of them  claimed  Talos  and  the  four  cohorts  under  his  command.  Another locked the Apocalypse Knights attacking it into a grinding stalemate. 

Max sent Kerana’s cohorts to the second, while he and Sava headed for  the  first,  accompanied  by  Subotai  and  a  host  of  his  Hunnite  Scouts. 

Legion’s creatures had been spotted in the region, and Subotai was taking no chances with the safety of his Knight Commander. 

The  Dungeon  is  called  the  Deepshadow  Mines,”  Subotai  read  off the screen from his lore tablet, as riding on his horse beside Max, who was mounted on Garlocke. The raptor had assumed his ten-foot tall form. Sava rode  one  of  the  raptor’s  flesh  clones,  and  she  kept  pace  alongside  Max opposite  to  Subotai.  Twenty  Hunnite  cavalrymen  trailed  them,  their  bows out and readied and their gazes sweeping the ruins of Xaviertown as they made their way to the Dungeon. 

“Talos’s people used a Level 35 Temporal Equalization spell on it, so it’s three Levels lower than you,” Subotai continued. “But it’s definitely not your regular Dungeon.” 

“Talos wouldn’t have fallen to one,” Max agreed. The late Knight Marshal  had  been  a  capable  field  tactician  and  a  formidable  Warmonger. 

“Do you think Legion got him?” 

“It’s difficult to say,” Subotai replied. “But it’s possible. That’s why we’re here, aren’t we? To watch your back.” 

“I  appreciate  it,  Subotai,”  Max  said.  He  turned  Garlocke  down  an avenue  and  found  the  Dungeon  straight  ahead.  It  took  the  form  of  a nondescript,  oversized  wooden  shack  standing  twice  as  tall  as  Garlocke, and its entrance was a simple wooden door on rusted hinges. 

Max scanned it. 



 Deepshadow Mines

 Dungeon: Level 35

 Monsters

 Stonefolk  miners:  common;  melee  physical  attacks;  spell resistance; Treasure Class A++

 Stonefolk  warriors;  common;  melee  and  ranged  physical attacks; spell resistance; Treasure Class A++

 Stonefolk  berserkers;  uncommon;  melee  physical  attacks; frenzy; spell resistance; Treasure Class A++

 Tanarr  Fiend;  special;  melee  expert,  offensive  spells;  flight; Treasure Class A+++

 Rune  Master:  Warden;  melee  expert,  offensive  and  support spells; spell resistance; Treasure Class A++



“Looks like Talos and his people actually made it to the Warden. By the Fire Gods, they sold their lives dearly for this,” Subotai said, gesturing to  the  information  on  Max’s  screen.  Once  Knights-Errant  entered  a Dungeon,  any  knowledge  they  acquired  of  the  monsters  that  inhabited  it

would show up in subsequent scans. “We ran into Level 38 versions of the miners and warriors on the way here. They can take a beating, but they’re not that difficult to handle. How did Talos fall to them?” 

“Maybe  the  other  monsters  are  far  more  formidable,”  Max  said, thinking of the squat, horn-helmed monsters that he, Sava, and the Hunnites had  fought  through.  They  had  indeed  been  resistant  to  spells,  but  the Hunnites  had  simply  kept  their  distance  astride  their  horses  and  shot  the monsters  full  of  arrows  until  their  immense  vitality  finally  gave  out.  He looked at the name of the Dungeon again. “Or perhaps Talos’s people were forced into tight quarters and got slaughtered hand-to-hand.” 

Subotai nodded grimly. 

“Mines. That’d be tight quarters, alright.” Subotai patted the spear mounted  next  to  his  saddle.  “I  don’t  know  if  we’re  going  to  be  any  good going in there with you, Knight Commander.” 

“No, you probably won’t be, but that’s alright,” Max said. “Set up a Warp Dais and return to base, Subotai. Return to your patrols as soon as you can. Legion is reeling and on its back foot. Let’s keep things that way.” 

“Understood.”  Subotai  frowned  and  pointed  meaningfully  to  the base of the Dungeon. “Speaking of Warp Daises though, why didn’t Talos set one down before he went in? Isn’t it standard procedure to do that before you go into a Dungeon these days?” 

“It is.” Max nodded. Previously, the Apocalypse Knights had been setting down Warp Daises only after conquering their targeted Dungeon and raising a new clock tower, but if a cohort or a contingent of cohorts failed and perished, those who came after would have to make their way through a region  infested  with  Level  99  monsters  all  over  again.  But  if  they’d  set down a Warp Dais and linked it to the base camp’s network, they would be

saving their reinforcements—or successors, in the event of their deaths—a fair amount of time and trouble. 

“So  why  do  you  think  there  isn’t  one  around?”  he  continued, directing the rhetorical question to Subotai. 

“Because  it’s  been  moved.”  The  Hunnite  grunted.  “By  Legion. 

Which  means  its  creatures  are  here  and  probably  waiting  for  you  inside. 

Maybe that’s why Talos and his people didn’t make it.” 

“Maybe,”  Max  agreed,  dismounting  Garlocke  and  refreshing  the spirit beast’s summoning duration. 

“Looks  like  we’re  heading  in  with  you,  Knight  Commander,” 

Subotai  said.  “There  could  very  well  be  a  hundred  of  Legion’s  puppets inside.” 

“No.  It  knows  better  now  than  to  attack  me  while  other  monsters are around,” Max said. “Legion is definitely here, but it’s probably hiding somewhere. If you stick around or go in with me, it’ll hit us hard, with as many of its avatars and shadows as it can pull. But if you put down a Warp Dais and leave now, it’ll do nothing.” 

“What?  How’s  that?”  Subotai  began  to  ask  before  understanding dawned in his eyes, and he coughed sheepishly into his fist. “If I leave with my men, Legion will think we have another larger force ready to strike, like we did the last time. By the Fire Gods, we killed so many of the damned thing’s puppets!” 

“Feigning  weakness  suggests  the  presence  of  strength  and  vice versa,” Max said. “Especially when your foe believes you are feigning.” 

“I understand.” Subotai whistled through his teeth. “Thank you for the lesson in strategy, Knight Commander.” 

“You’re  very  welcome.”  Max  clasped  the  Hunnite  warmly  on  the shoulder. Subotai was a fine soldier, keen of mind and honorable beyond a fault. Having some measure of cunning as part of his arsenal would round him out his leadership skill-set and set him on the path to becoming a truly formidable general of the Hunnite Khanate. “Alright, get going. I’ll see you back at base, Subotai.” 

“Yes,  sir.”  Subotai  saluted,  then  gestured  to  his  men.  One  of  the Hunnites rode up to the Dungeon and began setting up a Warp Dais. 

“Shall we?” Sava said, dismounting Garlocke’s flesh clone. 

“We  shall.”  Max  gave  her  a  brief  sidelong  hug,  then  called Stridentsong to his grasp and entered the Deepshadow Mines. 
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As  the  Dungeon’s  name  suggested,  its  interior  was  an  ever-descending  mineshaft,  with  landing  platforms  of  hewn  stone  interspersed among  a  seemingly  endless  series  of  stairs.  Amber  light  wafted  from archaic torches of petrified wood bound to wall sconces, and mining carts and tools lined the edges of the platforms. The ceilings were low and laden with stalactites. Max found himself hunching over, so that he didn’t brush the top of his head against them. 

Overall,  the  Deepshadow  Mines  were  a  cramped  place,  the  ideal terrain for its inhabitants, the stonefolk monsters, the first group of which waited for Max and Sava in a tightly packed shieldwall formation, instead of charging at them as a ravenous horde. 

“Don’t like this place,” Garlocke grumbled, having shrunk down so much that the top of his head barely crested five feet. “Dark place. Smelly and ugly monsters.” 

“Aw, poor baby,” Nesura taunted the raptor. “Are you scared?” 

“No. I was describing you,” Garlocke replied, as a collective grunt arose  from  the  ranks  of  the  stonefolk,  and  they  began  marching  forward, shields  raised  and  hand  axes  readied.  He  flicked  his  tongue  out  at  the advancing monsters. “I can break them, Max.” 

“Yes, you can,” Max said. “Go ahead, Garlocke.” 

The raptor shifted his form once more. His foreclaws retracted into his  torso,  and  his  neck  shortened  while  thickening  at  the  same  time.  Sacs

descended from his jowls, bulging with fluid. 

“Ugh. Not this again.” Nesura tucked her bat body deep into Max’s belt  pouch.  A  moment  later,  her  crimson  face  appeared  above  his  left shoulder. “I’m not smelling this, I swear by the Blood Gods.” 

Garlocke opened his maw and spewed a torrent of corrosive bile all over the monsters. The greenish bubbling fluid ate through their shields and helmets, ravaged their mail shirts, and dissolved their flesh. Howls of agony rose from the stonefolk. The foremost ranks  melted away in the span of a heartbeat. The others flailed and thrashed, sinking into an expanding pool of what used to be their bodies. 

“Well done, Garlocke,” Sava said, raising a hand to her nose. She put aside her shorter blade and petted the raptor affectionately on the flank. 

“You certainly saved us some time.” 

“Or  did  he?”  Nesura  retorted.  Her  crimson  incarnation  extended  a hand  and  pointed  to  the  bubbling  lake  of  melted  flesh  and  stone  standing between them and the stairs leading deeper into the Dungeon. “How’re we going to get across that?” 

Max  sighed  and  scratched  the  back  of  his  head.  He  cast  Penta Shield, conjuring a magical barrier that blocked off the corrosive and toxic aspects  of  the  fumes  wafting  from  the  aftermath  of  Garlocke’s  torrent  of bile but did nothing for the stench. Then he began hurling Icebolts into the pool, until it turned into a solid sheet of ice. 

“Alright,  Garlocke,  maybe  don’t  do  that  from  now  on,”  Max  told the raptor gently. “Sava and I can handle the monsters.” 

“Alright.” Garlocke hung his head and shrank down even more. 

“Aw,  don’t  be  like  that.”  Sava  wrapped  her  arms  around  his  neck and kissed his cheek. “You can still help us kill them in other ways.” 

“That’s  right,”  Max  said.  “This  isn’t  the  right  place  for  your deathspewer form. Do you think your battleblade form would work better?” 

Garlocke  blinked.  Then  he  nuzzled  Sava  briefly  before  stepping away  and  shifting  again.  This  time,  his  forelimbs  were  long  and  sinuous, almost tentacular, terminating in heavy spheres of barbed bone. 

“Foehammer,” the raptor announced. “Swing over their shields and crush their skulls.” 

“Good  thinking,”  Max  thumped  Garlocke  heartily  on  the  flank. 

“Let’s keep moving.” 

The monsters of the Deepshadow Mines were hardy and disciplined fighters, and they were highly resistant to spells, easily shrugging off Max’s Jolting  Arcs  or  Firebolts.  They  put  up  a  stiff  resistance  to  the  cohort’s advance through the Dungeon, but they weren’t particularly formidable or dangerous.  He,  Sava,  and  Garlocke  hacked  and  bludgeoned  their  way through countless ranks of stonefolk miners and warriors. Every once in a while, stonefolk berserkers would appear. They were much like the rest of their kin, squat, stout, and heavily bearded, but they wore neither armor nor helm, and they wielded paired axes as large as their heads. Max shot their heads  off  their  shoulders  with  Stormbolter.  Their  journey  through  the Dungeon  was  a  slow  and  arduous  one,  but  not  once  did  he  feel  that  they were in any real danger. 

 It can’t simply be because Sava and I are both Level 38, while Talos and his cohorts were Level 35,  he thought, as he kicked aside the corpse of a stonefolk warrior he’d beheaded.  He had twenty Apocalypse Knights with him,  and  if  I  remember  his  roster  correctly,  many  of  his  people  were Warmongers  who  favored  heavy  armor  and  close-quarters  fighting.  How did they die? 

“Maybe they didn’t,” Nesura said out loud, riffing off his thoughts. 

“All  we  know  is  that  their  invocation  wand  appeared  back  at  base  camp. 

Maybe they’re still alive, and one of them accidentally triggered the wand’s recall rune.” 

“That  would  be  very  careless  of  them,”  Sava  said,  watching  her longer  blade,  Blood  Drinker,  soak  in  the  ichor  smeared  across  its  length. 

“But I suppose such things do happen.” 

“They’ve been gone for nearly fifteen days, and their wand returned yesterday,”  Max  said.  “That’s  a  really  long  time  to  be  in  a  Dungeon, especially  when  they’ve  already  reached  the  Warden.  Maybe  that’s  where they fell.” 

“Only one way to find out, I guess,” Nesura said, gesturing deeper into the Dungeon. She whispered directly into Max’s mind next. “Straight ahead of you, among those stalactites to your left. There’s a Legion avatar. 

It’s beneath the effects of some Cloak-like spell or ability, but it can’t hide from me. Looks like it’s a sylph of some kind. I should be able to scan it without it noticing.” 

 That’s right. Nesura’s perception is much higher than any of ours. 

Max  knew  better  than  to  look  in  the  direction  of  the  Legion  avatar.  He turned to Sava and nodded. Understanding bloomed in her eyes, such was their  bond.  She  adjusted  her  grips  on  her  blades,  a  subtle  gesture  that signaled her readiness. 

“Garlocke, let’s move on,” Max said to the raptor, who was feasting on the dissipating corpse of a slain stonefolk miner. Garlocke took a final bite, then trotted to his side. He cocked his head curiously at Nesura. 

“What’s wrong, stupid bat?” he asked. 

Nesura  sent  a  mental  hiss  of  frustration  rolling  across  Max’s consciousness. 

“Damned  thing  fled  deeper  into  the  Dungeon,”  the  familiar  said, snarling at Garlocke. “It better not be because you gave away the game!” 

“Ah.” The raptor sniffed at the air. “One of the many-faced’s things is here. But just one. Why?” 

“Did you manage to scan it?” Max asked. 

The familiar nodded and projected a screen. 



 Legion: Level 40

 Wind Sylph Avatar

 NO FURTHER INFORMATION AVAILABLE



“That’s  what  I  thought,”  Nesura.  “Sylphs  are  wind  elementals, capable  of  becoming  invisible.  They  also  make  virtually  no  sound.  But they’re not very powerful combatants. I can’t see an army of those, even at Level 40, overcoming Talos and his cohorts, let alone one. Like the moronic lizard said, why? Why is it here?” 

“Not to fight,” Max said. “Let’s keep moving. Maybe you’re right, Nesura. Maybe Talos and his people are still alive. If so, we have to help them.” 

The  cohort  entered  a  surprisingly  high-ceilinged  chamber  shortly after,  the  center  of  which  was  dominated  by  a  massive,  shadow-shrouded pit.  A  tanarr  fiend  arose  from  its  depths  as  they  moved  deeper  into  the chamber.  It  was  a  squat,  leathery-skinned  humanoid  with  bat-wings  that stretched  to  the  mine’s  ceilings.  The  special  condition  monster  wielded  a

curved blade in one hand and a fiery whip in the other. Max had faced its lesser  kin  before,  a  tanarr  imp,  in  the  Dungeon  called  Graywind  Mage Tower. 

“Ugh. Demons. Of course,” Nesura said, rolling her eyes in disgust. 

“Let me guess. The stonefolk dug too deep and unleashed something once sealed away. No one’s ever heard  that story before.” 

