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    The Cosmic Logos desired conflict and bloodshed above all else, but it was a very particular kind of violence it craved. What the Cosmic Logos craved wasn’t the mass slaughter or indiscriminate massacres that open warfare invariably bought. Neither did it care about the suffering and misery that senseless or systemic killing brought about. 
 
    No, the violence the Cosmic Logos hungered for was that which ensued between the intrepid and the monstrous, rooted in the mythical image of the lone soul, sharpened rock or stick in hand, defying the fanged, tentacular, or demonic beast looming from the primordial darkness. 
 
    Or that was what Max believed anyway, as he drew upon long-neglected profiling skills from his days as an Enforcer. He sat cross-legged upon the ground before a clock tower of green light that stretched impossibly high into the tortured heavens. No monsters approached the clock tower. In fact, as his preliminary scouting had indicated, the clock-tower demarcated a safe-zone roughly a quarter-mile in radius. Outside this area, Level 2 monsters still wandered in small packs within the borders of Hisktown and the maze of twisted stone surrounding the Apocalypse Horizon’s temporal portal. Beyond that lay the rest of the world, where invincible Level 99 monsters roamed. 
 
    “A bit audacious, but rather insightful. I like it,” Nesura commented. The spirit familiar, an oddly fuzzy bat that could fit in his palm, was slumped in decidedly un-batlike fashion beside Max. 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “Conceptualizing the Cosmic Logos as you would one of the serial-killing criminals you used to hunt. It’s actually quite fitting, you know, given how the Cosmic Logos likes to pit Crucible Challengers such as yourself against Crucible Agents like me.” 
 
    “Yeah, well. I killed you and turned you into a bat, so you’re not a monster anymore,” Max said. Nesura still called Knights-Errant Crucible Challengers and referred to monsters as Crucible Agents. He couldn’t be bothered to correct her, as long as they still understood each other. She would adopt the local terminology, or she would not. Either way suited him just fine. 
 
    “You don’t have to keep reminding me of that,” the spirit familiar growled and fixed him with a sidelong glare. She’d been some kind of powerful vampire swordswoman that Max had been forced to fight against within the Dungeon called the Feast of Dusk. Given what he’d seen so far of monsters, Max didn’t doubt that he would have lost that fight, if not for the fact that Nesura had postured for a formal duel and begun a self-absorbed monologue, allowing Max to take her unawares and decapitate her.     
 
    Max ignored her grumbles and resumed his profiling the Cosmic Logos as he would a criminal. It was an exercise fraught with fallacy, he knew, since human psychological concepts were unlikely to be relevant to an entity powerful enough to impose the existence of Dungeons, monsters, and Knights-Errant upon what Max now realized to be a multi-versal reality. 
 
    Dungeons were mysterious structures that materialized out of nowhere. Left alone, they would manifest monsters that ravaged and slew everything within reach. The only way to stop this from happening was for Knights-Errant to attack these Dungeons, defeat their Wardens, and destroy their Cores. 
 
    Nesura’s words and existence suggested that similar occurrences unfolded on many other worlds. But she could be wrong. As far as Max could tell, Dungeon monsters weren’t really living things. Rather, they were magical constructs taking the form of entities derived from collective mythology. Max hadn’t been a Knight-Errant very long, but he’d already fought against kobolds, ghouls, orcs, giant spiders, and vampires, none of which could possibly exist, at least not in any real sense. 
 
    No ecosystem sustained them, and their behavior was entirely defined by the Dungeons that spawned them. The ghouls roaming around Hisktown were the most egregious example. They’d obviously killed every living thing within Hisktown a long time ago, yet starvation hadn’t taken them, allowing them to lurk indefinitely around the Feast of Dusk before Max had destroyed it. Nesura was an infinitely more complex entity than any of the ghouls, at least in a psychological sense. She’d spoken of her family and her homeworld and alluded to memories spanning eons. But the whims of her originating Dungeon had transformed her into a ridiculous creature subservient to Max. 
 
    No, not whims, Max reminded himself. Rules. Nesura was no less bound to the nebulous rules governing Dungeons than any other monster, which strongly implied, if not outright guaranteed, that she was no more an actual living thing than a kobold, ghoul, or orc. Her memories of home and kin were likely all false, a crutch to keep her psychologically functional. 
 
    He didn’t need to tell her that, of course. For one, she wouldn’t believe him. And even if she did, it would be after an exacting, exerting debate or argument, something Max simply didn’t feel was worth the energy or time. There was also nothing to be gained from having Nesura become self-aware of her non-existence. The best case, yet highly unlikely, scenario would be one in which she accepted that fact nonchalantly, leaving her usefulness as a spirit familiar unchanged. The more likely outcome would be a complete or partial mental breakdown on her part. Max had no desire to deal with that. 
 
    Lastly, if she were indeed a thing instead of an actual person, Max owed her no consideration beyond that of a useful tool. Nesura could keep her false memories and sense of being, for all he cared, as long as she functioned, just like his sword or bow would kill, when he needed her to. 
 
    Rules. Max turned his mind back toward the Cosmic Logos. The Dungeons were bound by them. Level 1 Dungeons contained Level 1 monsters. Level 2 Dungeons had Level 2 monsters, and so on. Every slain monster yielded to its Knight-Errant killer a number of Victory Shards equivalent to its Level, along with valuable metal pieces or the occasional magical artifact. A Knight-Errant’s Level increased once he or she had acquired enough Victory Shards. Every Dungeon had a Warden. Killing the Warden would cause the Dungeon’s Core to manifest, and destroying the Core would also destroy the Dungeon. 
 
    These were the rules implemented by the Cosmic Logos, and despite the many caveats these rules had, the Dungeons and their monsters followed them unfailingly. Knights-Errant were bound by these rules as well, though as far as Max could tell, nothing actually compelled any of them to action beyond simple human greed or desire for adventure. 
 
    What manner of being, then, would impose such rules? And why? What outcome did the Cosmic Logos desire? Utter destruction couldn’t be the goal. Otherwise, the Cosmic Logos would have rained hordes of Level 99 monsters upon every world within its purview immediately. Max didn’t think that the Cosmic Logos was simply looking to satisfy a sadistic penchant for suffering and misery, or it would have sent forth monsters whose powers precisely matched the abilities of its victims, thereby ensuring a perpetual stalemate in which the slaughter never ended. 
 
    No. The latter definitely did not apply to the Cosmic Logos. Unattended Dungeons were capable of exterminating all life, as the Apocalypse Horizon had so emphatically demonstrated. Yet such final and complete destruction could be averted by Knights-Errant, whose efforts the Cosmic Logos rewarded. The more valorous and intrepid a Knight-Errant, the greater the rewards he or she reaped from the Dungeons. Wealth, status, personal power. If a Knight-Errant won, he could have them all. 
 
    Jonn Crask was the most exemplary Knight-Errant Max knew. He was Level 7, as of his journey to the Apocalypse Horizon, and he had accrued wealth that rivaled that of most princes within the Dominion, personal power that made him functionally invincible to any other human, and widespread renown amongst every Knight-Errant in this world, all through his exploits within the Dungeons. 
 
    And the Cosmic Logos had offered him a chance to transcend all that, to forsake his humanity and ascend to some sort of higher existence as a Dungeon Lord. Jonn had been chosen by the Cosmic Logos. 
 
    Was that the Cosmic Logos’s true desire, then? The Dungeons and monsters were tools to identify potential Dungeon Lords and winnow out the unworthy. If so, that simply begged the next question. 
 
    Why does the Cosmic Logos want Dungeon Lords? Max thought. He sighed and shook his head as he spotted Flora Truesteel emerge from the Warp Dais beside the clock tower and begin walking toward him. His contemplations would need to wait. Right now, they had more pressing issues to address. 
 