“Shut up.” Max retrieved his Magus Staff from his ring of holding and conjured a Triple Deca Shield to hold off the torrent of flames pouring from the tanarr fiend’s open maw. Nesura did have a point, though. Almost every  Dungeon  and  monster  Max  had  encountered  seemed  to  spiral thematically from myths and legends he’d heard or read of as a child. The few he didn’t invariably had roots in Hunnite or Baneling myths. 

Artur  engineered  the  Apocalypse  Horizon,  so  did  his  nightmares birth its monsters? That couldn’t be right, since the Cosmic Logos created them, not him. As a Dungeon Lord, Artur was only capable of altering the creations  of  the  Cosmic  Logos,  not  bringing  about  his  own.  The  Cosmic Logos  also  drew  upon  various  sentient  species  across  countless  different worlds to serve in its Dungeons. Nesura had been one such example, until her  death,  and  Max  had  somehow  subconsciously  recognized  her  as  a vampire, which resulted in her rebirth as a tiny bat. 

Perhaps there was a common consciousness all sentient beings drew from to build the basis of their respective cultures. The notion filled Max with excitement and curiosity. He wondered what it would be like to talk to an  elf,  for  instance,  or  even  an  orc  that  wasn’t  trying  to  kill  him  and  ask them about the stories that bubbled beneath the surface of their dreams. 

“Max? That’s very interesting and all, but now’s a really bad time to be distracted like that!” Nesura cried, as the tanarr fiend swooped down on

the cohort. 
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Sava  hurled  herself  into  the  air.  Her  crimson  sword  swirled  up  to meet the tanarr fiend’s descending blade and dashed it aside. She spun a full circle  through  her  parry  and  brought  Blood  Drinker  around  once  more  to carve a bone-deep furrow across the monster’s chest. 

The tanarr fiend roared and snapped its whip toward her face. Max intercepted the lash with another Triple Deca Shield. The whistling barbs at the end of the whip rebounded off his magical barrier, breaking through half of its layers but falling far short of making contact with Sava’s flesh. 

Garlocke went back to his natural form, surging to his full height. 

The  toe-claws  of  his  forelimbs  swept  out,  slicing  off  one  of  the  tanarr fiend’s wings and sending it tumbling from the air. The monster struck the ground  with  a  tremendous  crash,  the  impact  of  its  fall  sending  chips  of broken rock scattering everywhere. 

Max  dual-cast  Stone  Crucifix  with  Nesura.  Earthen  spikes  blasted upward from beneath the tanarr fiend, punching through its torso and limbs. 

The monster howled and flailed in agony, breaking free of its impalement, but it was too slow. Sava alighted upon its back, pressed her warding sword against its neck, and activated its enchantment. 

Saw-like  teeth  protruded  from  Flesh  Tearer’s  blade,  whirred  into motion,  and  began  ripping  into  the  tanarr  fiend’s  flesh.  The  monster thrashed even more wildly, but Sava retained her balance and held her blade steady  as  it  did  its  work.  Ichor  geysered  upward,  splattering  her  face  and

clothes. The tanarr fiend’s howls became choked gurgles, then a bubbling rasp before Flesh Tearer passed all the way through its neck and its head fell free from its shoulders. 

Sava  hopped  off  the  monster’s  disintegrating  back  and  landed  in front of Max. She was covered in gore, and she wore a radiant smile upon her face. She’d never looked more beautiful. He stepped forward, took her in  his  arms,  and  kissed  her  passionately  as  the  monster’s  ichor  fell  away from her clothes and skin with the disintegration of its remains. 

“Hmm.” Sava sighed with pleasure and pulled away. “Let’s get this done  quickly  and  head  out.  Or  we  could  use  that  sanctuary  item  of  yours now...” 

“Tempting,  but  we  know  Legion  is  around,  so  that  wouldn’t  be  a good  idea,”  Max  said,  with  a  rueful  chuckle.  “But  yes,  let’s  get  this  over with.” 

The tanarr fiend had left behind a sword. Max picked it up, drew it from its sheath of ebon-hued wood, and held it out for Sava to examine. It had a long and slender hilt, with a basket hilt-guard of woven wire, and its pommel was an inch-long spike of dark steel. She scanned it. 



 Mortal Ruin: Rare enchanted weapon

 Rapier +35

 Keen +15, Sure +19, Swift +20, Bane (mortals) +5



“A bane enchantment makes a weapon far more effective against a specified group of targets,” Nesura explained. “This one is directed against mortals. Humans count as mortals. As do orcs. And stonefolk.” 

“That’ll  come  in  handy.”  Max  shifted  his  grip  on  the  rapier.  Its balance  was  exquisite,  but  though  he  could  wield  a  rapier  as  well  as  any Enforcer officer, it wasn’t his weapon of choice. 

Neither was it Sava’s, it seemed. The Duelist shrugged and shook her head. 

“I don’t need it,” she said. “The monsters here bleed and scream. I like killing them with Blood Drinker and Flesh Tearer.” 

Max  sheathed  the  sword.  He  glanced  at  Nesura.  Longing  and wistfulness wafted across the mental link between them. 

“You want this?” he asked her. 

“I  used  to  wield  a  blade  like  that  once,  many  lifetimes  ago,”  she said. “In fact, I would have killed you with it when we first met, Max, if I hadn’t chosen my paired scimitars that day instead.” 

“Good to know. It’s yours.” Max stored Mortal Ruin into one of the quick  access  compartments  of  his  ring  of  holding  so  that  Nesura  could withdraw it at her leisure. “We’ll have Corvis enhance it when we get back to base camp.” 

“Thanks,” Nesura said in a small, shy voice. 

The cohort pressed on, slaughtering their way through the stonefolk monsters. Armed with Mortal Ruin, Nesura now took a much more active role  in  the  battles,  flashing  her  crimson  incarnation  into  the  midst  of  her enemies and lancing her blade through their eyes, throats, and groins. She cackled as she slew, harmonizing her murderous delight with Sava’s joyful carnage,  so  that  their  pleasured  voices  chorused  over  the  screams  of  their victims. 

The  Deepshadow  Mines  were  laden  with  traps  as  well,  and  Max took  the  opportunity  to  disarm  them  and  replenish  his  Hazard  Band’s

stockpile. The curious ring of holding had undergone many enhancements, first  by  Corvis,  and  then  by  his  team  of  Artificers.  It  could  now  deploy magical  traps  up  to  fifty  feet  away,  while  also  magnifying  their  strength fivefold. 

They  arrived  at  a  set  of  doubled  stone  doors  nearly  twelve  hours later.  It  was  covered  in  glowing  golden  runes.  Nesura  identified  them  as words in the stonefolk tongue, but she couldn’t read them. The cohort took a  moment  to  replenish  their  Mana  and  Health  point  reserves  with  potions before  Garlocke  smashed  his  way  through  the  door  and  strode  into  an expansive stone chamber where the Dungeon’s Warden awaited them. 

The Rune Master was stonefolk as well, though its squat, powerful frame was encased in ornate plate armor, and it stood upon what appeared to be a massive anvil thrice its size. It held a gem-encrusted hammer in its right fist and a round golden shield in its left. 

“Our riches are not yours to take, intruder!” the Warden thundered. 

Phalanxes  of  stonefolk  miners  and  warriors  marched  into  position  around its  anvil.  The  Warden  thrust  its  hammer  at  Max.  Tendrils  of  lightning writhed between the weapon’s head and the surface of the anvil. “Begone from this place! 

“Garlocke?” Max glanced at the raptor. “Your deathspewer form at its largest, please. There’s enough room for you here.” 

“Yes.” Garlocke convulsed, then expanded, growing in size until his head brushed the ceiling of the Warden’s chamber. His neck shortened and thickened. Sacs of fluid swelled from his jowls. 

The stonefolk monsters advanced upon the cohort, only to walk into a tide of corrosive bile. Gurgling shrieks of agony rose into the air as they flailed  and  dissolved  into  a  soupy  morass  of  digested  meat.  The  Warden

slammed  its  hammer  upon  the  anvil,  conjuring  a  bubble  of  crackling lightning that held back Garlocke’s spit, but it could do nothing to protect its lesser kin. 

Max wrapped his arm around Sava’s waist. Nesura flared wings of crimson  light  from  his  shoulders.  They  snapped  out  and  back,  launching Max and Sava into the air, bringing them over the pool of bile, and placing them atop the Warden’s anvil. Sava drove Flesh Tearer into the monster’s side, slipping the point of her blade between the plates of its armor, while Nesura’s  crimson  incarnation  rammed  her  rapier  beneath  the  Warden’s raised  arm,  piercing  the  links  of  the  mail  shirt  it  wore  beneath  its breastplate, ripping flesh, and scraping bone until Mortal Ruin’s point burst through from just under its collarbone. 

The  Warden  opened  its  mouth,  perhaps  to  scream  in  agony  or  to curse the cohort. Max couldn’t be bothered to find out. He thrust his Magus Staff  between  the  monster’s  jaws,  shattering  a  few  of  its  teeth  in  the process. Whatever it had been trying to say emerged as a series of choked grunts. 

 Spell resistant, eh? Let’s see about that.  Max hurled a Firebolt, an Icelance,  and  a  Jolting  Arc  in  rapid  succession  right  down  the  Warden’s throat. The monster convulsed and thrashed, but Nesura’s and Sava’s blades held it in place. Max shrugged, then followed up with Stone Spear, Sonic Lance, and Venom Strike. The monster was still alive. 

It  took  another  ten  casts  of  Firestorm,  Chain  Lightning,  and  Gale Blade  before  the  Warden  was  reduced  to  a  pulped,  twitching  mass  of scattered  flesh  and  ruined  armor  atop  its  anvil.  Max  put  his  Magus  Staff away. 

 Resistance  isn’t  the  same  thing  as  immunity,  after  all,  he  thought, sweeping his gaze around the Warden’s chamber. There was still no sign of Talos and his cohorts, and the Dungeon had proven to be fairly manageable in the end. Max found it difficult to believe that it could have claimed the lives of twenty Apocalypse Knights, not when their leader was someone as formidable and competent as Talos. 

“Max!” Garlocke barked from across the chamber. The raptor had been  fishing  out  chunks  of  stonefolk  meat  from  the  pool  of  bile  with  his toe-claws. He looked over his shoulder. “Something’s coming! Something bad!” 

Before  Max  could  react,  twin  bladed  arms  swept  through Garlocke’s  knees,  sending  the  raptor  crashing  face-first  to  the  floor.  The Slaughterman  strode  into  view,  its  sightless  gaze  locked  squarely  upon Max. Talos’s screaming face surged briefly to the forefront upon the surface of its leather apron, before disappearing beneath the midst of many others. 

“Looks  like  that  answers  the  question  of  what  happened  to  the missing Apocalypse Knights,” Nesura said. She scanned the Slaughterman and  nodded.  “Level  41.  It’s  always  at  least  five  Levels  higher  than  the Knight-Errant it attacks, and Talos was Level 35, while you’re Level 38, so this means it came for him.” 

Max quickly dismissed Garlocke so that the Slaughterman’s bladed arms  plunged  into  swirls  of  inky  smoke  instead  of  raptor  flesh.  Nesura aligned  her  senses  with  his,  then  directed  his  gaze  to  a  seemingly  empty spot above the chamber’s entrance. Max briefly spotted a faint distortion in the air before it slipped out of the chamber behind the Slaughterman. 

“There  goes  that  Legion  avatar,”  the  familiar  said.  “It  must  have hidden itself in some deep, dark hole, and we passed it. I bet it’s responsible

for  the  Slaughterman  showing  up  here.  Sylphs  can  mimic  Knights-Errant, so  it  could  have  copied  one  of  Talos’s  people  and  initiated  a  Special Challenge  that  brought  the  Slaughterman  here.  The  Slaughterman  also knows everything about you, Max, so it knows that Talos is an Apocalypse Knight.  Maybe  it  stuck  around  because  it  figured  that  killing  him  would bring you here.” 

“Well,  it  worked.”  Max  leveled  his  Magus  Staff  at  the Slaughterman  as  the  monster  broke  out  into  a  full-on  charge,  splashing through  the  pool  of  Garlocke’s  bile  with  its  bladed  arms  held  out  to  its sides. 

He hurled a Jolting Arc at the Slaughterman. The monster crossed its  arms  to  block  the  bolt  of  lightning,  then  uncrossed  them  to  shatter  the Stone Spear that Max flung at its face. It took a Sonic Lance straight to the chest and faltered slightly in its advance. Max dropped a Firestorm upon the Slaughterman, drenching its misshapen body in white-hot flames. 

The monster spun and swept its arms out, creating a shockwave that blasted the fire from its flesh. It resumed its approach, trailing smoke in its wake. Max cast Hasten, Empower, and Fortify on Nesura and Sava as they leapt off the anvil to meet the Slaughterman with their blades. 

Sava opened with a Sunflower Scatter, lancing Blood Drinker out in a  flurry  of  crimson  jabs.  The  Slaughterman  blocked  a  handful  of  the Duelist’s  blows  with  one  of  its  bladed  arms.  Bloodless  rents  appeared  all across  the  bare  flesh  of  its  abdomen  and  thighs.  It  swept  its  other  arm  at Sava’s face. Nesura rammed the point of her rapier into its elbow, jarring it from  its  path  just  enough  for  Sava  to  duck  beneath  the  saw-teeth  that whirred down its length. 

The  Slaughterman  kicked  out,  driving  its  heel  into  Nesura’s abdomen  and  hurling  her  back.  The  crimson  incarnation’s  torso  fell  apart beneath  the  impact,  only  to  reform  in  mid-flight  as  Nesura  poured  Mana into her manifestation spell. She flipped over in the air and landed upon her feet, before hurling herself back into the fray, her blade flashing. 

Max  cast  Debilitate  and  Corrosion  on  the  Slaughterman,  slowing and weakening its movements and worsening the cuts Sava opened up on its  pale  flesh.  He  then  poured  an  Affliction  spell  into  Nesura’s  sword  and sensed its poison take root in the Slaughterman as the familiar danced into blade range and lanced Mortal Ruin into its hip. 

Soul Lens screen flickered into existence in the corner of his eye as his Carnage spells unfolded. 



 Level 19 Debilitate in effect

 -44% to target’s physical attributes for 3 hours

  

 Level 19 Corrosion in effect

 +44% to damage taken from all sources for 3 hours

  

 Level 19 Affliction (Poison) in effect

 -16%  to  target’s  physical  attributes,  Health  Loss  effect  blocked  by target’s immunity



But the Slaughterman was still overwhelmingly strong and swift. It buried  a  bladed  arm  in  Nesura’s  skull,  then  whirred  the  saw-teeth  of  its

limb,  scattering  the  crimson  incarnation  into  tatters  of  sanguine  light. 

Mortal Ruin clattered to the floor. 

“Damn  it!”  Nesura  swore  in  Max’s  mind.  Another  crimson incarnation began to form beside him, but she would need several moments to rebuild one from scratch. 

Max  charged  into  the  fray,  not  wanting  to  leave  Sava  engaged  in melee against the Slaughterman alone. He shot it twice in the shoulder with Stormbolter and hit it in the back of the knee with a Sonic Lance, staggering the  Slaughterman,  before  he  closed  within  blade  range.  The  monster recovered  swiftly  and  spun  around  to  meet  his  advance  with  a  backhand sweep of its left arm. 

Max  blocked  the  blow  with  Stridentsong  and  was  sent  skidding back  on  his  heels  by  the  sheer  force  of  the  impact.  The  Slaughterman pursued  him.  Sava  swept  Blood  Drinker  out  and  unleashed  a  bladed shockwave. It hacked into the monster’s torso, slicing through its apron and parting its flesh. 