    Max got to his feet. His glance flickered to the band of amber light around his left wrist. A thought brought a screen of similar hue into his vision. That was his Soul Lens, the tool with which he accessed his Knight-Errant spells and abilities. Knights-Errant manifested their Soul Lenses at the age of eighteen. Max hadn’t been among their number then, and he’d never thought he would join their ranks. 
 
    But then he’d inherited the Soul Lens of Artur Brightblade, a mythical Knight-Errant who’d been active nearly a century ago, and who was almost certainly responsible for the Apocalypse Horizon and the pending doom that now hung over the world. 
 
    Max angled his Soul Lens at the clock tower. 
 
      
 
    Temporal stabilization in effect: 6:13:05:07 
 
      
 
    Six days before a Level 3 monster incursion occurs, he thought, reading off the words upon his Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Equalize next temporal locus to prevent temporal destabilization 
 
      
 
    The temporal locus in question lay nearly two days’ walk away, in the heart of Misktown, where a tower of twisted stone stretched toward the sky. It was a Dungeon called Graywind Mage Tower, and Max had to assail it, defeat its Warden, and then cast his Temporal Equalization spell upon its Core. 
 
    He flexed his will and called up a brief description of his Temporal Equalization spell. 
 
      
 
    Temporal Equalization (Heroic Resolve implemented) 
 
    Instantaneous spell 
 
    Level 3 
 
    Range: 30 feet 
 
    Mana Cost: 0 
 
    Undo madness, reorder time, hold the darkness at bay 
 
      
 
    As far as Max could tell, if he managed to cast Temporal Equalization on the Core of the Graywind Mage Tower, another clock tower of green light should appear where the Dungeon had been. Also, more time would be added to the temporal stabilization that prevented a Level 3 monster incursion from falling upon present-day Hisktown and wiping its populace from existence. 
 
    A horde of Level 3 monsters was far more than the Knights-Errant who operated regularly in Hisktown could handle, Jonn had assured Max. The local guardsmen and militia—the Enforcers—were armed with little more than steel and swear words, and they would stand no chance at all. If a Level 3 monster incursion did occur, Hisktown would perish, alongside the neighboring Misktown and beyond as well, as the monsters cut a swath through the Valeris Dominion. Knights-Errant from all across the nation would eventually rally and defeat the incursion, but not before tens, if not hundreds, of thousands of lives were lost. 
 
    No, Max had to reach Graywind Mage Tower’s Dungeon Core and halt the incursion. It was also perhaps one of the necessary steps towards resolving the threat of the Apocalypse Horizon. He forced a mask of neutrality over his features as Flora walked up to him. 
 
    “Hello, Flora,” Max said, nodding politely to the heavily armored Defender. “Are you ready to go?” 
 
    “I am,” Flora replied. She was a tall woman, bearing more muscle on her powerful frame than many men. She wore her blonde hair shorn close to her skull, and she carried a sturdy shield upon her back. A longsword hung from her belt, the leather wrappings around its hilt worn from constant, brutal use. 
 
    Flora was a warrior, calm and competent in the heat of battle. As a Knight-Errant with a Defender Classification, she was also capable of casting powerful defensive and healing spells. Over the last few days, the two had gone ghoul-hunting around the clock tower, and as far as Max was concerned, she was one of the finest swordswomen he’d ever fought alongside. In contrast, Sava, the current Grandmaster of the Strident Blade Academy, was the finest swordswoman he’d ever fought against. 
 
    “Yeah? What about me?” Nesura complained as she took off from her sprawl upon the ground and began flying in idle circles above Max’s head. “I was much better with a blade than either of the two women you’re rolling around in your head.” 
 
    “Was,” Max said empathically, drawing another tirade of curses from the spirit familiar. The curious bond between them gave her access to his surface thoughts, but Max had already learned how to mask his mind from her, a fact for which she’d been very vocally grateful. 
 
    “I don’t have to listen to your mental chatter anymore,” she had crowed, with evident relief. 
 
    Still, his mental masking wasn’t perfect, as evidenced by how Nesura had picked up and commented on the comparison he’d drawn between Flora and Sava. 
 
    “Two women rolling around in your head?” Flora asked, quirking an eyebrow. Color flashed briefly over her pale cheeks. 
 
    “Stupid bat is talking nonsense again,” Max replied, shrugging. “Jonn’s not here yet?” 
 
    “Mister Crask will be here by the end of the day, along with a fair-sized contingent of our fellow Venture Spears,” Flora said. “As agreed, we will consolidate our position here and try to set up a forward base where you can resupply as necessary. At the same time, we will also try to establish a rotating roster of Knights-Errant who can accompany you on your expeditions into the Apocalypse Horizon.” 
 
    “Hence the numbers. Thank you, Flora,” Max said. He was the only one who could cast the Temporal Equalization spell, which lowered the Level of any monster caught within its effects to the same as his. Therefore, anyone who sought to venture beyond the limits of Hisktown could only do so in his company. 
 
    Knights-Errant could form cohorts consisting of up to four members, and in doing so, they received boosts to their physical attributes and Health Point and Mana Point reserves. Max had triumphed over the Feast of Dusk by himself, but that was largely due to the powerful enchanted items he’d been loaned by Jonn and his now-deceased comrades-in-arms. Max didn’t have those items anymore, so he intended to have a full cohort with him on his next Dungeon expedition. 
 
    Which needs to be during the next few days, he thought, his gaze flickering briefly to the timer upon his Soul Lens.   
 
      
 
    Temporal stabilization in effect: 6:13:01:03 
 
      
 
    “Where are your friends?” Flora asked. “Are they alright?” 
 
    “They wanted a moment of privacy to themselves.” Max raised one of his eyebrows archly. “But they should be back any time now.” 
 
    “Uh, alright. We’ll wait for them, then.” Flora’s cheeks colored again, and she averted his gaze. 
 
    “I don’t know what you see in him, Flora,” Nesura said as she flapped in the air above their heads. “He’s disproportionately tall, carries half again as much muscle as you, and wears a face that’s all hard angles and planes. Men should be much prettier than that, draped all in silk and ribbons.” 
 
    “No one cares about a flying rodent’s opinions,” Max called into the sky. “Least of all one that used to be a bloodsucking monster before I chopped her into pieces.” 
 
    “You cheated in that duel!” Nesura cried, before launching into a diatribe about Max’s lack of honor and chivalric failings that he’d heard dozens of times already. 
 
    “I don’t like men in silk and ribbons,” Flora said quietly, her cheeks bright red. 
 
    “Yeah, neither do I,” Max replied, pushing a grin onto his face. Flora mirrored his grin briefly, and they erupted in a bout of chuckling. 
 
    “But seriously though, Felix and Marina are really taking their time,” he continued, once their mirth had passed. “If they don’t get here within the next few minutes, we’re leaving without them.” 
 
    “Oh no, you won’t, Max!” a man’s voice chirped exuberantly. “You’re not keeping all the fun to yourself!” 
 
    Max turned his gaze in the opposite direction from which the voice had come. 
 
    “Not bad, Felix. Took me a bit longer to spot you this time,” he said. 
 
    A young man dressed in plain leather armor emerged into view, seemingly out of thin air. Behind him, a woman with her short, dark hair cut in a bob appeared as well. She wore a simple but functional gambeson. 
 
    “By the Verdant Gods, Max. How do you do that?” Felix said, shaking his head in mock annoyance. “I used a full Level 2 Cloak spell and even threw my voice from the other direction this time.” 
 