The Slaughterman drove one of its arms into the floor, ripped free a hunk  of  rock,  and  hurled  it  at  Sava.  The  blindingly  fast  projectile  clipped her across the shoulder and sent her spinning away, her blades flying from her grasp. The monster turned back to Max. 

He attempted a Weeping Loom, bringing Stridentsong around in a mighty  two-handed  blow.  The  Slaughterman  smashed  aside  his  blade  and jabbed out with one of its own. The monster’s arm caught Max in the side, parted his armor, and dug into his flesh. He gasped at the sudden agony. 

Crimson hands caught him by the shoulders and pulled him free of the  whirring  blade  before  it  could  disembowel  him.  Nesura  pushed  Max

behind her as she raised her hands and hit the Slaughterman with a barrage of Fireballs. 

“That’s  a  lethal  wound!  Heal  yourself!”  the  familiar  shrieked  into his  mind.  Max  pulsed  back  a  wordless  mental  acknowledgment  and launched into a Healing spell. White light fell from the hand he pressed to his mangled hip. He would—

His  belt  pouch  was  gone.  A  quick  glance  told  him  it  had  fallen  a few strides away, ravaged by the Slaughterman’s blow, but that wasn’t what alarmed him. 

Amidst the ruined leather lay the mangled remains of Nesura’s bat body. Max snapped his gaze back to her crimson incarnation. It was falling apart,  dissipating  into  motes  of  red  light.  She  looked  over  her  shoulder  at him and smiled. 

“I  know,  right?”  Nesura  said  mentally.  “Didn’t  think  this  would happen to me, but it did. It’s been fun, Max, but it looks like I’m finished.” 

“What’re  you  talking  about?”  Max  grunted  as  he  struggled  to  his feet, blood seeping through the fingers he’d pressed to his healing wound. 

“Your physical body will reform in a few days, won’t it?” 

“Not  when  it’s  been  killed  by  the  likes  of  the  Slaughterman,” 

Nesura said. She smiled, then. It was an open, genuine smile, entirely unlike anything Max had ever seen on her face before. “It’s been fun, Max. Thank you. For everything.” 

“Nesura!” Max cried, reaching out to her through their mental link as  her  crimson  incarnation  disintegrated  entirely.  He  found  nothing  there, only a gaping emptiness where her presence had been in his soul. 

The Slaughterman swept aside the flames writhing across its body. 

Nesura’s face appeared briefly on its apron, before sinking beneath a sea of

countless screaming visages. 

 Damn it!  Max called Stridentsong back to his grasp and charged at the  Slaughterman.  He  attempted  a  high  Moonlit  Reflection  Arc  at  the monster’s face and hit it in the cheek, snapping its head back. Max crashed another  Weeping  Loom  into  its  chest,  then  followed  up  with  a  second Moonlit Reflection Arc at its neck in an attempt to decapitate the monster. 

The  Slaughterman  blocked  Stridentsong  with  one  of  its  arms  and kicked Max in the stomach. He felt bones break and organs rupture beneath the impact. Blood burst from between his lips. A bladed arm lanced toward his  head,  and  it  was  all  he  could  do  to  tuck  his  right  shoulder  in  and  slip past the monster’s blow. The Slaughterman jabbed its elbow out and caught him  glancingly  across  his  backplate  with  enough  force  to  send  him sprawling face-first into the floor. 

Bladed  shockwaves  fell  upon  the  monster,  driving  it  a  few  steps back  and  preventing  it  from  advancing  upon  Max  and  finishing  him  off. 

Sava had returned to the fray. The Duelist had hopped back onto the anvil and  was  using  her  Technique  Spell  at  full  strength  continuously.  Max wanted  to  yell  at  her  to  stop,  but  all  that  emerged  from  his  lips  was  a bloodied,  broken  gurgle.  Using  the  Technique  spell  like  that  would  drain her Mana points reserves swiftly. It would then drain her Health points. By his  most  generous  estimate,  Sava  had  about  twenty  seconds  before  she collapsed and died. 

Max swiftly cast Healing spells on himself, even as he poured the contents  of  his  most  potent  Heal  potion  down  his  throat.  When  he  could stand, he hurled himself between Sava and the Slaughterman, shocking the Duelist into halting her shockwave barrage. 

“Max!” Sava cried. “Get out of the way!” 

“No.”  Max  hefted  Stridentsong  and  squared  off  against  the Slaughterman  as  it  shrugged  off  the  aftermath  of  Sava’s  shockwaves  and began  advancing  once  more.  He  nodded  toward  the  exit.  “It  won’t  chase you as long as I’m within reach. Get out of here.” 

“Absolutely  not!”  Sava  leaped  off  the  anvil,  spun  a  complete  flip through the air, and landed by his side. She raised her blade alongside his. 

“I kill and live for you, Maximo Strident. Don’t ever ask me to leave you to face danger by yourself ever again.” 

“No,” Max agreed. “No, I won’t.” 

“Good.” Sava smiled sadly. “I saw what happened to Nessy, Max. 

Let’s kill this bastard.” 

“We  will,”  Max  said,  thinking  furiously  as  the  Slaughterman approached. The monster outclassed him and Sava. They wouldn’t be able to beat it in a straight fight, not by themselves. He reached for the metal tab embedded in his gorget and turned to Sava. “I’ll need a few moments.” 

Sava nodded, understanding what he was trying to do immediately. 

She  twirled  her  blades  in  her  hands  and  dashed  out  to  meet  the Slaughterman.  Max  extended  his  will  to  the  tab.  A  Soul  Lens  screen appeared. Trisha’s face was in it. 

“Max?” the Elementalist said. “What is it?” 

He took out a Reinforcement Portal sphere from his ring of holding and showed it to her. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Sava dance and spin  around  the  Slaughterman,  confounding  the  monster  with  a  brilliant display of defensive swordplay. 

“Going  to  need  some  help  here,”  he  told  her.  “Bring  the Transcendent Gem too.” 

“You want me to come?” Trisha asked. “But...” 

“Move!”  Max  roared.  The  Elementalist  gulped  nervously  and nodded. 

“One minute,” she said. 

Max dismissed the screen and flung the glass sphere in his hands to the floor. It shattered. A portal of swirling violet appeared beside him. He turned his gaze back to Sava. The Duelist parried, deflected, and riposted, holding the Slaughterman at bay but failing to secure any advantage at all, let alone land a single decisive blow. 

The monster ripped Flesh Tearer from Sava’s grasp with a jab of its bladed  arm.  It  nearly  caught  her  across  the  waist  with  its  follow-up backhand. Max charged into the fray and swept Stridentsong up and across to block the Slaughterman’s other arm as it descended upon her skull. The monster leaned into the blow, using its tremendous strength and weight to hold Max in place and force him to his knees. 

The  Slaughterman  swept  its  other  bladed  arm  at  his  neck.  Max caught the blow on the back of his gauntlet. Sparks flew as Megalo Maw’s spinning blades ground against the monster’s. Sava hacked Blood Drinker into  the  Slaughterman’s  knee,  nearly  severing  its  leg.  The  monster  lashed out  with  the  injured  limb,  whipping  its  lower  dangling  half  like  a  flail  to bash Sava away and hurl her into a rolling tumble across the floor. 

The  Slaughterman  turned  its  sightless  gaze  back  to  Max.  The bandages  upon  its  face  writhed  and  parted  to  reveal  gray,  bloodless  lips. 

Then it spoke. 

“Maximo  Strident,”  the  monster  said.  “I  will  slaughter  you  for  a million eternities.” 

“I don’t have that much time to waste on you,” Max spat in reply. 

The  Slaughterman’s  arms  pressed  in  closer.  Stridentsong  trembled  in  his

grasp. The blades of his gauntlet shattered into nubs. 

A boulder slammed into the Slaughterman’s face, staggering it back a  few  steps  from  Max.  Another  hammered  into  its  chest.  A  Stone  Spear ripped into its shoulder, sinking several inches before the earthen spike fell apart. 

Max  risked  a  quick  glance  over  his  shoulder.  Trisha  was  there, standing where the Reinforcement Portal had been. The Elementalist hurled a miniature hut onto the floor. Blue light flashed, and a dozen Apocalypse Knights appeared, Jonn amongst them. 

Raising  his  halberd,  the  mighty  Warmonger  charged  at  the Slaughterman without any hesitation. The monster blocked Jonn’s crushing blow, only to receive another boulder in its face as it began a riposte. The enchanted  arrows  and  crossbow  bolts  of  the  other  Apocalypse  Knights whistled  through  the  air  and  sank  into  the  Slaughterman’s  arms  and shoulders.  It  reeled.  Jonn  hacked  his  halberd  into  the  monster’  arm  just beneath the left elbow, nearly severing the limb so that it hung by a strip of flesh. 

More  Apocalypse  Knights  fanned  out  to  surround  the Slaughterman.  An  Elementalist  lanced  a  barrage  of  Firebolts  into  the monster’s  flank.  Cloaked  Infiltrators  continued  pelting  it  with  arrows  and crossbow  bolts.  Max  surged  to  his  feet  and  hacked  at  the  Slaughterman alongside Jonn, carving chunks of flesh free with every blow of his blade. 

The monster struck back, slicing its intact arm at Max. Twinned sets of  Triple  Deca  Shields  cast  by  the  two  Defenders  that  had  accompanied Jonn  flashed  into  existence  over  his  face.  The  whirring  teeth  of  the Slaughterman’s  bladed  arm  tore  through  the  magical  barriers  within  the

blink of an eye, but the slight delay the Shield spells had granted Max was enough for him to dance away from the monster’s blow. 

Sava  had  retrieved  Flesh  Tearer.  She  buried  the  blade  in  the Slaughterman’s  spine  at  the  waist  and  activated  its  enchantment.  The warding sword’s whirring teeth ripped its way deep into the monster’s back. 

It  fell  over,  and  Jonn  pinned  its  intact  blade  arm  to  the  floor  with  his halberd. 

“Maximo Strident!” the Slaughterman howled. “Your soul is mine! 

Mine!” 

“Shut up.” Max let Stridentsong fall from his grasp and picked up the  monster’s  partially  severed  arm.  The  teeth  upon  its  blade  were  still spinning. He folded it over the Slaughterman’s mangled elbow, lined up its point with the monster’s face, and pushed the whirring limb into its mouth. 

Gobbets of churned meat, slivers of splintered bone, and dribbles of jellied brain fountained upward and splattered Max’s face and torso as he pushed the Slaughterman’s arm through its skull. Nothing was left above its shoulders after a few moments. It was only then that the monster’s blades stopped spinning. 

“Strident,  you’re  still  injured,”  Jonn  said,  gesturing  for  one  of  the Defenders who’d shown up to approach. He nodded to Sava. “And so are you, Saree.” 

“Thanks, Jonn. But I need a moment here,” Max said, as he reached down,  tore  the  Slaughterman’s  apron  free,  and  held  it  up,  searching  for Nesura’s face within its depths. “Damn it, you stupid bat! Where are you?” 

“Wait. Did Nesura...?” Trisha said, as she approached. “Is she...?” 

With the Slaughterman’s apron in his fist, Max stumbled past Trisha and over to the ruins of his belt pouch, where Nesura’s shredded bat form

lay. He tried to gather as much of the mangled pieces of her body together, but the resultant pile was piteously small. 

Sava limped over to his side. She looked down at Nesura’s remains and sank down to her haunches next to him. A single tear ran down the side of her cheek. 

“Shit,” the Elementalist cursed. She pointed at the apron curled up around Max’s fingers. “You know what you’ve got to do, Max. Set her free before that thing disappears and the Slaughterman takes her away with it.” 

“That’s  not  good  enough.  Give  me  the  Transcendent  Gem.”  Max held his hand out to Trisha. She retrieved it from her ring of holding and put it in his palm. 

“What’re you going to do, Max?” Trisha asked. “Is there some way you can bring Nesura back?” 

“I  don’t  know,”  he  said,  spreading  the  apron  out  on  the  floor  and placing  the  Transcendent  Gem  upon  its  surface.  A  Defender  approached him,  her  hands  awash  in  the  radiance  of  Healing  spells.  Max  waved  her away. He felt his voice crack slightly as he spoke again. “I don’t know.” 

“Strident. The Dungeon core has manifested. If we don’t destroy it soon, the Warden will reappear,” Jonn warned. 

“I know.” Max nodded to the Warmonger. “Could you handle it for me if it does? I need to figure this out first.” 

“Of  course.”  Jonn  turned  to  the  other  Apocalypse  Knights  and began issuing orders in his calm, laconic manner. Max brought his attention back to the apron, the Transcendent Gem, and Nesura’s remains. 

 She’s  a  spirit  familiar,  and  I  have  the  Animus  spell,  he  thought frantically.  The other Spirit Binders use Animus to summon their familiars. 

 Maybe I can do the same thing with Nesura and rebind her as my familiar. 

Max readied Animus as a Flux spell and retrieved a spirit core from his ring of holding. He’d acquired several over the last few months but had found  no  use  for  them,  since  both  Garlocke  and  Nesura  were  already  the same  Level  as  he  was.  Next,  he  took  out  the  crafting  hammer  he’d purchased from one of the Truesteel shops. It wasn’t nearly as exquisite a tool as Turanos, but Max didn’t have anything else at hand to work with. 

He tapped the spirit core. Bronze runes flashed from its surface to hover in the air above it. A Soul Lens screen appeared. 



 Spirit core disassembled

  

 Animus available

 Cast Animus on subject to commence Spirit Augmentation Max  focused  his  will  on  the  screen.  Another  option  beside  Spirit Augmentation appeared. 



 Target subject to commence Spirit Binding



He angled his Soul Lens on Nesura’s remains. 



 Invalid Target: Subject’s soul is inaccessible



Sava snatched up the Slaughterman’s apron, and before Max could stop her, she drew her sword, threw the sheet of filthy leather into the air, and hacked it into pieces with a flurry of bladed shockwaves. A chorus of

disembodied  sighs  rushed  through  the  chamber  then,  followed  by  an unhinged scream of rage. A Soul Lens screen appeared in front of Sava. 



 Slaughterman’s Mark (Permanent): The Slaughterman will come

 for you



“Let  it,”  she  hissed.  “I  can  kill  the  bastard  a  million  times,  and  it still won’t be enough.” 

Sava looked Max in the eye. He exchanged a grim smile with her, then  turned  his  focus  back  to  his  Animus  spell.  Nesura’s  soul  was  freed from the Slaughterman’s grasp. He should be able to bind her as a familiar once more. 



 Target selected: Nesura Trillia Fengthela Vix

 Subject is willing: -75% to Spirit Binding difficulty

  

 Commence Spirit Binding? 



Max willed his assent, only to have another screen appear. 



 Unable to perform Spirit Binding

 Subject’s soul is contested

 Your claim has inferior standing

 Someone else has claimed the soul of Nesura Trillia Fengthela Vix

  

 Invalid Target: Subject’s soul is inaccessible



“Damn it!” Max swore under his breath. What did that mean? He hadn’t  had  the  chance  to  spend  much  time  with  the  Spirit  Binders  among the Apocalypse Knights and discuss their spells and abilities, something he was  regretting  right  now.  Out  of  desperation,  Max  picked  up  the Transcendent Gem. His Soul Lens flickered, then. He looked at it. 



 Heroic Mosaic



Without  Nesura  to  keep  the  Heroic  Mosaic  at  bay,  Max  couldn’t resist  its  call.  White  light  filled  his  vision,  and  when  it  peeled  away,  he found  himself  in  a  vast  chamber  with  floors  of  dark,  polished  stone. 