    “Probably some esoteric martial technique he has learned as a Strident swordmaster,” Marina speculated, grinning. “We’ve already stopped wondering what can’t you do quite a while ago, Max.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t see through a Cloak spell, for one thing,” Max replied. He nodded at the soft dirt beneath Felix’s feet. Felix’s Classification was that of an Infiltrator, which allowed him to cast spells that hid his presence and misled his foes. “But I can see the footprints you’re leaving behind. Throwing your voice is a nice trick, though. Is it something you learned how to do, or is that a new spell of yours?” 
 
    “It’s a new function of my upgraded Bright Decoy spell,” Felix explained. “I have it at Level 2 now—the illusory copies I create of myself can actually produce sound and move without mirroring me. My Cloak spell also now allows me to hide anyone standing within five feet of me. I’m sure that will come in handy when we head out.” 
 
    “It will,” Max agreed. 
 
    “It’s this place,” Marina said, idly waving her fingers and causing slivers of frost to dance over her palm. She was an Elementalist, a Knight-Errant who possessed devastating elemental spells. Marina commanded ice and water, and Max had seen her cut down monsters by the dozen with her Icebolt and Icelance spells. 
 
    Marina summoned a Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Phase 99 
 
      
 
    “Something happened with our spells when we arrived in this place,” she said. “They’re still mostly the same, but now it feels like they have more… potential.” 
 
    Beyond the Apocalypse Horizon, every Knight-Errant’s Soul Lens was still stuck at Phase 4, which limited their maximum Level to 4. According to Nesura, the Cosmic Logos, the arbiter of Soul Lenses as much as it was of Dungeons, unlocked Phases as time passed. But Mira Pureheart, a legendary Knight-Errant of yore, had given her life to bring about the growth of a massive tree at the heart of the Valeris Dominion. 
 
    That tree, known aptly as Pureheart’s Sacrifice, ensured that no Dungeon would ever manifest within the borders of the Dominion. Dungeons still appeared near the nation’s borders, however, but these were far easier for Knights-Errant to reach and destroy before they produced any monster incursions. Over the course of a century, the number of lives saved by Pureheart’s Sacrifice easily amounted to hundreds of thousands, if not millions, even if Max were to be conservative with his estimates. 
 
    But Pureheart’s Sacrifice had also stifled the entire world, it seemed, at Phase 4. Within the Apocalypse Horizon, where the tree likely no longer existed, every Knight-Errant’s Soul Lens was at Phase 99, which suggested that the highest Level one could now reach was also 99. 
 
    Other new things came with Phase 99 too. Max’s Classification was one of them. Prior to the Apocalypse Horizon, the only four possible Knight-Errant Classifications were Warmonger, Infiltrator, Defender, and Elementalist. Max, however, was an Arcanist, capable of copying the spells and abilities of other Knights-Errant or monsters. 
 
    Given all these changes, he wouldn’t be surprised if “older” spells—those that had been around in the two hundred years since the appearance of the first Knight-Errant and Dungeon— had acquired new facets and dimensions as well. 
 
    Marina held out her hand. A sword of ice coalesced into being within her grasp, utilitarian in appearance, with a simple unadorned cross guard and unremarkably proportioned hilt, but utterly functional. 
 
    “This is one of the new things my Icebolt spell can do now,” she said. “Previously, I could only use it to launch spikes of ice at monsters. Now, it allows me to shape and manipulate small quantities of ice.” 
 
    “I assume your Icelance spell functions the same way, but only on a larger scale,” Max said. “That’s good to know. It’s good that the two of you took the time to meditate on your spells and the new things they’re capable of.” 
 
    “Well, we didn’t spend all that time meditating.” Marina looped her arm around Felix’s and grinned. The Infiltrator smiled sheepishly and took her hand in his. 
 
    “Sorry we took so long, Max,” Felix said. 
 
    Max chuckled and shook his head. “There’s nothing to worry about. Flora just arrived,” he said, nodding to the Defender. “If anything, I have to congratulate you two on your excellent timing. Also, the time and space you gave me helped me clear my mind and regain my focus, something we all needed to do after arriving at Level 3.” 
 
    Max had been on the cusp of surpassing Level 2 after his emergence from the Dungeon called the Feast of Dusk. Felix and Marina weren’t nearly as close, but a few days of focused ghoul-hunting in apocalyptic Hisktown had gotten all three of them to Level 3. 
 
    “These two cleared their minds by rutting for two days straight,” Nesura chimed in as she swooped down and landed on the top of Max’s head. “You, on the other hand, sat down here and brooded.” 
 
    The spirit familiar’s words elicited a mischievous grin from Marina, an abashed chuckle from Felix, and furious blushing from Flora. 
 
    “I meditated,” Max corrected the bat. “And it would have gone much more smoothly if you hadn’t been here, mouthing off about things nobody wants to hear.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not like I can be anywhere else,” Nesura snarled. “Because you killed me and bound me permanently as a spirit familiar, remember?” 
 
    “Get over it,” Max said, before tuning out the fresh wave of obscenities pouring from her mouth. He nodded to the three Knights-Errant standing before him. “Alright. Let’s go. We have six days. The walk itself will take us just under two. That will leave us with four days to get through the Dungeon.” 
 
    “That’s cutting things a bit close, isn’t it, Max?” Felix sighed. “Not that I don’t appreciate all your help getting me to Level 3, but I wonder if it would have been better if you’d left me behind and headed off immediately with someone at a higher Level.” 
 
    “You and Miss Trist were the first to respond to Mister Crask’s call,” Flora said. “It was most fortuitous that Mister Strident already knew and trusted you both.” 
 
    “Flora, please,” Max interjected. “Just call me by my first name.” 
 
    “Us, too.” Marina reached out and squeezed Flora’s armored forearm briefly. “Or we’ll start calling you Lady Truesteel. Unless that’s what you actually want us to start doing.” 
 
    “No, no. That’s not necessary,” Flora replied. “Please feel free to address me as ‘Flora’… Max, Marina, and Felix.” 
 
    Shortly after his debriefing with Jonn and Flora at the Full Cup, Jonn had sent out a rallying call amongst the Venture Spears. To Max’s annoyance, the Venture Spears, though ostensibly a guild of Knights-Errant, functioned more like a loose network of vague, interpersonal relations, more dependent on individual esteem and exchanged favors than any real rank or organizational protocol. 
 
    Jonn Crask was widely respected, but he held no rank within the Venture Spears. Neither did anyone else, it seemed, save for its Guild Master, a mysterious individual known only as the Slayer. Still, Jonn’s repute was widespread and profound enough to warrant near-immediate interest amongst many Knights-Errant. A whole host had congregated upon the Full Cup within the same day, Felix and Marina included, but only the latter two had remained after Jonn revealed the challenges awaiting them in the Apocalypse Horizon. 
 
    Too many unknowns, some of the Knights-Errant had said. Others balked at the notion of following Max’s lead, which was reasonable, since he hadn’t been a Knight-Errant for very long and was a literal nobody amongst their ranks. And then there were a fair few who refused to believe Jonn’s dire tidings about the Apocalypse Horizon, and Max couldn’t blame them. The very notion that there existed a portal to the not-so-distant future where humanity had been driven into extinction by Level 99 Dungeons and monsters did sound very far-fetched. 
 
    Jonn had offered to show these detractors the portal to the Apocalypse Horizon, but many of them had declined, preferring to return to their own pursuits of wealth and Victory Shards instead. And then there were those that didn’t disbelieve Jonn, but were reluctant to involve themselves too, especially since Erik and Velia, both Level 4 Knights-Errant of considerable repute and prowess, had perished within the Apocalypse Horizon. 
 
    A contingent of Knights-Errant were more than willing to resume their vigil over the portal, thanks to the prospect of payment from Flora’s rich and powerful family, but almost none were willing to join Max as cohort members, at least during Jonn’s initial rallying call anyway. 
 