Columns  of  winding  black  steel  held  up  a  ceiling  adorned  with  a marvelously painted mural. 

Max  instantly  recognized  the  creatures  depicted  within  the  mural. 

They  were  all  women,  with  pale  skin,  red  eyes,  and  overly  long  canine fangs,  and  they  were  feasting  upon  what  appeared  to  be  an  inhumanly beautiful  humanoid  entity  with  a  golden  halo  above  its  brow  and magnificent feathery wings. One of the women had her fangs buried in the winged creature’s neck. Another held handfuls of its spilled intestines in her hands. A third was lowering an eyeball into her mouth as if it were a grape. 

Tatters  of  nerve  fiber  trailed  from  the  eye  to  one  of  the  empty,  weeping sockets beneath the winged creature’s tormented brow. 

 Vampires  eating  an  angel.  Of  course.  He  snapped  his  gaze downward and saw Artur Brightblade, fully armed and armored. His sword

blazed with light. Mira Pureheart was by his side. She wore runic robes, and she held a crystal-topped staff in her hands. 

Their  opponent  was  a  pale  woman.  A  vampire,  not  unlike  Nesura before Max killed her. She wielded a two-handed curved blade, and her red eyes blazed with malice. 

“Mine!  All  touched  by  the  Midnight  Kiss  are  mine!”  the  monster hissed. 

“No.  You  will  release  the  souls  of  the  fallen.”  Artur  raised  his sword and charged at the vampire. Their blades clashed. 

Mira  hefted  her  staff.  Light  blazed  from  its  tip.  The  vampire shrieked  in  rage.  Shadows  poured  from  her  body,  eluding  her  attempts  to grasp at them with her bare hands. 

Artur stabbed the vampire in the heart, withdrew his sword, then cut off her head. 

The  scene  faded,  leaving  Max  in  the  Deepshadow  Mines.  A  Soul Lens screen filled his vision. 



 Heroic Mosaic: 3 pieces attained

  

 Temporal Transcendence (Heroic Resolve Implemented)

 Instantaneous spell

 Level 38

 Mana Cost: 0

 Break all bonds of captivity, beyond space and time



Max  blinked  in  astonishment.  He’d  tried  casting  Temporal Transcendence  several  times,  but  the  spell  had  never  seemed  to  do anything. 

 My  Temporal  Equalization  spell  changed  with  Heroic  Resolve. 

 Maybe Temporal Transcendence is different now.  Max cast the spell without any further hesitation. Blue-white light radiated from his body and washed over the chamber. 

A swirl of violet energy appeared in front of him, as tall and as wide as  he  was.  Max  recognized  it  as  a  portal  immediately,  but  to  where?  He turned to Sava, only to find her frozen in mid-speech, as if time had ground to  a  halt  for  her.  A  quick  glance  around  told  him  that  everyone  in  the chamber was similarly held in place as well. 

 What  is  going  on?  Max  put  down  the  Transcendent  Gem  and realized that at some point, he’d let go of his crafting hammer, leaving it to hang  frozen  in  the  air.  Shaking  his  head  in  confusion,  he  turned  his  gaze back to the portal and found a screen above it. 



 Colossus of Endless Night Special Challenge

 Step  through  the  portal  to  travel  to  the  Colossus  of  Endless Night and initiate Special Challenge

 Objective:

 Defeat  the  Night  Queen  Ollunara  Esotra  Fengthela  Vix  and destroy the Colossus of Endless Night; one cohort of Knights-Errant may attempt this challenge. 

 Reward:

 All  souls  claimed  by  Ollunara  Esotra  Fengthela  Vix  (Of interest: Nesura Trillia Fengthela Vix) are freed

 Failure:

 Knights-Errant will be slain and turned into the blood thralls of Ollunara Esotra Fengthela Vix



 A cohort. I’ll need a cohort.  Max reached out to Sava and brushed his  fingers  against  her  cheek.  She  unfroze,  blinking  in  surprise  as  she reached up to her face and caught Max’s hand in hers. 

“Max?  What  happened?  You  started  giving  off  that  light  you  do when  you’re  using  your  Flux  spells,  only  so  brightly  this  time  that  I couldn’t see anything.” she asked, before glancing around and noticing how the other Apocalypse Knights were as frozen as she’d been just a heartbeat ago. “What’s going on? Why...” 

“Give me a moment, and I’ll explain everything.” He stood, helping her to her feet along the way, and walked over to Trisha, then to Jonn. After the  Elementalist  and  Warmonger  had  gotten  over  their  surprise,  Max launched into a brief explanation about the Colossus of Endless Night. 

“I can’t force you to come with me,” he said, gesturing to the portal. 

“Nesura hasn’t been the easiest person to like, and she’s not technically an Apocalypse Knight, so I completely understand if you want to sit this one out, but...” 

“I love Nesura.” Sava nodded. “I want her back.” 

“Nesura has been a faithful comrade-in-arms,” Jonn said. The ghost of a smile flickered over his weathered features. “That makes her as much of  an  Apocalypse  Knight  as  anyone  else  here.  You  have  my  blade, Strident.” 

“I’m coming along too.” Trisha chuckled. “Whether you believe it or not, Nessy and I get along very well. We spend a lot of time making fun

of you behind your back, Max, and I don’t think either of us have quite had enough of doing that yet. I’m in.” 

Max glanced down at Nesura’s remains. It was suffused with white-blue light. The Soul Lens screens detailing the Spirit Binding process hung above  the  slain  familiar,  locked  in  place  by  the  effects  of  his  Temporal Transcendence  spell.  If  he  returned  from  the  Special  Challenge,  he’d  be able  to  pick  it  up  again  right  where  he  left  off,  only  with  Nesura’s  soul freed. 

He walked over to the scattered contents of his ruined belt pouch, retrieved Garlocke’s summoning totem, and turned it over in his hands. 

 Not a scratch. Max sighed in relief and turned to the others. 

“Alright, let’s go,” he said. 
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Beyond the portal was a vast plain of violet broken rock, awash in eerie blue light. The skies swirled with dark, lightning-laced clouds pierced by a singular peak of jagged stone. 

Max felt his jaw drop as he realized the peak wasn’t a mountain, but the uppermost tip of a horned helm, set atop shoulders that spanned dozens of  miles.  Titanic  arms  of  sculpted  stone  stretched  from  those  shoulders, dominating the upper skyline. A torso larger than cities unfolded earthward, before splitting into legs that spanned the murky horizon. A fist the size of a city  held  a  sword  as  tall  as  ten,  perhaps  twenty,  of  the  highest  buildings Max had ever seen. 

“That’s  the  Colossus?”  Trisha  gasped.  “We’re  supposed  to  fight something like that? How?” 

“You’re the Earth Elementalist,” Max replied, his gaze still fixed on the Colossus. “It looks like it’s made up of stone.” 

“More stone than most mountains, Max!” she snapped irritably. “I’d accomplish more spitting into a hurricane than trying to use my elemental manipulation on it!” 

“Strident, look.” Jonn lowered his runic spyglass from his eye and passed it to Max. “It’s not a monster, but a fortress of some sort. A walking keep, it seems.” 

The Warmonger was right, Max realized as he looked through the spyglass. The Colossus’s lower legs were riddled not with windows, but the

telltale  slits  of  sally-ports,  openings  from  which  troops  would  emerge  to attack  their  foes.  Higher  up  on  the  creature’s  body,  approaching  its  hips, narrow  stairwells  and  ladders  cut  into  the  surface  of  its  stony  skin  began appearing.  As  he  raised  his  gaze  further,  taking  it  above  where  a  man’s diaphragm  would  be,  balconies  with  carved  guardrails  and  open-air platforms emerged. 

 The stairwells and ladders are for repairmen,  Max realized.  That’s why  they  reach  everywhere  across  the  Colossus  but  stop  just  above  the knees. This way, anyone attacking from the ground can’t reach them easily. 

 Those balconies are observation posts, judging from how they’re angled. As for those platforms... 

Max’s gaze snapped to one of the open-air platforms. A grotesque bat-like  creature  sat  upon  its  surface.  It  spread  its  wings  and  took  to  the skies.  That’s where flying troops take off and land. 

The  balconies’  guardrails  featured  more  and  more  ornate  carvings higher up on the Colossus’s body. Max couldn’t quite make out the details, though  knowing  what  he  did  of  vampiric  aesthetics  by  this  point,  he guessed  they  were  sculpted  depictions  of  Nesura’s  kin  engaging  in  all manner of atrocities. Similar carvings, much thicker and denser, covered the cheek-plates of the horned helm. Max fancied he saw another stairwell or walkway within the shadowed depths of the helm, but the distance and the angle of his vantage point made it impossible for him to be sure. 

“It is, Jonn,” Max said, returning the spyglass to its owner. “Alright. 

There’s nothing we can do against something like that from the outside, but if we can get in, we might be able to bring it down. Maybe we can break the gears that move its limbs or destroy whatever source of magical power that gives it life.” 

“Oh, of course.” Trisha rolled her eyes. “Let’s just stroll over to a walking mountain, knock on its doors, and ask to be let in.” 

“It’ll be a long stroll,” Sava commented, squinting at the Colossus. 

“We’re at least a hundred miles away, if not more.” 

Max raised Garlocke’s summoning totem and called out to him. The raptor strode out from a cloud of inky smoke. His head was bowed, and his demeanor was strangely downcast. 

“Let’s save the ugly bat,” he said, before conjuring three other flesh clones. 

Max  placed  the  summoning  totem  into  his  ring  of  holding  and climbed astride Garlocke’s back. The rest of the cohort did the same with the  flesh  clones.  He  tapped  the  raptor’s  flanks  lightly  with  his  heels,  and Garlocke  set  off  at  a  full  gallop  toward  the  Colossus,  with  his  clones following closely behind. 

As the miles swept by beneath Garlocke’s stride, Max studied the barren and desolate landscape. It stretched from horizon to horizon, flat and uniform. The same was true of the cloud-shrouded skies. If the cohort had entered a Dungeon, it was entirely unlike any he’d ever seen. 

“How’re  we  going  to  get  in  once  we  reach  the  Colossus?”  Trisha asked, edging her mount closer to Garlocke. 

“I’ll  assume  my  anura  form,”  Garlocke  replied.  His  reptilian  eyes narrowed. “And then I’ll jump onto one of the lower openings.” 

“That  sounds  completely  insane,  but  it  doesn’t  look  like  we  have any other options,” Trisha said, grimacing. She cast a desperate, yet hopeful look at Max. “Do we?” 

“No,”  he  told  her,  before  returning  his  gaze  to  the  way  ahead.  He retrieved a few potions from his ring of holding and poured them down his

throat,  healing  his  injuries  and  topping  off  his  Mana  point  reserves  as Garlocke  raced  toward  the  Colossus.  Without  Nesura,  his  Mana  point reserves were far less substantial, which meant that he had to be much more careful  with  his  spells,  even  with  his  panoply  of  enchanted  items  that lowered his Mana costs or heightened his Mana regeneration. 

The  ground  began  to  shake  beneath  the  weight  of  unfathomably massive footfalls as the cohort neared the Colossus. Garlocke and his clones kept their pace, striding across a landscape of heaving and breaking rock. 

Trisha  gripped  her  scepter,  furrowed  her  brow,  and  chanted furiously  beneath  her  breath.  Max  felt  magical  energy  radiate  from  the Elementalist  as  she  filled  in  freshly  sunken  chasms  in  their  path,  diverted tumbling  boulders  away,  and  parted  the  immense  clouds  of  swirling  dust thrown up by the Colossus’s stride. 

“Get us there soon, Garlocke,” she cried, her words nearly inaudible beneath  the  rumbling  of  the  earth  and  the  thunderous  crash  of  gargantuan footfalls. 

“Almost  there,”  the  raptor  replied,  though  Max  doubted  Trisha heard his reply. 

Up  close  and  beneath  its  shadow,  the  Colossus’s  sanity-defying stature  was  even  more  apparent.    Max  clenched  his  jaw  and  steeled  his resolve.  He  glanced  over  his  shoulder  and  caught  Sava’s  eye.  She  was awestruck and shaken by the Colossus’s size as well, but she met his gaze and gave him a firm nod. 

“Let’s  go,  Max.  Let’s  get  Nessy  back,”  Sava  said.  “I  miss  her already.” 

“Strident!” Jonn bellowed, raising his halberd and jabbing it at the skies. “Enemies incoming!” 

Max  looked  to  where  the  Warmonger  was  pointing.  Sure  enough, bat-like  creatures  like  the  one  he’d  seen  through  Jonn’s  spyglass  were descending from the Colossus's thighs. Their wings spanned nearly twenty feet across. Drool trailed from their gaping, fang-filled maws. Fury blazed in  their  crimson  eyes.  A  quick  scan  of  his  Soul  Lens  told  him  that  the creatures were called hell wings, and they were Level 38. 

 Looks like this is a Dungeon after all, and one matched to my Level. 

Max pulled out his bow. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Jonn put his halberd  aside  and  retrieve  a  pair  of  runic  throwing  axes  from  his  ring  of holding.  The  Warmonger  gave  Max  a  quick  nod,  pulled  an  axe  back,  and hurled it at an incoming monster. 

Propelled  by  Jonn’s  prodigious  strength  and  its  enchantments,  the axe spun end-over-end across hundreds of feet into the air, before burying its blade into its target’s skull, splitting it in half and spilling the hell wing’s brains.  The  oversized  bat  creature  convulsed  and  dropped  from  the  skies like a stone. The axe vanished and reappeared in Jonn’s grasp, even as he hurled another and brought a second monster down. 

Max  raised  his  bow  and  sent  Momentum-empowered  arrows blasting  into  the  sky.  He  shot  a  gaping  hole  through  a  hell  wing’s  torso, ripped  another’s  head  off,  and  clipped  a  third  in  the  shoulder  so  that  it spiraled  through  the  air  and  crashed  into  one  of  its  kin.  The  entwined monsters tumbled earthward, shrieking in pain and fury. The crisp snap of breaking  bones  mingled  with  the  wet,  tearing  pops  of  ruptured  organs  as they hit the ground. Max adjusted his aim and sent a single arrow through two more of the bat creatures. Jonn’s axes slew another pair of hell wings, and suddenly, the skies were clear, with the few surviving monsters turning around and fleeing for the sanctuary of the Colossus’s depths. 

“Hold  on  tight!”  Garlocke  warned.  His  flesh  clones  echoed  his words, making sure that their riders heard his warning. The raptor slowed down.  His  forelimbs  lengthened,  while  his  toe-claws  retracted,  then flattened  out  into  webbed  pads.  Garlocke’s  torso  widened.  His  neck shortened and thickened, while he sank closer to the ground. 

“No!”  Trisha  squealed.  “I  hate  frogs!  Why  did  you  turn  into  one, Garlocke?” 

Ignoring  the  Elementalist’s  protests,  the  raptor  hurled  himself upward, springing toward the lowest sally port, hundreds of feet below the Colossus’s  left  knee,  but  nearly  a  thousand  feet  above  the  ground.  His clones  followed  suit.  Their  leap  fell  perhaps  a  hundred  feet  short  of  its mark,  but  the  raptor  and  his  clones  opened  their  maws  and  lashed  out purplish,  muscular  tongues  as  thick  as  Max’s  torso.  The  tips  of  all  four tongues made contact with the Colossus’s rocky skin and stuck fast. 