    Jonn had left the Full Cup shortly after, saying that he would call on more of the favors he’d accrued amongst his fellow Knights-Errant and also ask the Guild Master of the Venture Spears for help. Flora had also returned to her family’s outlet, seeking to achieve through money what personal fame and esteem could not. 
 
    That left Felix and Marina, who had then followed Max right into the Apocalypse Horizon, where they’d spent the last few days hunting ghouls and accruing enough Victory Shards to bring all of them to Level 3. Flora had joined them intermittently, returning to the Errantry Mansion and the Truesteel outlet next to the Blue Trumpet tavern at the end of each day to continue her organizational efforts. 
 
    The time had been well spent, Max believed. Though Felix was young, he was bright, loyal, and filled with potential. Marina herself had been on the cusp of attaining Level 3, having steadily worked her way through Level 2 over the course of two years. She was a competent combatant, a seasoned Knight-Errant, and a skilful and creative spell-caster. 
 
    As for Max himself, he’d been a few Victory Shards short of Level 3 after his triumph over the Feast of Dusk. It made sense to him that the three of them invest the time to arrive at Level 3 together, then work toward some degree of synchronicity as a team. 
 
    The first goal had been achieved after much work, especially on Felix’s part. The second goal had been met to some satisfaction too. Marina and Felix shared a natural affinity for each other, which wasn’t surprising, considering the fact that they were lovers. Max, on the other hand, with his versatile repertoire of spells and special abilities, found himself falling into a comfortable working pattern with the Infiltrator and Elementalist. 
 
    If monsters were attacking from afar, Max could hold the projectiles at bay with his Shield spells while Marina struck back with her Icebolts or Icelances and Felix flanked them. If a horde of ghouls decided to charge them, Max was more than happy to wade into their midst, his strength and reflexes heightened by his Prowess spell while he split skulls and opened torsos with Stridentsong, his enchanted sword. While he was doing this, Marina would hose the monsters down with her deadly spells and Felix would cut away at the edges of their formation, all the while remaining hidden beneath his Cloak spell. And whenever they came across a cluster of monsters who had not detected their presence, Max could use Cloak alongside Felix, and the two of them would kill all the monsters unseen, leaving any stragglers for Marina to mop up. 
 
    As long as I can work around them, which isn’t hard, we should be good, Max thought. His gaze fell over Flora. The Defender hadn’t spent as much time training alongside Felix and Marina, but she’d found her place easily amongst them, serving as a stalwart anchor and bulwark against the monsters they’d fought. Max had fought alongside another Defender called Boris. Flora was much better at her job than Boris. I think this is as ideal a cohort as I can rustle up, given the circumstances. 
 
    “Alright, let’s get going,” Max said. “And Felix, don’t worry. We’ll get this done on time.” 
 
    He extended his will and sent out a cohort request to Flora. The Defender nodded. 
 
      
 
    Cohort request accepted. 
 
    Flora Truesteel, Level 3 Defender has joined your cohort. 
 
      
 
    Current cohort members: 
 
    Marina Trist, Level 3 Elementalist 
 
    Felix Straya, Level 3 Infiltrator 
 
    Flora Truesteel, Level 3 Defender 
 
    Maximo Strident, Level 3 Arcanist 
 
    +9 to Health Point reserves 
 
    +9 to Mana Point reserves 
 
    +3 to all Physical Attributes 
 
      
 
    Max brought up a screen describing his Prowess spell next. He’d just upgraded it to Level 3, and in doing so, he’d assigned two of its four physical attribute points to his strength, one to his dexterity, and the last to his fortitude. 
 
      
 
    Prowess 
 
    Persistent spell 
 
    Level 3 
 
    30 minutes 
 
    Mana Cost: 2/4/6 mana (-3 to all Mana Costs due to Bracer of Elucidation +2) 
 
    Range: Personal 
 
    Current Configuration: 
 
    Level 1: +2 strength, + 1 perception, + 1 dexterity 
 
    Level 2: +2 dexterity, + 2 perception 
 
    Level 3: + 2 strength, +1 dexterity, +1 fortitude 
 
      
 
    “Felix, stay sharp. Scout up to fifty feet ahead,” Max said. “I’ll take point. Flora, take my left. Marina, between us.” 
 
    The cohort nodded. Felix had access to the Prowess spell as well, though as an Infiltrator, he couldn’t upgrade it past Level 2, at least not yet. He uttered the casting words for the spell, causing a faint crimson aura to flare briefly over his body. He then proceeded to do the same with his Cloak spell, vanishing from sight as the last syllable fell from his lips. 
 
    Marina and Flora drew their swords. Flora unhitched her shield and hefted it upon her left hand. The two women began taking their places in the formation. Max glanced upward, but Nesura was silent. The blankness of her mind suggested that she’d fallen asleep sometime ago, after her latest tirade had played itself out. He plucked her off his head and shoved the familiar none-too-gently into one of the compartments of his belt pouch, causing her to squawk in indignant alarm. 
 
    “If you shit in there like you did the last time, I’m going to skin you alive,” he promised. 
 
    “Kill yourself, Max,” Nesura retorted, sticking out her tongue at him in a disturbingly human fashion. 
 
    Shaking his head, Max cast his Prowess spell at Level 3. He felt his limbs surge with power as the spell’s crimson aura washed over him. His heartbeat became stronger and smoother, thanks to his enhanced fortitude, while his vision and hearing sharpened to the point of painful clarity. His movements turned surer and defter as well, his reflexes heightened by his increased dexterity. 
 
      
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 3 + 3 (cohort link) + 4 (prowess) = 10 
 
    Dexterity: 3 + 3 (cohort link) + 4 (prowess) = 10 
 
    Fortitude: 3 + 3 (cohort link) + 1 (prowess) = 7 
 
    Perception: 3 + 3 (cohort link) + 3 (perception) = 9 
 
      
 
    Every point of fortitude above three increased his Health Point reserves by five, while every two points of perception above four would increase his Mana Point reserves by five. 
 
      
 
    Health Points: 12 + 10 (Level 2) + 20 (Level 3) + 20 (fortitude) + 9 (cohort link) = 71 
 
    Mana Points: 10 + 20 (Level 2) + 40 (Level 3) + 10 (perception) + 9 (cohort link) + 20 (Bracer of Clarity +2) = 109 
 
      
 
    Max grinned at the information displayed over his Soul Lens. He’d come quite a long way since he’d fought his first monster. 
 
    Next, he called Stridentsong into his grasp. Two feet of black steel, pouring from a hilt with upward arching quillons, filled his right hand. Lines of blue light ran down its length, pulling apart at the guard before pooling at its pommel. The enchanted sword was soul-bound to him, forged from the shattered fragments of Brightened-Edge, the mythical weapon of Artur Brightblade himself. 
 
      
 
    Stridentsong: Soul-Bound weapon 
 
    Longsword +3 
 
    Keen +1, Sure +1, Sundering +1 
 
    Keen +1: Increases likeliness of critical strikes by 5% 
 
    Sure +1: Improves accuracy of strikes by 5% 
 
    Sundering +1: Reduces target’s armor effectiveness by 8% per strike 
 
      
 
    Stridentsong had increased in potency upon Max’s attaining Level 3. In particular, the blade’s ability to sunder the armor of its targets had doubled. He twirled the blade casually, luxuriating in its balance and heft. Stridentsong was a swordmaster’s blade, a specialized weapon more esoteric and difficult to wield than the common longsword, but it suited Max. The blade forms flashed through his mind as he arced Stridentsong through one more practice loop before bringing it to marching readiness: point low, grasp relaxed but firm, edges kept clear of his stride. 
 
    Max could dismiss or re-summon Stridentsong at the speed of thought, which allowed him to easily bring his other weapons to bear if the circumstances called for them. He unhitched his Magus Staff from the sling across his back he’d fashioned in the Errantry Mansion and held it in his left hand. 
 
      
 
    Magus Staff +3: Soul-Bound enchanted item 
 
    On equip in offhand: 
 
    Cast 12x Level 1 spells or 6x Level 2 spells or 3x Level 3 spells without Mana costs every 12 hours 
 
    +15% effectiveness for all spells cast in this manner 
 
      
 
    With all his equipment readied, Max nodded over his shoulder to Marina and Flora, as much as to signal the journey’s beginning as to make sure they’d indeed fallen into formation. The two women were highly competent and formidable Knights-Errant, but they were ultimately civilians, unaccustomed to the rhythms of a military operation. Max could not expect the same responsiveness or tactical precision from them as he would from the trained soldiers or constables he’d commanded during his tenure as an Enforcer of the Valeris Dominion. 
 
    But those days were gone. He was no longer Maximo Strident, Major Militant of the Enforcers 118th Combined Arms Division, Hero of Fristar Valley. No more battlefields, medals, and backroom politicking awaited him. Neither was he Private-Constable Strident of Hisktown Constabulary, one of the three pathetic dregs comprising a squad led by the now-deceased Sergeant Viktor. Lowlife cutpurses, burglars, or public nuisances were no longer his to deal with. 
 
    He was now a Knight-Errant, slayer of monsters and conqueror of Dungeons. 
 
    The Apocalypse Horizon yawned before him, promising horror and glory in equal measure. Max took a deep breath. 
 
    And strode forward. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The cohort moved steadily through the desolate streets of post-apocalyptic Hisktown. The town hadn’t ever been a particularly prosperous or lively place in Max’s native timeline. In fact, it was an outright backwater, filled with crumbling buildings, laden with squalor and stagnation, and populated by the sullen and uninspired. 
 
    The Valeris Dominion had little use for Hisktown, but it was one of its border regions, beyond which Dungeons appeared on a regular basis. This meant that Knights-Errant passed through it regularly but could not be enticed to stay and spend their considerable wealth. 
 
    But why should they? Max shuddered as he recalled the disgusting Crusty Clown tavern and the dingy, dilapidated shops of Hisktown. They offered worse than nothing compared to the likes of the Blue Trumpet tavern and the Truesteel retail outlet in the Errantry Mansion, which was a mere Warp Dais’s journey away. 
 
    “What happened to all the Crucible Challengers in this temporal anomaly?” Nesura mused, pulsing her thoughts directly into Max’s mind so not a squeak emerged from her snout. “I suppose they must have retreated into this Errantry Mansion in your memories when the first Level 99 monsters began emerging. Do you think it’s worthwhile trying to contact them?” 
 
    Max had thought about that before. In fact, one of the first things he’d done upon his return to the Apocalypse Horizon was to scout out the Venture Spears’ guild house in Hisktown. But the building had been flattened, and Max wasn’t about to go digging in its ruins in hopes of finding a Warp Dais while ghouls lurked and roamed all around him. 
 
    “It probably is,” Max agreed. “We’ll do that if the chance presents itself.” 
 
    The advantages of locating surviving Knights-Errant in the Apocalypse Horizon were manifold. For one, they would have already had access to Phase 99 Soul Lenses for some time. Max wasn’t sure when the apocalypse had occurred, but judging from the current state of the buildings he passed by, no less than three years and not more than seven years could have unfolded. Such Knights-Errant would be valuable cohort recruits or at least be able to offer up some useful insight or information. 
 
    “Of course, the Errantry Mansion could have fallen,” Nesura continued. “Extra-dimensional spaces aren’t entirely impregnable to powerful Crucible Agents, and there are none more powerful than those in this temporal anomaly.” 
 
    Max and Nesura had been down this train of thought before, but he believed that the spirit familiar’s constant return to the discussion would prove more useful than tedious. For one, he’d learned that powerful monsters could have easily breached the defenses of the Errantry Mansion and slain everyone seeking refuge within. This meant that any magical artifact or item he acquired down the road that produced an extra-dimensional space wouldn’t necessarily grant him any refuge from monsters. 
 
    He trod steadily down the cracked paving of the street leading to Hisktown’s central terminal. From there, it would be a short steam tram and a ferry ride across Terrace Canal to Sunflower Avenue, where Corvis’s house was. 
 
    Max clenched his jaw as the cohort neared the terminal. The steam trams wouldn’t be running, of course, and neither would the canal ferries. And Corvis, here and now in the Apocalypse Horizon, would be dead, alongside his wife and son. Max didn’t need to go check his house to know that. 
 
    The orange-tiled roof of the central terminal soon came into view. It wasn’t too far from the clock tower, the cohort needing just under a half-hour to reach it. As Max had suspected, steam trams lay inert on the tracks in disarray and neglect. Their furnaces could be nothing but cold, not that Max had any desire to get them running again in the first place. Traveling into Misktown on a noisy tram, where all the monsters were Level 99, was tantamount to suicide. 
 
    Max held up his staff, signaling for Marina and Flora to halt. A subtle, yet telltale, scuff of bootheel against pavement announced Felix’s presence from thirty feet away, in front of the cohort. The Infiltrator had made the sound deliberately, not wanting to startle his cohort members by suddenly emerging into view. 
 
    Max lowered his staff slowly and cast the two women behind him a slight nod over his shoulder. The tension hovering over them lifted, though their focus remained sharp. Felix appeared, seemingly stepping out from empty air, and approached. 
 
    “Report,” Max mouthed softly. 
 
    “Ghouls ahead, four of them devourer ghouls and five of them crimson ghouls,” Felix replied, keeping his voice low as he pointed to a squat, single-storied stone building twenty feet from the boarding platforms. “Seems like they’ve got a bit of a nest there in that building, judging by the gnawed bones piled all around its entrance.” 
 
    Max peered at the peeling metal sign riveted to the walls of the building Felix was pointing to. Ticketing office, it read. 
 
    “We can probably get past them without fighting,” Felix said. “But should we?” 
 
    “No. We don’t want to leave a monster nest behind us.” Max gestured for Marina and Flora to converge upon him, so they could hear Felix as well. The Infiltrator swiftly outlined what he’d found and nodded to the ghoul nest. 
 
    “It’ll be dark and tight inside that office, which gives every advantage to the ghouls,” Max said. “We’re not fighting them in there. Let’s draw them out right here, into the open.” 
 
    Felix and the women nodded. Over the last few days, the cohort had hunted and slain hundreds of ghouls, mostly by luring them out into the open streets, where there were no walls for them to climb and no shadows in which they could lurk.    
 
    “Alright. Get into position,” Max said. Felix cast his Cloak spell once more and vanished from sight. Marina stood further back, away from the ghoul nest, while Flora hefted her shield and stepped up to stand alongside Max. 
 
    Max tucked his staff across his back and dismissed Stridentsong. He retrieved his Hunnite shortbow from his ring of holding, along with a trio of arrows, holding weapon and ammunition in his left hand. He picked up a loose pebble from the cracked pavement. 
 
    Then he hurled it at the ticketing office, sending the pebble right through one of its broken glass windows. A faint clatter emerged as the pebble struck something within the office, probably a desk or perhaps the wall. 
 
    The building erupted into motion. 
 
    Loping, feral forms that could only be loosely mistaken for humanoid swarmed from the windows. Some of them had piggish fanged snouts on their faces, and their skin was corpse-blue. Others were red from skull to toe, with spout-like orifices gaping across their shoulders and oversized canines sprouting from their otherwise fangless maws. 
 
    Crimson and devourer ghouls, Max thought. Nothing new. 
 
    The monsters immediately broke out into a charge, the crimson ghouls cackling with every loping stride while moist snuffling sounds rolled from the snouts of the devourer ghouls. 
 