Max  put  away  his  bow  and  gripped  his  saddle-horn  tight  as Garlocke and his clones reeled their tongues in, hauling their bulk toward his landing. Trisha’s screams filled Max’s ears, but a quick glance over his shoulder told him that she hadn’t fallen off her perch on her mount’s back. 

The Elementalist’s eyes were closed, and she had a white-knuckled grip on her  saddle  horn  as  well.  Sava  and  Jonn  fared  slightly  better,  though  their tight-lipped,  wide-eyed  expressions  showed  Max  that  neither  of  them enjoyed the experience. 

Garlocke transformed again as he and his clones approached within a  dozen  feet  of  the  Colossus.  He  and  his  clones  retracted  their  tongues. 

Their torsos narrowed, and their limbs shortened, all of them terminating in bladed hooks. Garlocke and the flesh clones struck the Colosuss’s shin and buried  their  claws  in  its  rocky  surface,  holding  them  fast.  The  raptors swarmed toward one of the sally-ports, then. 

“Get this open, Trisha!” Max yelled. 

The Elementalist nodded, her eyes wide with terror, and thrust her right  hand  out.  The  stone  panel  covering  the  sally-port  fell  free,  before tumbling to the ground to be lost beneath the Colossus’s thunderous strides. 

Jonn didn’t hesitate. He heeled his mount forward and dove into the sally-port.  Not  even  a  heartbeat  later,  the  sounds  of  clashing  steel  and parting flesh emerged. Sava went next, drawing her blades and spurring her mount into the opening. Max called Stridentsong to his grasp and followed, with Trisha close on her heels. 

Garlocke brought Max into the midst of a swirling melee. The flesh clones,  much  weaker  in  combat  than  their  creator,  had  already  fallen, hacked  apart  by  the  two-handed  blades  of  slender  warriors  clad  in  sleek, violet-hued  plate  armor  and  smooth,  round-topped  helms  with  full-faced visors. Max quickly scanned one of them. 



 Monster: Blood Sword

 Level 38

 Health: 1290/1290

 Mana: 353/353

 Physical Attributes

 Strength: 67

 Dexterity: 84

 Fortitude: 42

 Perception: 71

 Abilities

 Umbral Blast

 Night Blade

 Rewards

 Victory Shard value: 38

 Treasure: Class AA



Jonn  fought  with  a  round  shield  and  heavy  mace  instead  of  his halberd in such tight quarters. He blocked a blade descending upon his skull with  his  shield,  angled  his  body  to  let  another  skip  off  his  pauldron,  then caved in a blood sword’s torso with his mace. His shield lashed out, ripping another monster’s helmed head off its shoulders. 

Sava  danced  and  whirled  through  the  ranks  of  the  blood  swords, unleashing  one  blade  form  after  another  in  rapid  succession.  Moonlit Reflection  Arcs  flowed  seamlessly  into  Weeping  Looms,  cleaving  limbs from  torsos  and  spilling  intestines  from  abdomens.  Flawless  Sunflower Scatters punched weeping holes through violet breastplates and helms. 

Garlocke transformed once more, shifting back into his battleblade form  as  he  charged  into  the  fray  with  Max  astride  his  back.  The  raptor swept his bladed limbs through a cluster of blood swords, cleaving them in half, even as he bashed monsters from their feet with his bulk and trampled them  beneath  his  clawed  feet.  Max  hacked  left  and  right  from  his  saddle, splitting skulls and opening throats with Stridentsong. 

A  blood  sword  charged  at  him,  wielding  a  bill-hook  instead  of  a blade.  Max  disintegrated  its  head  with  a  Firebolt.  As  the  monster  fell, smoke  trailing  from  the  ruins  of  its  neck,  more  of  its  kin  appeared,  all  of them  wielding  similar  pole-arms.  They  managed  to  advance  a  single  step toward Max before blocks of stone tore loose from the ceiling and fell upon

their heads, crushing them into pulp. He glanced briefly over his shoulder, back at the sally-port from which he’d entered. 

Trisha  had  her  scepter  in  her  hands  once  more,  while  her  mount kept her just beyond the melee but away from the sally-port, lest more of the bat creatures struck her from behind. The Elementalist thrust her scepter out and hurled Stone Spears through the edges of the monsters’ formation, slaying dozens of them with every spell. 

Before  long,  the  last  monster  fell  to  Jonn’s  mace,  and  it  was  only then  that  Max  had  the  chance  to  study  their  surroundings.  They  were  in some kind of mustering chamber, with racks of weapons arrayed against the walls. He spotted the two-handed blades the blood swords favored and the bill-hooks some of the monsters tried to use against him. There were also shorter swords and round metal shields. A rack held crossbows. Crates had been stacked high in a corner. They probably contained ammunition for the bows or spare armor components. 

Max  activated  his  focus  map,  dismounted  Garlocke,  and  took  his Magus Staff in his left hand. The raptor dismissed his flesh clone, setting Trisha  on  her  feet.  She  ran  around  the  chamber,  picking  up  the  Dungeon metal  and  assortment  of  enchanted  items  left  behind  by  the  slain  blood swords. When she was done, Max strode toward the mustering chamber’s only exit. The cohort followed closely behind him. 

They  emerged  into  a  metal  stairwell  that  wound  around  grinding gears and pumping pistons, spiraling upward and downward into apparent infinity.  More  blood  swords  converged  upon  the  cohort  from  both  above and below. These paired short swords or handaxes with spiked shields, and they  had  more  lightly  armored  figures  in  their  midst,  wielding  the crossbows  Max  had  seen  racked  in  the  mustering  chamber.  A  quick  scan told him that these monsters were called blood shards. 

“Cut off the way behind us,” he instructed Trisha. The Elementalist nodded, before pulling blocks of stone from the wall right next to her and dumping  them  upon  the  stairwell  behind  the  cohort.  The  weight  of  the falling  boulders  was  too  much  for  the  steps  of  woven  metal  to  bear.  An ominous  creak  rose  into  the  air,  and  then  the  steps  below  the  cohort  fell apart,  leaving  a  thirty  foot  chasm  between  them  and  the  ascending  blood swords. 

The resultant shockwave from the savaged metal shook Trisha from her  feet.  Sava  caught  her  by  the  wrist,  preventing  the  Elementalist  from plunging  into  the  depths  of  the  Colossus’s  leg.  She  then  shoved  Trisha behind Jonn and Max, as a trio of blood shards approached the edge of the broken stairwell, aimed their bows upward, and fired. 

Max  slammed  down  a  Triple  Deca  Shield  behind  the  cohort, deflecting  the  volley  of  crossbow  bolts.  He  then  turned  and  unleashed  a Fireball  upward  at  the  monsters  descending  upon  the  cohort.  His  spell detonated in the midst of several blood shards and blood swords, blowing the monsters limb from limb even as it set them ablaze. Shrieks of horror and agony filled the stairwell. 

“Jonn, Sava, cut our way through,” he said, urging the Warmonger and the Duelist ahead of him. “I’ll cover our rear. Trisha, get in the middle, then help me out.” 

Jonn hefted his shield and pounded up the stairs, with Sava close on his  heels.  Trisha  scrambled  after  them.  Max  leveled  his  Magus  Staff downward  and  poured  fire,  lightning,  and  frost  upon  the  monsters  behind the  cohort  as  the  boldest  amongst  them  tried  to  leap  over  the  gap  in  the stairwell. 

Trisha  added  her  efforts  to  his  a  moment  later,  pulling  fist-sized spheres  of  stone  from  nothingness,  before  whipping  them  downward  into the midst of the monsters below the cohort. Each of her projectiles struck home with tremendous force, caving in breastplates and helms or punching limbs from shoulders or hips. Jonn and Sava dove into the descending blood swords,  battering,  cleaving,  and  slicing  their  way  upward.  Severed  heads and  limbs  cascaded  from  the  stairwell  and  fell  into  the  gears  and  pistons. 

The  machinery  worked  relentlessly,  grinding  skulls  and  body  parts  into crimson smears without missing a single beat. 

“Keep moving,” Max called, as he sent a barrage of Stone Spears into  the  stairwell  a  dozen  steps  below  his  feet.  The  earthen  spikes  tore through the tortured metal, further widening the chasm beneath the cohort and the ascending monsters. He caught movement in the corner of his eye then,  and  he  spun  his  Magus  Staff  up,  twirling  its  length  to  deflect  a crossbow  bolt  from  above  that  would  have  struck  him  in  the  hip.  Max snapped  his  gaze  in  the  archer’s  direction  and  saw  that  while  a  mass  of blood  swords  kept  Sava  and  Jonn  locked  in  melee,  a  dozen  blood  shards had climbed higher back up the winding stairwell and found a gap amidst the column of ears and pistons that gave them a relatively clear lane of fire upon the cohort’s flank. His Shield spell was still active further down on the stairwell.  Even  if  he  dismissed  it  immediately,  he  wouldn’t  be  able  to  recast it in time to intercept the blood shards’ bow-fire. 

“Garlocke!” Max pointed at the archers. The raptor shifted back to his anura form and lashed his tongue out, threading its length deftly through the gap. The sticky appendage slapped against the cuirass of a blood shard. 

Before the monster could react, Garlocke whipped his tongue sideways and dragged  the  blood  shard  along,  using  its  body  to  batter  its  fellows  off-

balance and tumbling a few of them over the stairwell’s guardrail of woven wire. 

That bought enough time for Max to drop a Fireball in the midst of the  rest  of  the  blood  shards,  turning  them  into  scatters  of  burning  meat. 

Sava and Jonn cut their way forward, and soon the cohort was past the gap. 

Confident  that  they  wouldn’t  be  pursued  from  below,  Max  dismissed  his Shield  spell,  so  that  it  would  be  ready  to  cast  in  the  event  the  archers amongst their foes caught the cohort in a bad position again. 

The blood swords and blood shards never stopped coming, and Max wasn’t  surprised.  The  cohort  was  in  a  fortress  larger  than  perhaps  twenty Dominion  towns  put  together,  after  all.  They’d  been  carving  their  way through  the  monsters  so  far,  but  Max  knew  that  they  couldn’t  keep  it  up. 

Sooner rather than later, they would need to catch their breath and consume potions.  They  needed  to  get  off  this  stairwell  and  elude  their  pursuers,  if only for a little while. 

An hour of killing passed, then another. Then two more. The cohort passed  several  doors  as  they  ascended,  but  all  of  them  led  to  mustering chambers similar to the one they’d first arrived in. Max fused these doors shut with Firebolts, while Trisha continued demolishing the stairwell behind the cohort. Sava and Jonn had to refresh their Prowess spells then, so with Garlocke by his side, Max surged past them to take their place in the melee, hacking  with  Stridentsong  and  blasting  with  his  Magus  Staff  while  the raptor  bit  off  heads  and  snipped  off  limbs  with  his  toe-claws.  When  the Warmonger and Duelist were ready, they pushed past him and Garlocke to the front once more, and the cohort continued their climb. 

Max  spotted  a  set  of  double  doors  beside  one  of  the  stairwell’s many  landing  platforms.  It  was  different  from  the  ones  the  cohort  had

passed. This one bore a series of unreadable runes across its gilded surface, and its archway was lined in crushed violet gemstones. 

 We’re probably past the knee. Those balconies and platforms I saw can’t  be  too  far  away,   Max  thought,  trying  to  guess  how  much  distance they’d covered since their breach into the Colossus.  Maybe if we go through here, we can find a faster way up. 

“Quickly,  through  there!”  he  called  out  to  Jonn  and  Sava  and pointed to the doubled door. 

Jonn  slammed  his  elbow  into  its  surface,  caving  it  in.  Sava disemboweled three blood swords with a single sweep of her longer blade. 

Max hurled an Icelance over her shoulder. The frost spike punched into a blood shard’s eye and pinned its head against the groin of the blood sword behind  it.  The  plate-armored  monster  squealed  and  doubled  over,  before being trampled beneath the boots of its fellows. 

“Trisha, behind Jonn! Garlocke, follow them,” Max said, taking the Warmonger’s  place  in  the  melee  as  Jonn  kicked  the  door  entirely  off  its hinges and stepped through. The Elementalist followed wordlessly, her face pale with exhaustion. Garlocke entered next, sticking close to Trisha. 

Max  lanced  Stridentsong  into  a  blood  sword’s  face,  intercepted  a volley  of  crossbow  bolts  with  a  Shield  spell,  then  countered  with  a Firestorm, filling the stairwell above him and Sava with flames and causing the metal steps to sag into liquidity from the heat. Sava flashed him a brief sidelong  smile,  then  dived  through  the  door.  Max  hurled  out  another Firestorm,  turning  everything  he  could  see  into  a  molten,  dripping  mess. 

Blazing  and  shrieking  humanoid  torches  fell  past  him,  some  of  them catching briefly amidst the gears and pistons before being ripped apart by the inexorable grind of the machinery. 

 That  should  cut  off  any  pursuers,   Max  thought,  before  stepping through the door. 
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Chapter 35







The  cohort  found  themselves  within  a  vast  hall.  Its  walls  sported murals  similar  to  the  one  Max  had  seen  in  his  latest  vision  of  Artur Brightblade:  scenes  of  pale,  fanged  women  tormenting  or  devouring  an assortment  of  victims.  Pillars  of  carved  obsidian  ran  down  its  length  in twinned rows. A lush, crimson carpet covered the floor. 

“We walked into some kind of teleportation enchantment when we walked through that door,” Trisha said, gripping her scepter nervously. 

“Too  high.  I  can  feel  it.  We’re  too  high  too  quickly,”  Garlocke added, his tongue flicking from his maw. He turned to Max. “We are close to the clouds now. We weren’t before.” 

“Where are we?” Jonn asked, putting aside his mace and shield and retrieving his halberd. 

“It  doesn’t  matter.”  Max  leveled  his  sword  at  the  trio  of  feminine silhouettes  lounging  upon  gilded  couches  at  the  far  end  of  the  hall. 

“Wherever we are, we kill everything we see until we get Nesura back.” 

Tittering laughter met his words. One of the three women got to her feet and stretched languidly. She was pale and fanged, like the creatures in the wall murals, and she wore her dark hair in a series of elaborate braids that trailed from her scalp. Her eyes were crimson. The sheer gown hanging from her shoulders left nothing to the imagination. The others did the same, and together, they began sauntering toward the cohort. The one behind the gowned woman’s left shoulder wore a gold-trimmed purple robe. A net of

golden thread held her dark hair from her face. The one on the right was tall and  muscular.  A  sleeveless  gray  tunic  and  loose  trousers  covered  her powerful frame. 

“Ah, such bloodlust. Such a heady appetite for destruction! I like it! 

Welcome  to  my  parlor.  I  am  Ollunara  Esotra  Fengthela  Vix,  the  Night Queen,”  the  evident  leader  of  the  trio  said,  laughing.  She  gestured  to  the robed woman, then to the tall one. “These are my daughters, Larana Curilla Fengthela Vix and Girala Resova Fengthela Vix. I have conferred with the soul  of  my  daughter,  lovely  Nesura,  so  your  reputation  precedes  you, Maximo Strident.” 

Max didn’t bother with a reply. He thrust his Magus Staff forward and cast Firestorm, hurling a tide of roaring flames at the thing he’d come here  to  kill.  Trisha  followed  Max’s  lead,  tearing  blocks  of  stone  from  the floor  and  the  walls,  shaping  them  into  dozens  of  ten-foot  long  earthen spikes, and then blasting them toward the end of the hall. 