    Marina’s voice rose in the cadences of spell-casting, even as Max raised his bow and quick-fired the three arrows in his fist. One devourer ghoul fell, a pair of arrows in the jellied ruins of its eye sockets. A crimson ghoul staggered back, a feathered shaft jutting from its neck. 
 
    An eye-blink passed, and Max had another three arrows slicing through the air once more. He was firing in the fashion of the Hunnite skirmishers he’d fought against during the war between the Valeris Dominion and the Hunnite Khanate. His arrows didn’t have much range, nor would they penetrate even the flimsiest armor beyond ten feet, but he could fire more than a dozen shafts in the space of a single rapid heartbeat, especially with his Prowess-boosted physical attributes and the utility of his ring of holding’s quick-retrieval function. 
 
    Two more crimson ghouls fell, their grotesque bodies riddled with arrows. Marina’s Icelance ripped forward, a blistering beam of frost that flashed past Max’s shoulder to sweep across a pair of devourer ghouls. The monsters shrieked as Marina’s spell flash-froze their limbs and turned their torsos into blocks of ice. 
 
    Max returned his bow back into his ring of holding and spun his staff into his left hand, while Stridentsong flashed into his right. By then, the monsters were already upon them. A devourer ghoul pounced, but Flora stepped forward to meet its snout with a mighty bash from her shield. The crisp sound of breaking bone rose into the air, and then the Defender barged the gurgling ghoul upon her shield into the path of two crimson ghouls. 
 
    The monsters stumbled. Flora scythed her blade across the neck of the closest ghoul, before reversing her grip on the hilt of her weapon and plunging it into the back of the other. She pivoted on the ball of her lead foot to shield-smash another crimson ghoul off its feet. 
 
    Max decapitated a ghoul with a Moonlit Reflection Arc blade form, then incinerated another with a swift Jolting Arc spell that tore from the tip of his Magus Staff. He cross-stepped to the devourer ghoul Flora had felled with her shield and stomped on its throat with every ounce of his Prowess-enhanced strength. It was enough to sever the monster’s head. 
 
    The crimson ghoul that had lagged behind because of the arrow in its shoulder hesitated as it realized it was the last of its pack. It shuddered as Felix punched a dagger into its temple from behind, then sawed its head off with his sword. 
 
    “That’s the last of them,” Felix said. 
 
    Nine ghouls, all of them Level 2, yielded a nice haul of eighteen Victory Shards and an electrum piece each. Max walked away from the monster he’d decapitated with his heel, every step squelching with ichor, but he wasn’t too concerned. Monsters disappeared shortly after their deaths, and so did any blood or viscera they spilled. Beads of golden light appeared where the ghouls had fallen, before streaking to each member of the cohort in equal numbers. 
 
    Felix and Marina dutifully picked up the electrum pieces that the dissipating ghoul corpses left behind, even as Max sifted through the arrows he’d fired and discarded those damaged beyond salvage. Upon final count, he’d shot six arrows but only a single one could conceivably be reused. He shrugged and returned the arrow to his ring of holding. 
 
    Felix brought up a Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Victory Shards: 1,007 
 
      
 
    “Another step toward Level 4!” the Infiltrator crowed excitedly. 
 
    “Hurray,” Nesura said. “Another eight thousand, nine hundred, and ninety-three more to go. Let’s hope you actually live to see the day, pretty boy.” 
 
    “I will.” Felix grinned at Max. “As long as I stick with Max. He got me up to Level 3 in the space of a few days. In fact, I got to Level 2 in the first place largely because of him. Max is a miracle-worker!” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far, Felix,” Max said, uneasy at the young man’s fervent praise. “We killed all those monsters together.” 
 
    “Don’t undersell how much you contributed to their progress, Max,” Flora said. “Level 2 monsters are extremely formidable, and most Knights-Errant take years, if not an entire decade to advance beyond Level 2 to Level 3. But here we are, slaying them in droves. That’s because of you.” 
 
    “Part of it could be because we’re all already Level 3, but you did lead Felix and I on an all-you-can-kill slaughterfest to get us here,” Marina chimed in, chuckling as she shook her head. “It would have taken me another year or so if I’d joined any other cohort on regular Dungeon expeditions. You got me past that hurdle in a matter of days.” 
 
    “Stop praising him,” Nesura complained. “You’ll only make him more insufferable.” 
 
    “Well, in any case, I was glad to help you both.” Max turned back to the central terminal. “But let’s get back on track. We have a lot of ground to cover.” 
 
    The cohort walked past the reeking ticketing office, picking their way through the human detritus strewn all over the ground. Hundreds of Hisktown citizens must have flooded the central terminal when the Knights-Errant finally failed to contain the monster incursion, seeking transportation further inland and away from their encroaching doom. Judging by the piles of gnawed bones and number of emptied skulls, few of them had been successful.  
 
    Max’s gaze fell briefly over the tram that would bring him to Corvis’s house. He could still go there, following the tracks on foot. Instead, he led the cohort to the track that headed inland, telling himself that he had no time to lose. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After another seven hours of walking, the cohort caught sight of the edges of the green light field emanating from the clock tower in Hisktown. This was where the clock tower’s protection ended. Beyond that was Misktown, where Level 99 monsters roamed and where the Graywind Mage Tower stood. 
 
    The cohort had been attacked three times as they left Hisktown’s central area and moved further inland, where crowded buildings gave way to more scattered neighborhoods and canal-fed fields. Each time, they’d slain the monsters with grim efficiency. 
 
    Max glanced idly down at his focus map. A three-dimensional construct of blue light floated above the dark metallic surface of the slab-like magical device. It was a map of all the ground Max had covered. So far, the focus map had sketched a representation of Hisktown that was fairly consistent with his memories of the town beyond the Apocalypse Horizon, which meant that the dawning of the apocalypse hadn’t resulted in many geographical changes at all. 
 
    If Hisktown still remained largely the same, then Max could expect that Misktown did too. He hadn’t gone to the latter very often, his Enforcer duties mostly keeping him within the jurisdictional area of his precinct, but the outlying towns of the Valeris Dominion shared somewhat similar layouts. Max didn’t doubt that he would be able to find his way through Misktown. It was the unknown Level 99 monsters in its streets that would be the biggest challenge. 
 
    “The Dungeon is in Misktown’s central area. We’re nearly at its outskirts, which are around twenty miles away from the Dungeon,” Max explained, after calling for a halt. “If the trams were operational, it would simply be a bit over an hour’s ride there, but they’re not, so we have to go on foot.” 
 
    “All the while watching out for Level 99 Crucible Agents,” Nesura added, a bit too smugly. “Which can kill the lot of you in the blink of an eye.” 
 
    “Thanks, Nessy, for telling us what we already know,” Felix said sarcastically. “We’re all very appreciative of how helpful you are.” 
 
    “Hush, pretty boy.” Nesura somehow managed to waggle her tongue in a lurid fashion. “You’re good for only one thing. Oh, the delicious torments I would inflict on your flesh if I only had a body befitting that of a Queen of Blood.” 
 
    “But you don’t, Nessy,” Marina said, grinning. “Because Max chopped you into mincemeat and turned you into his fuzzy pet.” 
 
    Max sighed as he shoved the spirit familiar deeper into his belt pouch and buckled the compartment’s flap over her face, muffling her ranting tirade. 
 
    “Just for the sake of my sanity, let’s try to avoid setting her off, shall we?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll try,” Marina replied, looping her arm possessively around Felix’s. “No promises though.” 
 
    “Besides, you antagonize her plenty by yourself, Max,” Felix pointed out, not unreasonably. 
 