Larana  raised  the  rod  of  black  steel  in  her  hands  and  spat  out  a series  of  unintelligible  words,  conjuring  a  bubble  of  violet  light  over  her and her kin. 

Max’s flames washed over the magical barrier, causing its surface to sizzle and swirl. A moment later, Trisha’s barrage of Stone Spears struck the  bubble,  hammering  cracks  across  its  surface  with  every  impact.  The robed woman reeled and staggered back. Her barrier burst apart into motes of violet light. Two dozen Stone Spears continued racing toward Ollunara. 

Girala stepped forward, a single barked word falling from her lips. 

Gauntlets of black steel flashed into existence across her fists. She punched the foremost Stone Spear. The earthen spike crumbled beneath the impact. 

Girala  pivoted  on  her  lead  foot  and  hammered  her  left  fist  into  another

Stone  Spear,  shattering  it  as  well.  An  overhand  blow  demolished  another two, while sweeping backfists accounted for three each. 

The rest of the Stone Spears sped onward. Ollunara raised her hand. 

Blades of violet light swarmed from the shadows milling at her feet. They disintegrated the Stone Spears upon contact. 

“Like  I  said,  Maximo  Strident,  your  reputation  precedes  you.” 

Ollunara smirked and gestured over her shoulder. “You won’t be doing to me what you did to my daughter.” 

Max looked to where she was pointing and spotted a marble dais a hundred  strides  or  so  behind  the  couches.  A  spherical  lattice  of  brass  set atop  a  heavy  stand  stood  on  the  dais.  Crimson  light  swirled  and  roiled within  the  sphere,  calling  to  the  strange,  vacant  sensation  that  had  been present in Max’s soul since Nesura’s death. 

 That’s Nesura’s soul!  he realized.  If I break that thing, I’ll free her! 

“She’s  where  she  belongs  now,  Maximo  Strident,”  Ollunara  said. 

“You have kept my child from me long enough.” 

“What’re  you  doing  to  Nessy?”  Sava  demanded,  pointing  to  the sphere. “Something is going on in there! I can feel it!” 

“You can?” Ollunara seemed truly surprised. “How curious.” 

“Human  Cosmic  Challengers  are  inherently  sensitive  to  magic, mother,”  Larana  said.  “That’s  why  they  make  such  good  experimentation subjects.” 

“I see.” Ollunara smiled and flicked her wrist dismissively. “Nesura perished.  Her  time  is  done.  I  have  infused  her  soul  with  a  drop  of  water from the Twilight River to purge her memories from her soul. When that’s over and done with, she will be reborn as Illithara Drusta Fengthela Vix, the youngest of my daughters.” 

“Attack,”  Max  said  to  the  cohort.  He’d  heard  enough.  “Kill  them all.” 

Garlocke  and  Sava  needed  no  further  prompting.  The  raptor charged on ahead, fangs bared and toe-claws raised. Sava followed closely behind,  keeping  pace  with  the  full  force  of  her  Prowess  spell.  Max  cast Hasten and Empower on her, before casting Fortify on Garlocke. 

Jonn  advanced  steadily  behind  the  Duelist  and  the  raptor.  His halberd  leveled  not  at  Ollunara,  but  at  Girala.  The  tall  vampiress  grinned and clenched her gauntleted fists. Heavy black plate armor flowed over her body. Twinned runic warhammers appeared in her fists. She charged out to meet  the  Warmonger,  ignoring  Sava  and  Garlocke  as  they  approached Ollunara. 

Larana waved her rod. Columns of violet light blasted upward from the scorched, semi-melted floor in front of her mother. Sava wove her way through  them,  but  Garlocke  wasn’t  nearly  as  adroit.  He  squawked  as magical  energy  slammed  into  his  underbelly  and  hurled  him  into  the  air. 

Larana pointed her rod at the raptor, obviously intending to finish the raptor off with another spell, but Trisha whipped a cluster of boulders at the robed vampiress, forcing her to shield herself with another magical barrier. 

Sava closed in to within blade range of Ollunara. She arced Blood Drinker at the vampiress’s face. Four glowing violet swords emerged out of thin  air  behind  Ollunara.  One  of  them  blocked  Sava’s  cut.  The  rest  thrust and hacked at the Duelist, forcing her back. 

But Max was already by her side. He dashed aside a violet sword as it  dived  toward  Sava’s  neck,  then  foiled  another  from  its  path  with  a Sunflower  Scatter.  Sava  deflected  the  third  violet  sword  with  a  perfectly executed Iron Aegis block, sending it hurtling into the fourth, so that both

blades  spiraled  away.  A  Lightness  Step  brought  her  back  right  in  front  of Ollunara once more, but Nesura’s self-proclaimed mother had already filled her hands with a pair of ornately jeweled swords and sheathed her body in a dark sleeve of sleek, armored scales. 

Ollunara parried Sava’s Moonlit Reflection Arc, then Max’s, before riposting  simultaneously  at  the  both  of  them.  Sava  intercepted  the vampiress’s  thrust  at  her  throat  with  a  deft  Thousandfold  Thread,  while Max  attempted  an  Iron  Aegis  Block  and  barely  managed  to  pull  off  the blade form in time, so that Ollunara’s sword rang against Stridentsong’s hilt guard instead of ripping out his throat. 

Another  quartet  of  glowing  violet  swords  appeared  behind  the vampiress’s  back.  Two  of  them  dived  toward  Max.  He  blasted  one  out  of existence with a Sonic Lance and parried the other, but Ollunara lunged at him, one of her jeweled blades leading the way. Max twisted his body in a desperate attempt to dodge, knowing that he wouldn’t be fast enough. The vampiress’s  sword  sliced  easily  through  his  breastplate  and  carved  a stinging line across his chest. 

Before Ollunara could whip her sword around and across his throat, however, Flesh Tearer’s whirring teeth caught onto its back several inches above  its  sapphire  and  ruby-encrusted  hilt-guard,  before  tearing  its  edge awry.  Sava  swept  Blood  Drinker  up  in  an  underhand,  diagonal  cut  at Ollunara’s ribs. The vampiress parried the Duelist’s crimson sword and sent two violet blades plunging toward Sava’s skull. 

Even  as  he  stumbled  backward,  Max  jabbed  out  his  Magus  Staff and  blasted  one  of  the  descending  violet  swords  with  a  Firebolt.  Sava reversed her grip on Flesh Tearer and swept it across the air, unleashing a bladed shockwave that destroyed the other of Ollunara’s swords. 

Max  cast  Debilitate  and  Desecrate  on  the  vampiress.  Ollunara’s eyes  widened  in  momentary  surprise  as  his  Carnage  spells  slowed  and weakened her. She took a stumbling step backward, her swords and posture in  sudden  disarray.  Sava  took  the  chance  to  lash  out  at  her  with  a  pair  of bladed  shockwaves.  The  vampiress  managed  to  block  one.  The  other clipped her across the hip, shredding a cluster of shadowed scales from her armor and causing her to reel from the impact. 

Sava positioned herself between Ollunara and Max, so that he had a clear  path  to  the  dais  carrying  the  spherical  lattice.  She  looked  over  her shoulder at him. 

“I can handle her,” the Duelist said. “Go get Nessy back.” 

“I will,” he promised, before turning to the dais and breaking out in a full sprint. Scarcely had he taken two strides when the ring of steel upon steel rose into the air again, alongside the sound of Ollunara’s laughter. 

“What are you trying to do, Maximo Strident?” she called after him. 

“Would you risk your soul for my daughter’s? I didn’t think she meant that much to you!” 

“She  does  to  us!”  Sava  cried.  The  vampiress  grunted  in  pain,  and Max risked a quick backward glance. Ollunara was staggering back, ichor flowing  from  a  cut  upon  her  cheek  as  Sava  pressed  forward,  blades flashing. 

Farther back, Trisha had joined forces with Garlocke, hurling spells at Larana while the raptor harried the vampiress’s flanks and nipped at her heels.  Several  dozen  strides  away,  Jonn  dueled  Girala,  dust  and  debris gusting  beneath  the  shockwaves  birthed  from  the  impact  of  their  clashing weapons. 

 Secure Nesura’s soul first, then rejoin the fight.  Max refreshed his Prowess spell as he pounded toward dais. He closed the distance in the span of  heartbeat,  hopped  upon  his  surface,  and  swung  his  sword  down  at  the latticed  sphere,  only  for  Stridentsong  to  bounce  ringingly  off  its  brazen surface. 

Max  growled,  let  the  blade  fall  from  his  grasp,  and  hit  the  sphere with  a  Sonic  Lance.  Waves  of  sound  washed  over  the  mystical  device, tearing  chunks  of  marble  from  the  dais’s  surface  but  accomplishing  little else. Not knowing what else to do, he scanned the sphere. 



 Cage of Purgatorial Rebirth: Legendary enchanted item

 Midnight Artifact: Cleanse a soul touched by the Midnight Kiss of consciousness. 

 A  soul  cleansed  in  this  way  can  be  reborn  into  flesh  within  a Crimson Sarcophagus. 

 Process  can  be  interrupted  and  canceled  if  soul  rejects  purgation. 

 The Cage will then release the soul. 

 Insert another soul to interrupt and initiate cancellation Warning:  If  purgation  is  not  rejected,  the  second  soul  will  be consumed



 Insert  another  soul?  What?  How?  Max’s  gaze  was  drawn inexorably to the jagged spike atop the sphere. It called to him, beseeching him to give it an offering of flesh and blood. The insidious call held little sway against his will and resolve, but it did tell him what he needed to do. 

Max  retracted  his  gauntlet  from  his  left  hand.  He  held  his  palm above the spike, then slammed it down, feeling the sickly warm barb slice through his flesh and punch through the top of his hand. He gasped from the pain,  but  before  he  could  fully  register  the  horror  and  agony  of  his impalement, crimson light filled his vision, and the world slipped away. 
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Chapter 36







“Max?”  Nesura’s  voice  rang  shrilly  in  his  ears.  “What...  by  the Blood Gods, what are you doing here?” 

Max  groaned,  then  opened  his  eyes  blearily.  A  steady  stream  of agony burst and flared somewhere between his temples, and horrific nausea scratched at his guts. His vision swam for a few moments, before clearing with agonizing slowness. It was only then that he realized he was seated at a curious table of latticed metal, not too unlike the sphere that held Nesura’s soul. 

A  pale  woman  with  overly  long  canines  sat  across  the  table  from him.  Her  hair  was  long  and  wild,  and  her  eyes  were  the  deepest  crimson. 

Several moments passed before he recognized her as Nesura. 

 That  was  how  she  looked  when  we  first  met,  he  thought,  stifling another groan as a fresh wave of pain and nausea washed across his senses. 

Only now, Nesura wasn’t wearing her wildly impractical suit of chainmail and snake-themed jewelry. Instead, she wore a simple tattered tunic of some rough-spun  fabric,  and  she  was  sipping  from  the  huge  crystal  chalice  she held  in  her  hands.  The  chalice  carried  a  silvery  liquid,  and  it  was  nearly empty. 

“...Max? Max!” Nesura reached across the table with one hand and shook  him  hard  enough  to  loll  his  head  about  his  shoulders  and  send  his vision spinning anew. He saw that there was nothing else around except the table where he and Nesura sat, only a bluish nothingness. It reminded Max

of the featureless limbo that unfolded between the destruction of a Dungeon core and the emergence of a clock tower. 

“Hey!  Stop  that!”  Max  snapped  as  Nesura  started  slapping  him across the cheeks. “I’m awake! Enough!” 

“Awake?  There  is  no  sleep  in  this  place,”  she  said.  “Once  again, Maximo Strident, what in the Blood Gods’ names are you doing here? This isn’t a place for human souls!” 

“Yeah, it’s some purgatory for bloodsuckers, right?” Max said. “As for what I’m doing here, take a wild guess.” 

“No,  wait.  No...  seriously?”  The  vampiress  clutched  her  side  with one hand and laughed so hard that crimson tears oozed from the corners of her  eyes  and  rolled  down  her  cheeks.  Several  moments  passed  before  her mirth  was  spent.  She  cleared  her  throat,  sipped  from  her  drink  again,  and grinned toothily at Max. 

“Then  again,  I  shouldn’t  be  surprised.”  Nesura  said.  “Of  course only you would have the guts to try something like this, and only you would be insane enough to think you’d succeed in getting me back.” 

“Of course I’m going to succeed,” Max told her. “Come on, let’s go. 

We’ve got work to do, and we don’t have all day.” 

“What  makes  you  think  I’m  just  going  to  go  with  you?”  Nesura replied,  sipping  from  her  drink.  “You’ve  met  my  mother,  I  assume.  She spoke to me, you know? She said that...” 

“Yeah,  yeah.  You’ll  be  reborn  as  a  bloodsucker,  just  as  you  were before...” Max said. 

“You killed me and cut my head off?” Nesura finished, narrowing her  eyes  dangerously.  “You  don’t  have  to  keep  bringing  that  up,  you know?” 

 You  were  the  one  who  brought  it  up.  Max  rolled  his  eyes  in exasperation. Nesura cackled. 

“So you know what’s going to happen to me, then?” she asked. “If you  do,  how  is  becoming  your  familiar  again  better  than  regaining  my former glory? I will wear Lamian flesh again, so that I can taste blood on my lips and feel the steaming entrails of my enemies coil around my fingers once more.” 

“But you won’t remember anything,” Max pointed out. “You won’t even have your name anymore.” 

“I know,” Nesura shot back, sipped her drink, and gestured to the chalice. “What do you think this is?” 

“That’s that Twilight water or some nonsense, right? It makes you lose  your  memories,”  Max  said.  “If  you  know  that,  why  are  you  still drinking it?” 

“I  don’t  have  a  damned  choice.  This  artifact  places  an  irresistible compulsion on any soul bearing the mark of the Midnight Kiss to consume the Twilight Drop,” Nesura explained, before grimacing. “You think I  want to put this garbage in my mouth? It tastes worse than horse piss. So much worse.” 

Max raised a brow. Nesura coughed and cleared her throat again. 

“Ahem. Or so I would imagine.” She waved that point away a bit too  eagerly,  before  slamming  her  fist  down  on  the  table.  “Let’s  get  to  the point, Max, before you run out of time. Yes, I’ll lose my memories, but I’ll get my body back. Why should I go with you?” 

“What  Level  will  you  be?”  Max  shot  back.  “When  we  met,  you were a Level 3 monster. Presumably, that was the amount of cosmic energy infused  in  you  when  you  were  called  to  enact  your  role  in  that  special

challenge. Let’s say you get back your body. Will you be Level 38 like your mothers and sisters are?” 

“The Lamian House of Fengthela Vix aren’t just Crucible Agents, you know?” Nesura sniffed prissily. “Apart from our service to the Cosmic Logos, we pursue our own goals and enact our own ambitions.” 

“Let me guess what those goals and ambitions are. Oh, I know. You kill  people  and  eat  them.  Throw  in  a  bit  of  torture  here  and  there,”  Max said. “Then when you get called to service by the Cosmic Logos, you... let me guess again. You also torture, kill, and eat people.” 

“Drink their blood. I drink their blood, not eat their flesh!” Nesura rolled  her  eyes.  “What  do  you  take  me  for?  Some  kind  of  Strigoi degenerate?” 

“Some  of  the  murals  and  paintings  I’ve  seen  in  the  Colossus  of Endless  Night  suggest  otherwise,”  Max  pointed  out.  He  swallowed  and closed his eyes for a moment. The pain in his head was getting worse. His throat felt raw and dry, but the only beverage available was in that damned chalice Nesura held, and he wanted nothing of that. 

“Alright, alright. Yes, I enjoyed the occasional whole eye or slice of heart meat, especially when the latter is still beating and consumed while its owner is watching.” Nesura shrugged. “Liver’s alright too, I guess. It’s got to  be  properly  seasoned  and  spiced  though,  or  it  tastes  bad.  But  anyway, we’re not here to talk about what I used to eat.” 

“No, we’re not,” Max agreed. “I’m here to get you out. Let’s go.” 

“Why?”  Nesura  looked  him  in  the  eye,  even  as  she  raised  the chalice  to  her  lips.  All  traces  of  levity  were  gone  from  her  voice  and  her bearing.  “Why  should  I  go  with  you,  Max?  And  no,  because  you’ll  die otherwise isn’t a good enough answer.” 

“Die?  Alright,  enough  of  that  nonsense.  Stop  drinking  that!”  Max reached out to slap the chalice from Nesura’s hands. Or at least he tried to. 

Searing  agony  flared  through  his  hand  as  he  tried  to  raise  it.  He  looked down. 

He wasn’t wearing his armor, only a rough-spun tunic like Nesura’s. 

He was also seated in a chair similar to hers, but his hands and arms were impaled upon barbed spikes protruding from the armrests. He looked down and saw that his legs were similarly transfixed, with spikes on the forward half of the chair’s seat and its front limbs piercing through his upper thighs and shins respectively. 

Blood  flowed  freely  from  his  wounds...  only  it  wasn’t  blood,  just trails  of  crimson  light  that  leaked  away  into  the  endless  void  that surrounded them. He felt a scream of horror bubbling up from somewhere deep  and  dark  inside  him,  and  he  had  to  bite  down  on  the  insides  of  his cheeks to keep it from spilling through his lips. 

“That’s  your  soul,”  Nesura  said.  “As  I  was  trying  to  tell  you,  this place  isn’t  for  souls  unmarked  by  the  Midnight  Kiss.  The  Cage  of Purgatorial Rebirth is consuming you, Max. You probably have a few more minutes left at most, which would be about the same time I take to finish this damned thing.” 

She grimaced at the chalice, before taking yet another sip. Barely a mouthful of the liquid remained. 

“Then  let’s  get  to  the  point,”  Max  said,  inwardly  horrified  at  how faint and weak his voice sounded. “Before we met, you were a tool of the Cosmic Logos. It lent you power to do its bidding, just like how it’s now giving  your  mother  and  sisters  enough  power  to  be  Level  38  monsters. 

When they’re done, the Cosmic Logos takes it all away. Am I right?” 

“You  are.  That’s  how  arrangements  between  Crucible  Agents  and the Cosmic Logos usually work. But how’s that different from being your familiar?” Nesura asked. “Yes, I did have Levels, but I got them from you.” 

“No,  that’s  not  right.”  Max  met  her  gaze.  “We  got  them   together. 

We  killed  all  those  monsters  and  beat  all  those  Dungeons  together.  I wouldn’t  have  managed  any  of  that  without  you,  Nesura.  We   earned that power, and...” 

“Power is earned, not given,” Nesura finished for him, quoting the second of the Cosmic Logos’s rules. “That’s right. As Crucible Agents, my mother  and  sisters  have  no  real  power.  Yes,  as  Mundanes,  to  borrow  the terminology of your world, we Lamian Blood Queens are inherently mighty and far superior to our prey. But we have no Levels of our own. Any cosmic energy that came our way was borrowed, not owned.” 

“But you did, Nesura. You did have Levels of your own,” Max said. 

“With me. And if you want, you can have them again.” 

Nesura  lowered  her  chalice.  A  smile,  sweet  and  genuine,  spread across her face. 

“Yes. Yes, I’d like that very much,” she said. 

“There’s  more,”  Max  continued.  “I  used  my  Temporal Transcendence  spell  to  evoke  this  special  challenge  from  the  Cosmic Logos.  I  can’t  seem  to  project  any  Soul  Lens  screens  here,  but  its description  says:   Break  all  bonds  of  captivity,  beyond  space  and  time.  At first,  I  thought  it  meant  freeing  you  from  the  Slaughterman  or  from  this place, but that isn’t it.” 

Agony  pounded  at  his  temples  and  tore  across  his  limbs.  He groaned  as  he  fought  through  the  pain.  Nesura  waited  silently  for  him  to continue. 

“When I killed you, the Cosmic Logos’s twisted rules bound you to me,” Max said, gritting his teeth against the pain. “You didn’t want that, and neither did I. We were captives to one another. That was wrong. So let’s try again.  Come  with  me  now,  Nesura,  of  your  own  free  will.  There  are  all those  worlds  out  there,  right?  Let’s  go  see  them  all.  Let’s  crush  more Dungeons. Let’s kill our enemies. Let’s get more power, real power of our own. We can have that. We can have it all.” 

Nesura glanced at her chalice. Only a drop of the silver liquid was left. She raised it tremblingly to her lips. 

“Yes. Yes! I accept, Max! Now get me out of here!” she cried. The chalice tipped upward. Its contents rolled down its length. 

Screaming  in  agony,  Max  tore  his  arms  and  hands  free  from  their impalement, then used the mangled ruins of his upper limbs to push himself up and off the chair, ripping his legs loose in the process. He fell across the table and swung the club of bloody meat and gristle that had been his right arm out to smack the chalice out of Nesura’s grasp. The crystal cup tumbled away and disappeared. 

She  reached  out  and  caught  the  ruined  remains  of  his  hands.  The crimson light leaking from Max’s wounds began to flow into her instead of dissipating into the bluish void around them. Nesura’s grip tightened. The flow  of  crimson  light  reversed,  so  that  it  now  poured  from  the  vampiress into  Max.  He  blinked  in  surprise,  and  suddenly  he  was  whole  again,  the agony of the last few moments fading like the memories of a dream beneath morning light. 

Nesura smiled that genuine smile of hers again. It was the third time she’d done that. 

“Great. Just great,” Max said. “Can we go now?” 
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Chapter 37







Max  awoke  to  Sava’s  dismayed  cries  ringing  in  his  ears  and  the throbbing agony of his impaled hand. Ollunara’s mocking laughter pealed through the air as well. Max blinked blearily. He was on his knees, sagging against the latticed sphere. 

“He’s gone, foolish girl,” the vampiress said. “His soul is forfeit. I will claim his flesh as a trophy. Perhaps it can serve as a receptacle for one of my shadow thralls.” 

“Max! Max!” Sava cried. “Get up! Get...” 

Max  surged  to  his  feet  and  extricated  his  hand  from  the  spike quickly  but  carefully.  A  whispered  Healing  spell  restored  his  flesh.  He turned and faced Ollunara. 

“No!  Impossible!”  The  vampiress  gasped  in  outraged  disbelief. 

“You convinced Nesura to release her soul to you? What did you offer her?” 

“Power.  Slaughter.  Chaos.  More  than  you  ever  could,”  Max  said, raising his sword and staff theatrically to draw Ollunara’s eye, even as he flicked a brief glance Sava’s way. The Duelist’s cheeks were streaked with tears,  but  she  now  wore  a  radiant  smile  upon  her  face.  She  noticed  his regard, nodded, and stabbed Ollunara in the back with both of her blades. 

The  vampiress  shrieked  in  fury  and  pain.  Crimson  veins  crawled across  her  face.  Her  flesh  writhed  and  roiled  with  sudden,  unnatural movement.  Sava  withdrew  her  blades  and  leaped  back.  An  instant  later,  a scything backhand from Ollunara sliced through the air where the Duelist

had been standing. Sava charged in again, only to be met with a flurry of jeweled blades that kept her at bay while Ollunara’s flesh continued to twist and change. 

 She’s assuming her War Aspect now. This is going to get ugly, Max, Nesura’s voice rang through Max’s mind. It brought a wry smile to his face. 

He hadn’t realized he’d missed it that much. 

Max  broke  out  into  a  full  sprint,  casting  Cloak  on  himself  and  a Flame  Imbuement  upon  Stridentsong  along  the  way.  He  charged  toward where  Girala  and  Jonn  had  fought  each  other  to  a  standstill.  The  tall hammer-wielding  vampiress  was  a  truly  formidable  warrior,  decisively outclassing Max and equaling Jonn in terms of pure melee prowess. All her skill  and  strength  didn’t  prevent  Max  from  flanking  her  and  ramming  a burning sword through her side and up into her heart. 



 Critical hit: x32 damage



Girala shuddered and gasped as the flames of Max’s blade ate into her flesh from the inside-out. One of her hammers fell from her grasp. Jonn was an amiable and good-natured, though somewhat laconic, man, but Max knew he had no such consideration for monsters. His halberd swept out and struck Girala’s head from her shoulders. 

 Ha!  Good.  I’ve  always  hated  that  bitch,  Nesura  cackled.  Too  bad she didn’t suffer more. 

As the vampiress’s body fell into crumbling embers, Max spun on his  heel  and  dashed  at  Larana,  who’d  just  blasted  one  of  Garlocke’s forelimbs off his torso with a beam of violet light. The robed vampiress had

encased herself in another bubbled barrier that rebuffed Trisha’s barrage of Stone Spears and Shattering Boulders. 

Max  approached  Larana  from  behind  and  opened  fire  with Stormbolter,  placing  its  twinned  shots  into  her  barrier.  He  then  pulled  out his  bow  and  sent  a  stream  of  Momentum-empowered  arrows  cracking against  the  violet  bubble.  Larana  looked  over  her  shoulder,  a  snarl  on  her face. 

Trisha took full advantage of her opponent’s momentary distraction. 

She tapped her scepter onto the floor and roared out a spell. Larana turned back to the Elementalist, just as a cluster of stalagmites burst from the floor beneath  her  feet,  bypassing  her  barrier  and  ripping  into  her  body.  The vampiress shrieked as the earthen spikes drove her off her feet and raised her,  limbs  spreadeagled,  into  the  air.  Trisha  bounced  a  boulder  off  of Larana’s skull, reducing it to a shower of gore-streaked bone shards. 

 Finally someone shut Larana up,  Nesura commented.  I should have dismembered her and fed her to ghouls a long time ago. 

“Thanks for holding her in place, Max.” Trisha gave him a thumbs-up  gesture.  “I’ve  been  wanting  to  hit  her  with  Stalagmite  Eruption  for  a while already, but she’s just so fast.” 

“It’s not over yet,” Max said, casting a Healing spell on Garlocke as the raptor stumbled to his side. He then turned back to Sava and Ollunara. 

The  Duelist  had  made  little  headway  since  the  beginning  of  Ollunara’s transformation. She spun, twirled, and cut with her blades, slipping past the vampiress’s defenses several times, but succeeding only in scoring shallow scrapes and grazes upon the Ollunara’s flesh. 

 Get  Sava  back  here,  Nesura said.  That’s  not  a  fight  she’s  going  to win. 

“Sava! Disengage!” Max called out the Duelist. She broke off her attack  immediately  and  backpedaled  to  his  side,  her  blades  still  leveled warily at Ollunara, who’d doubled in height by now and sprouted massive bat wings from her shoulders. The vampiress dropped her jeweled swords as the fingers of her hands elongated and arced into sweeping claws. 

 Damn  it.  My  mother  is  assuming  her  War  Aspect.  She’s  a  Lamian Matriarch, so when she’s like this, there isn’t a single enchanted weapon or spell at her Level or below that can harm her, not unless she’s exposed to sunlight first,  Nesura said. 

“So how can we beat her?” Max asked out loud, not knowing how else  to  speak  to  her.  Though  he  now  felt  her  presence  keenly  within  his soul, the mental connection he’d shared with Nesura was still absent, which meant  that  he  couldn’t  pulse  his  thoughts  to  her  like  he’d  used  to.  His question prompted quizzical looks from both Sava and Trisha. A heartbeat later, their eyes lit up with understanding. 

“You got her back?” Sava asked, smiling. 

“I did.” Max nodded. “She’s going to need a bit more patching up, but yes.” 

“Good.” Trisha grinned. “Welcome back, Nessy. If you’ve got any advice  on  how  to  kill  your  mother,  now’s  the  time  to  share  it  with  our fearless Commander.” 

“We  can’t  hack  it  to  pieces?”  Jonn  asked,  jogging  back  to  Max’s side. 

“I hit her several times, but my blades didn’t seem capable of biting into her flesh,” Sava said, shaking her head. 

“If yours didn’t, mine wouldn’t either,” Jonn reasoned. He turned to Max. “Any ideas, Strident?” 

“Well,  Nesura,”  Max  said.  “We’re  all  waiting  on  you.  You mentioned exposing her to sunlight? Is there any in this place?” 

 The Colossus strides the Shrouded Plain, where the sun is above the clouds,  Nesura said.  We’re in mother’s personal chambers right now, which is located somewhere in the Colossus’s chest. We need to get higher, to the head, where the Control Chamber is. 

Max felt Nesura tugging at his gaze, and he allowed her to turn his eyes to the chamber’s eastern wall. It had been semi-demolished by Trisha’s spells. Darkened skies beckoned beyond the cracks in the tormented stone. 

It  was  only  then  that  he  noticed  the  gilt-lined  windows  running  down  the wall’s length. 

 Mother  always  insisted  on  having  a  room  with  a  view,  Nesura added. 

Max raised his Magus Staff and cast Sonic Lance. A cone of sound roared from the tip of his staff and blasted through the crumbling surface of the wall, sending shards of broken rock tumbling into the skies. 

“Garlocke, we’re climbing up!” Max said. 

The raptor abruptly shortened his limbs and tripled the length and width of his body. His toe-claws vanished, turning into sticky sucker-pads. 

Four tentacles unfurled from his back, which was now sheathed in armored scales. Each of the appendages wrapped around a cohort member’s waist. 

Max nodded and stepped aboard Garlocke’s back. The rest of the cohort did the same. 

“Leaving  already?”  Ollunara  said,  as  she  began  advancing.  Her mouth had been replaced by a fang-filled snout, and a pair of curved horns had  emerged  from  her  brow.  “Come  now,  stay  a  little  longer.  Let  me  tear

you limb from limb, Maximo Strident. You deserve that much for slaying two of my beloved daughters and trying to take another away.” 

“Trisha, slow her down,” Max instructed. 

The  Elementalist  nodded,  thrust  her  scepter  up  at  the  ceiling,  and chanted  a  few  words.  Massive  chunks  of  stone  tore  free  and  fell  upon Ollunara. The vampiress swatted the debris tumbling toward her out of the air with contemptuous ease. The few shards of rock that made it past the arc of her claws bounced harmlessly off her shoulders and back. 

Trisha jabbed her scepter low this time. Stalagmites burst from the floor  beneath  Ollunara’s  feet,  but  before  they  broke  uselessly  against  the vampiress’s flesh, Trisha twirled her scepter and chanted a few words. The rising stone spikes turned into fountains of viscous mud that splashed across Ollunara’s  shins,  thighs,  and  hips  before  oozing  upward  to  coat  her  chest and shoulders. The vampiress sneered and took another step forward, only to falter in her stride as the mud clung to her body and adhered her to the floor. 

“Go! Go now!” Max told Garlocke, aware that Trisha’s spell would not hold Ollunara for long. The raptor scuttled toward the hole in the wall and  swarmed  through,  emerging  upon  the  Colossus’s  exterior.  His  feet clung  solidly  to  its  rocky  skin,  and  he  began  to  climb,  holding  the  cohort fast to his back with his tentacles. 