    “I know, I know.” Max pinched the bridge of his nose and squeezed his eyes shut. The tightness in his temples and the dull ache in his head didn’t subside. He opened his eyes again and grunted disconsolately. “As I was saying, we’ll need to go on foot. We’ve covered twenty miles from the clock tower to here, and another twenty stand between us and the Dungeon. It’ll take us more than half a day to cross that, and when we do arrive, we will need to enter immediately, because it’d be too dangerous to spend any more time in Misktown than necessary.” 
 
    “At least until you put up another of those clock towers again,” Felix said. 
 
    “Correct.” Max pointed at the barn off the side of the tram tracks. “We’ll camp there for the night, then start afresh tomorrow. Once we step into Misktown, we’ll be moving as fast as we can, and everyone has to stay close.” 
 
    The cohort approached the barn, weapons and spells at the ready. The sun was already setting, and ghouls loved the darkness of the night. Felix cast his Cloak spell once more, before slipping ahead to scout. Flora whispered a few words, and a faint blue glow began emanating from the boss of her shield. It was a simple light enchantment that unnerved monsters who were lower in Level than she was. She panned its radiance back and forth as if it were a torch, sweeping the dim interior of the barn blue light. 
 
    Max swept his gaze in rhythm with the light falling from Flora’s shield. The barn was a nondescript building of wood and thatch. Its stalls were empty, which meant that whatever livestock it probably held had been outside when the monster incursion reached this part of Hisktown. 
 
    “All clear,” Flora said crisply, when they reached the far end of the building. Max nodded, arriving at the same conclusion. He’d chosen the barn instead of the nearby farm houses because it was essentially a large open space with a roof and a single entrance. There would be no nooks or crannies for ghouls to lurk in, and livestock stalls of wire and steel bars provided little cover for any monsters to approach the cohort unseen. 
 
    “Alright. Felix?” Max called out into the dim expanse of the barn. “Report.” 
 
    “All clear, Max,” the Infiltrator said, emerging back into visibility. “I think we should be safe here tonight.” 
 
    “I think so too.” Max clasped him on the shoulder, before turning to the two women. “I’ll take first watch. Eat, make yourself comfortable, then try to get some rest.” 
 
    “I’ll take the next watch after you, Max,” Flora volunteered. Max gave her an acknowledging nod, then strode toward the entrance. The sounds of soft conversation arose behind him as the cohort began to settle down for the night. 
 
    Dusk fell within minutes. The soft glow of a small campfire washed over Max’s back as he crouched by the doorway, putting his silhouette out of sight for any person or creature approaching the barn. He kept his eyes averted from the light of the flames, so that his night-vision remained intact, and cast his gaze out into the deepening night. 
 
    It was an eerie thing, walking through the abandoned remnants of someone else’s life. This barn had belonged to a farmer, who almost certainly lived in one of the farmhouses nearby with his or her family. If Max were to walk to that house, he would likely find unattended tools, perhaps children’s toys, the paraphernalia of daily life all scattered and abandoned in the wake of the unfolding apocalypse. 
 
    Or perhaps he would find an empty place, its valuables neatly packed and carried away by people forewarned of their impending annihilation. The green light of the clock tower shimmered faintly in the distance, demarcating a fragile—and still highly dangerous to any Knight-Errant below Level 2—sanctuary amidst an infinite expanse of extinction. Max doubted that those who managed to flee arrived at any form of salvation beyond the cold embrace of death.   
 
    “What kind of monsters do you think we’ll find there?” Max asked Nesura, just as the bat squirmed from her compartment, flopped to the floor, and began stretching her wings. 
 
    “Who knows?” she replied. “You’d better hope you’re quick enough with that Temporal Equalization spell of yours though. It’s not going to do any good if a Crucible Agent kills all of you before its effects take hold.” 
 
    Max grunted. Hisktown’s Level 99 monsters were ashen ghouls, lightning fast and impossibly strong creatures that could have torn an entire regiment of Enforcers into pieces within the blink of an eye. But they still needed to be within claw’s reach to kill. This made them readily susceptible to the effects of Max’s Temporal Equalization spell, which only had a range of thirty feet at Level 3. 
 
    No, not just thirty feet, he thought. Max adjusted his grip on his Magus Staff and looked to one of the new spells he’d created through his Flux Conjunction ability. 
 
      
 
    Icebolt (Temporal infusion, optimized x1) 
 
    Flux Spell: Ready 
 
    Instantaneous spell 
 
    Level 1 
 
    Mid-Range projectile, enacts effects of Temporal Equalization spell upon target 
 
    Element: Ice 
 
    Mana Cost: 2 
 
      
 
    As an Arcanist, Max was able to take apart the spells or abilities he had copied from other Knights-Errant and monsters—resulting in their disappearance from his repertoire—before recombining them into new Flux spells. He’d just learned he could do the same with the spells he inherently possessed as well, without losing the latter.   
 
    Combining Icebolt with his Temporal Equalization spell had resulted in a version of the former that enacted the effects of the latter upon contact. Max still retained his Temporal Equalization spell, but the addition of a temporally infused Icebolt to his list of Flux spells gave him another tactical option when dealing with the Level 99 monsters within the Apocalypse Horizon. 
 
    “That’s a really neat trick, I’ve got to admit,” Nesura said, flying into the air before perching upside down from the top doorway, so that her head was directly over Max’s. “But you’ve still got to hit your target for your spell to work. Good luck with that, given the difference between your physical attributes and that of a Level 99 Crucible Agent.” 
 
    “I never believed things were going to be easy.” Max shrugged. He was more than aware that almost any monster in the Apocalyptic Horizon could slay him before he managed to cast Temporal Equalization, either up close through sheer insurmountable speed or from afar with irresistibly powerful spells or abilities. 
 
    “This is going to be more than not-easy,” Nesura said. “You do realize just how impossibly unlikely you’d be able to cross forty miles of ground populated by entities that could kill you with a thought?” 
 
    “I did it once,” Max replied. “And now I’ll do it again or die trying. I don’t have a choice.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” the familiar agreed. “Oh well. If you die, I’m done too. That might not be a bad thing, really. I won’t have to endure this absolute farce of an existence any longer.” 
 
    “Let’s look at this another way,” Max said, calling up a Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Nessy 
 
    Spirit Familiar 
 
    Level 2 
 
    Soul-Bound to Maximo Strident (Permanent) 
 
    Health: 5/5 
 
    Mana: 120/120 
 
    Arcanum: 100/100 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 1 
 
    Dexterity: 2 
 
    Fortitude: 1 
 
    Perception: 52 
 
    Abilities 
 
    None 
 
    Fluffy but not so cute. Can’t do much, either. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Nesura demanded, a note of annoyance entering her tone. “What do my attributes have to do with anything we’re talking about right now?” 
 
    “You’re Level 2, which means you attained a Level as well when I got to Level 3,” Max said. “Your Mana Point reserves and Arcanum reserves have doubled.” 
 
    “All the better for you to steal,” the spirit familiar sneered. “Spare me.” 
 
    “I’ll take what I need from you, whether you allow me to or not,” Max admitted. As a spirit familiar, Nesura’s Mana reserves were at Max’s disposal, and he’d drawn upon them once to defeat the Strigoi Vampire Scion within the Feast of Dusk. “But that’s not my point.” 
 
    “Then what is?” Nesura asked. 
 
    “You don’t have any abilities now, but who’s to say that wouldn’t change as I grow in power and you do the same alongside me?” Max said. “As we attain Level 4 and then go beyond that, you might start developing new spells or abilities. Perhaps you might even be able to regain your old body.” 
 
    “If that happens, the first thing I’m going to do is kill you, Max,” Nesura promised. 
 
    “Yeah, well… you can’t,” Max pointed out, eliciting a frustrated snarl from her. “Familiars can never…” 
 
    “Harm their owners, nor conspire to their detriment,” Nesura finished. “I know.” 
 