As Nesura had said, they’d been somewhere near the upper section of  the  Colossus’s  chest,  and  its  helmed  head  was  nearly  twenty  miles higher. Max cast Hasten on Garlocke, before retrieving a Mana potion from his ring of holding and pouring its contents down his throat. 

“Top up if you have to,” he called over his shoulder to the cohort. 

Trisha  and  Sava  nodded  and  took  out  Mana  potions  as  well.  Jonn  didn’t. 

Warmonger spells didn’t cost much Mana to cast. 

Garlocke had barely ascended half a mile before a piercing shriek of fury tore through the skies. Max looked over his shoulder. Ollurana had finally fought her way free of Trisha’s spell and burst from the hole in her chamber’s wall, her wings spread and fangs bared. 

Max  cast  a  Flame  Imbuement  on  his  bow,  nocked  an  arrow,  and raised it, while holding two more in his right fist. Jonn twirled his throwing axes. Trisha hefted her scepter. Sava sheathed Flesh Tearer and took Blood Drinker  in  a  double-handed  grip.  Standing  near-perpendicularly  to  the Colossus’s  skin,  the  cohort  faced  off  against  the  vampiress  as  she  soared upward at them. 

Trisha  pulled  columns  of  stone  from  the  Colossus’  body,  placing them squarely in Ollunara’s path. The vampiress roared and bashed her way through  the  earthen  obstacles,  with  her  horns  or  her  sweeping  claws,  but every  column  that  she  demolished  placed  time  and  distance  between  her and the cohort. 

Max  fired  his  bow.  A  trio  of  momentum-empowered  arrows careened  off  Ollunara’s  snout,  shoulders,  and  wings,  the  impacts  causing her to wince and flinch but achieving little else. Jonn hit her squarely in the jaw  with  one  of  his  throwing  axes.  The  weapon  bounced  off,  but  it  also jerked  Ollunara’s  face  askew,  causing  her  to  crash  squarely  into  one  of Trisha’s columns. 

“Those  violet  blades  of  hers.  Why  isn’t  she  using  them?”  Max asked,  feeling  the  rushing  wind  of  Garlocke’s  ascent  whip  his  words  into inaudibility, but he knew Nesura could hear him. “Or any other spell?” 

 Mother  is  virtually  invulnerable  in  her  War  Aspect,  but  she  can’t cast  many  spells  in  this  form,  she  replied.  I  think  you  killing  my  sisters

 really spooked her. 

“What’s going on with you, by the way?” Max fired another three arrows,  skipping  them  off  Ollunara’s  brow.  “I  can  feel  you,  but  you’re not...” 

 I still don’t have a body, remember? You need to complete the spirit binding  process  on  me  first  to  make  me  your  familiar  again,  Nesura  told him.  Right now, I’ve hitched my soul to yours. I can see all your thoughts and your memories, but I can’t access your Soul Lens or cast any spells for you because... 

“You’re  not  my  familiar.  Alright.”  Max  looked  over  his  shoulder. 

Garlocke  had  been  climbing  frantically  all  this  time.  The  Colossus’s  head was still far away, but they would get there sooner rather than later. “What’s the plan once we get up there, to that Control Chamber you mentioned? We take control of the Colossus? Then what?” 

 The  Colossus  has  a  Baleflame  Beam  Crystal  on  its  forehead.  We blast open the Control Chamber’s  ceiling,  then fire the beam into the sky, Nesura explained.  That’ll clear out the clouds for a bit. Then we chop my mother to pieces. 

“Sounds  good  to  me,”  Max  said,  turning  his  attention  back  to  the pursuing  Ollurana.  The  vampiress  had  closed  in  to  within  twenty  feet  of Garlocke’s tail by now. Trisha hit her in the face with a Shattering Boulder. 

Jonn bounced two throwing axes off her snout. Sava laced a flurry of bladed shockwaves across Ollurana’s neck and shoulders. 

She ascended inexorably and reached a claw out toward Garlocke. 

Jonn took out his halberd and turned to Max. 

“Get it done, Strident,” he mouthed. Before Max could respond, the Warmonger tore the tentacle from his waist and kicked off Garlocke’s back, 

casting  Greater  Prowess  as  he  plummeted  downward  upon  Ollunara,  his halberd raised above his head. 

“Jonn!  No!”  Trisha  cried  as  Jonn  fell  past  her  and  slammed  his blade directly onto the vampiress’s head. 

The Warmonger’s strength and bulk blasted Ollunara back, spinning her  around  in  mid-flight.  Jonn  released  his  halberd,  caught  her  by  the shoulder with one hand, and took out his mace in his other. He then began to hammer his shorter weapon repeatedly against the vampiress’s skull and jaw. 

Garlocke kept climbing, swiftly leaving Jonn and Ollunara behind as  they  tumbled  toward  the  ground.  Trisha  turned  to  Max,  her  eyes  wide with  horror.  Max  didn’t  blame  her.  Losing  Jonn  was  a  horrific  blow,  not only  to  the  cohort  and  the  Apocalypse  Knights,  but  also  to  the  Knight-Errant community as a whole. 

“Max!  Jonn...!  He...!”  the  Elementalist  gasped,  comprehensible only by the movement of her lips. 

Max  held  up  his  hand  in  a  forestalling  gesture,  then  pointed downward. Ollunara and Jonn were distant, tiny figures by now, but it was still possible to see what was happening to them. The vampiress batted the Warmonger away with a sweep of her wings, sending him spinning through the air. 

Jonn  crashed  against  the  Colossus  and  began  to  slide  down.  His mace fell from his grasp, but he produced a dagger from his ring of holding and  rammed  it  into  the  Colossus’s  stony  skin,  arresting  his  descent. 

Ollunara  shrieked  her  fury  at  the  Warmonger,  before  turning  her  gaze skyward once more and resuming her pursuit. Max nodded in relief. Jonn

would be stuck lower on the Colossus, and he wouldn’t be able to rejoin the cohort, but he would be alright, at least for the time being. 

“Almost there,” Garlocke said, panting. Max looked up. It was true. 

The  raptor  had  brought  them  above  the  Colossus’s  collar  and  was  now scrambling toward the cheek plates of its helm. As Max had suspected, the plates were adorned with carvings of Nesura’s kin tormenting their victims. 

 Yeah,  yeah.  We’re  a  bit  aesthetically  one-dimensional,  she conceded, reading his thoughts.  But so what? 

Garlocke’s  climb  leveled  out  as  he  swarmed  between  the  cheek plates  of  the  Colossus’s  helm  and  brought  the  cohort  into  another  vast chamber  lined  with  daises  carrying  all  manner  of  levers,  switches,  and buttons. Hunchbacked creatures wearing dark robes and hoods manned the machinery. They squealed in horror at the sight of Garlocke and abandoned their posts, scurrying as a panicked mass toward a set of double doors at the far end of the Control Chamber. 

A  throne  of  black  steel  lay  at  the  heart  of  the  room.  Its  occupant, another vampiress clad in plate armor, was made of sterner stuff. She surged to her feet, drew a pair of swords, and charged at the cohort, shrieks of rage pouring from her lips. Sava hopped off Garlocke’s back and met her charge. 

Their blades clashed, filling the air with the ring of steel against steel. 

 Lucilla’s  an  idiot.  Always  has  been,  Nesura  said.  She  directed Max’s  gaze  to  the  throne  recently  vacated  by  the  vampiress.  The  Balefire Beam controls are there, on the left armrest. Get to them. I know how they work. 

“Trisha, blow the ceiling wide open,” Max instructed, as he sprinted toward  the  throne.  The  vampiress  named  Lucilla  seemed  to  realize  her

mistake, then. She forced Sava back with a flurry of blows, before charging at Max, seeking to intercept him. 

He struck her square-on with a Sonic Lance, breaking the bones of her face and halting her in her tracks. The vampiress reeled, but before she could recover, Sava cut off her head and kicked her twitching corpse aside. 

Max  reached  the  throne  just  as  Trisha  hurled  a  barrage  of  Stone Spears  into  the  ceiling  of  the  Control  Chamber.  The  Elementalist’s projectiles punched clean through, revealing the swirling clouds above. 

 Fourth  switch  from  the  top  fires  the  beam.  That  lever  over  there adjusts the angle,  Nesura instructed. 

“Wait. If we scatter the clouds above our head, but the Colossus is still moving, wouldn’t it just walk us underneath more clouds within a few steps at most?” Max pointed out. “We need to bring this thing to a complete halt.” 

 Damn it, you’re right.  Nesura directed Max’s gaze to a dais across the chamber. It was massive, stretching nearly forty feet across, and it was laden with hundreds of switches, levers, and buttons.  Locomotive controls are there. Go, Max! It’ll take a few minutes to come to a full stop! 

Max raced toward the dais. Nesura chattered a series of instructions into  his  ear,  and  he  followed  them  as  quickly  as  he  could,  flipping  levers and pressing buttons in rapid succession. 

“Max! She’s here!” Trisha cried. 

Max looked over his shoulder at the gap through which the cohort had entered. Ollunara had caught up, and she was squeezing her bulk into the Control Chamber. Trisha raised her scepter and waved it around in the air.  The  cheek  plates  of  the  Colossus’s  helm  folded  inward  upon  the vampiress, trapping her momentarily between them. Ollunara roared. 

“I’ll  flay  you  alive,  Maximo  Strident!’  she  promised.  “I  will torment all of you for an eternity! You will beg for deaths that will never come!” 

“That’s not going to hold her, Max!” Trisha warned. “Not for long!” 

Garlocke shifted into his deathspewer form and vomited a torrent of corrosive bile on the trapped vampiress. It had no visible effect on her, but it  turned  the  earthen  edges  of  the  Colossus’s  cheek  plates  into  a  sludgy, sticky mess that held Ollunara in place. 

 That’s  some  quick  thinking  by  the  stupid  lizard,  Nesura  said.  You don’t see that very often. 

“What’s next?” Max roared, having just carried out the latest of her instructions. Already, he could feel the thunderous rhythm of the Colossus’s footfalls slowing. 

 Alright, alright! Calm down, Max,  Nesura snapped, before pointing out  another  series  of  switches  to  press  and  levers  to  pull.  You’re  almost done. This station is manned by a dozen dirt thralls. You’re doing their job twice as fast as they usually would. You’d be an excellent dirt thrall, Max. 

“Is that it? Are we done with this?” he asked, as he felt the Colossus come to a halt. A quick glance over his shoulder told him that Ollunara had broken  free  of  her  bindings.  Trisha  rained  Stone  Spears  and  Shattering Boulders upon the vampiress with little effect. 

Garlocke took his battleblade form and pounced on Ollurana. Sava charged alongside the raptor. The vampiress disemboweled Garlocke with a sweep of her claws and smashed Sava off her feet with a mighty buffet of her wings. 

 Yes! Go! Aim the beam directly skyward!  Nesura said.  Then fire it! 

Dismissing Garlocke with a thought, Max raced to the throne and tugged  on  the  lever  that  Nesura  had  pointed  out.  The  Control  Chamber trembled. A dial beneath the lever swung across several words written in a language Max didn’t recognize. 

 It’s aligned!  Nesura cried.  Fire!  Fire  now!  Fourth  switch  from  the top! 

Ollunara  thundered  toward  Max  as  he  hammered  his  fist  on  the switch. Nothing happened. 

“What?” Max pressed the switch. “It’s not working!” 

 No, it is. Ugh. I forgot. The Balefire Beam takes a few moments to charge up before it fires,  Nesura told him. 

“Why didn’t you mention that earlier, you stupid bat?” Max yelled, calling  his  sword  to  his  grasp  and  leveling  his  Magus  Staff  at  the approaching Ollunara. 

The vampiress smashed his staff aside with a sweep of her wings. 

Max  attempted  a  Weeping  Loom,  but  Olunara  caught  Stridentsong  in  one claw, then wrapped the other around his neck and hoisted him into the air. 

“Maximo  Strident,”  the  vampiress  hissed.  Her  eyes  blazed  with crimson light, and her grip around his neck tightened. 

“Wait...” Max barely managed to choke his words out. 

“You  wish  to  beg  for  mercy?”  Ollunara  sneered.  “It’s  too  late  for that now.” 

“No. I have a question,” Max gasped. 

“A  question?”  The  vampiress  chuckled.  “Alright.  I’ll  play  along. 

Ask it. 

“What’s… that… sound?” he asked. 

“Sound?  What  sound?”  Ollunara  blinked  in  surprise,  but  it  was clear  that  the  vampiress  had  heard  it  too:  a  humming  pulse,  high-pitched enough to scratch at Max’s nerves, which suffused the Control Chamber. 

“That,” he gasped. 

“That’s  the  Balefire  Beam!”  Ollunara  snapped.  She  shook  Max violently, nearly breaking his neck. “You just fired the Balefire Beam, you imbecilic worm! Do you know how many tens of thousands of mortal souls I’ll need to trap and transmute before I can rearm it?” 

Violet light washed over the Control Chamber, then. Max managed to angle his gaze upward and catch a glimpse of a titanic beam of magical energy  surging  into  the  heavens.  It  blew  apart  the  clouds  in  its  wake, allowing golden rays of sunlight to stream downward and flood across the Control Chamber. 

Ollunara’s reaction was immediate and horrific. Her skin began to bubble and boil beneath the sunlight. She released Max, shrieking in agony as she raised her hands to her face. Max fell heavily on his back, gasping for  breath.  The  vampiress  began  to  crawl  away,  heading  for  a  shadowed corner of the chamber. 

 Don’t  let  her  get  away!  Nesura  cried.  Once  she’s  out  of  the  sun, she’ll  start  regenerating,  and  it  won’t  be  long  before  her  invulnerability comes back! 

Max  surged  to  his  feet  and  called  Stridentsong  back  to  his  grasp, but he was still lightheaded, and his vision swam and spun as he staggered toward Ollunara. A man-sized boulder crashed down upon the vampiress’s back, pinning her to the floor. 

“Finish it, Max!” Trisha urged. She was helping Sava to her feet. 

Max cast a weary nod at the Elementalist and heaved himself over to stand by Ollunara’s neck. He raised his sword. 

 Before you kill her, tell her that she’s a weak, worthless bitch, and that I’ll always be better than her,  Nesura demanded. 

“Seriously?” Max rolled his eyes. 

 Come on! Just do it!  she insisted. 

Max sighed. 

“I  have  a  message  from  your  daughter,”  he  told  Ollunara.  The vampiress was hissing and reaching weakly for him. Max batted her claws aside and pinned her head to the floor beneath his bootheel. “She wants you to know that she’s as petty, spiteful, and vindictive as you are. I agree with her. There’s definitely a strong family resemblance between you two.” 

 Hey!  Nesura protested.  That isn’t what I wanted you to—

Max swept his sword through Ollunara’s neck. 

 Maximo  Strident!  You  had  one  task!  One  clear,  accomplishable, infinitely easy task!  Nesura shrieked.  And you couldn’t do it! You idiot! You moron! You absolute—

Max shunted her voice to a dark, impenetrable corner of his mind and walked over to Trisha and Sava. The Duelist’s left arm hung brokenly from her shoulder. He cast a series of Healing spells on her, restoring the limb, before folding her into an embrace. 

“Let’s get out of here,” Sava whispered. 

“Yes,” Max agreed, looking at the throne where the Dungeon’s core had emerged. “Let’s.” 



End of Book 3
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