    “Actually, I didn’t know that,” Max said. “Particularly that part about conspiring to my detriment. So you can curse and swear at me nonstop, but when it comes down to it, you can’t say or do anything that doesn’t serve my best interests? That’s good to know.” 
 
    “Blood Gods take my soul!” Nesura swore. “I thought you already knew!” 
 
    “Well, when you first became a bat, you pointed out that you couldn’t hurt me,” Max said. “I didn’t know that restriction extended beyond the literal and physical, at least not until now.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean you can trust me!” Nesura insisted. 
 
    “Actually, that does mean I can trust you, because you have no choice but to be trustworthy,” Max said, chuckling softly. “But back to my point. If there’s anything we can agree on, it’s that power means everything, and with enough power, there are no doors you cannot open. I want you to grow in power with me. Perhaps the day will come when you regain your old body, transcend your status as a familiar, and find yourself able to make a good-faith effort in killing me. That’s something to look forward to, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is,” the familiar agreed. A sly tone entered her voice. “Ah, I see it now. This was your life before you became a Crucible Challenger, trading words and promises amidst a bejeweled and silken host as you would sword strokes and arrows upon a battlefield. This is a promise you proffer before me, one that costs you nothing to make, yet one that will motivate me beyond the magic that binds my will.” 
 
    “Well, you can’t say or do anything to hurt me, but that doesn’t mean you will actively try to help me,” Max pointed out. “I’m just giving you a reason to do so. Incentive inspires much better than enslavement, after all.” 
 
    “Your brutish exterior belies your fell cunning,” Nesura said, her voice now tinged with grudging respect. “Though I should have suspected as much from the dishonorable manner in which you slew me. Cold pragmatism combined with a blazing desire to win. Now, that I can appreciate, Maximo Strident. You’re more than a simple Crucible Challenger.” 
 
    “My father taught me how to fight,” Max said. “Officer school taught me how to lead. Irvin Vaustika taught me how to use people.” 
 
    “That… Oligarchic Prince, a ruler of your realm.” Nesura laughed soundlessly, the peals of her mirth chiming through his mind. “He definitely got some good use out of you. Did you really think he wanted you as a peer, taking a seat of power equivalent to his?” 
 
    “Probably not, come to think of it.” Max shrugged. “But what’s done is done. Let’s get back on track. I can use you, Nesura. Like I said, I will use you, whether you want me to or not. I’m just saying you also get to use me back.” 
 
    “You’re talking about more than my Mana Point and Arcanum reserves,” Nesura said. 
 
    “Correct. Those I can take whenever I want to.” Max looked up to meet her gaze. “Your insight and advice though, that’s a different story.” 
 
    “And you place such value on my thoughts?” the familiar asked. 
 
    “Everything you’ve coughed up so far has proven to be immensely valuable,” Max said. “Without you, we would never have found out about the Cosmic Logos. Neither would we have been able to make sense of Artur Brightblade’s plans.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Nesura scoffed. “Your memories tell me you have mentally dissected and hunted down far more depraved individuals than your world’s Cosmic Prospect, this Artur Brightblade. It wouldn’t have taken you much longer to figure out his dilemma. After all, you wear the solution to it upon your wrist.” 
 
    Max glanced down at the band of amber light on his wrist. His Soul Lens had been Artur Brightblade’s, currently the top suspect for bringing about the Apocalypse Horizon and hanging the prospect of pending doom over the present timeline. But Artur’s Soul Lens had also contained the Temporal Equalization and Temporal Transcendence spells, along with something called a Heroic Mosaic, none of which were inherent Arcanist spells or abilities. And as far as Max knew, the Temporal Equalization spell was the only thing that allowed him to explore the Apocalypse Horizon and somehow unravel its mysteries. It was also likely the key to stopping Artur’s designs. 
 
    Which therefore begged the question: what exactly was his goal? Max looked toward the shimmering wall of green light once more. Pureheart’s Sacrifice prevented Dungeons from manifesting within the Valeris Dominion. But there had been a Dungeon in apocalyptic Hisktown, and Max knew there was another in Misktown. This obviously meant that whatever magical effects Pureheart’s Sacrifice enacted over the Dominion were gone, which heavily implied that the mythical giant tree was gone as well. 
 
    Mira Pureheart was Artur Brightblade’s lover, and his resentment over her sacrifice was well-documented historical fact. There was no doubt that he would undo her sacrifice, if he only had the necessary power. And as far as Max knew, there was no greater power in existence than the Cosmic Logos. Jonn Krask, perhaps the most accomplished Knight-Errant of the era, received an offer from a Warden to become a Dungeon Lord, which would imbue him with unprecedented power. It wasn’t too difficult to imagine that someone like Artur Brightblade would have received a similar offer as well. 
 
    Jonn rejected the offer. Every conjecture and piece of evidence suggested that Artur took it and became a Dungeon Lord, an entity capable of casually slaying Level 99 monsters and performing the impossible feat of implanting a Soul Lens into Max. Max couldn’t imagine anything standing in Artur’s way—not the entirety of the Dominion’s military might nor every Knight-Errant in the Errantry Mansion—if he decided to approach Pureheart’s Sacrifice and destroy the magical tree, intending to somehow revive his lover or avenge himself upon her abandonment of him. 
 
    And perhaps Artur did enact his goal, since, for all intents and purposes, Pureheart’s Sacrifice was not present within the Apocalypse Horizon anymore. But was that all he wanted? 
 
    “Staff Sergeant Jascha Mikhail,” Max said, floating the name to the forefront of his thoughts, presenting Nesura with an invitation to rummage through his memories that she could not refuse. 
 
    “One of your old war comrades, slain by your own blade,” the familiar said after a moment. “What about him?” 
 
    “The war broke him. When he came back to his wife and child, they no longer recognized him, and it wasn’t too long before his wife no longer desired him. She left, taking his child and securing a good portion of his pension. One morning, he came to see me in my quarters at the Oligarchic Palace. We spoke, and he kept mentioning where he would be in the evening. He brought up his wife and child, and the pain in his voice was evident. It didn’t take me too long to figure out that his evening plans included them.” 
 
    “Jascha smiled the moment he realized I’d received his hidden message,” he continued. “A cluster of perfumed fops ambushed me then with missives and veiled threats from Vaustika’s enemies, and by the time I managed to fend them off, Jascha was gone. I grabbed my sword and raced out of the Palace. When I found him, he was holding his blade high above his horrified ex-wife and child. He sighed with relief and turned his sword upon me, and when I cut him down, he thanked me with his dying breath.” 
 
    “You’re saying that Artur Brightblade is the same as Jascha Mikhail,” Nesura surmised. “He wants someone to stop him from committing an atrocity, and he’s chosen you. This realization isn’t new, Max. We’ve gone down this train of thought before.” 
 
    “But you were the one who told me that the Arcanist Classification didn’t possess any spell beyond Arcane Flux, which means that Artur gave me Temporal Equalization to stop him. And that’s what I’m trying to say. If you hadn’t provided such knowledge, I don’t know when or if I’d have been able to profile Artur Brightblade. I need more of that from you.” 
 
    “Fine. If my insight will help us attain more power, I’ll be more than happy to offer it. Still... this profiling you do. You believe it’s helpful? 
 
    “Absolutely. Think about it,” Max said. “If all Artur wanted was to destroy Pureheart’s Sacrifice, he could have simply done so. Instead, we have the Apocalypse Horizon, these temporal loci, and the tools to prevent whatever happened here from repeating itself in my native timeline. Artur Brightblade and Jascha Mikhail have many overlaps in their psychological profiles.” 
 
    “Alright, sure.” Nesura sighed. “They do. But again, how does knowing that help?” 
 
    “It means that if I could stop Jascha, I can stop Artur.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dawn arrived, casting its golden tendrils tentatively into the barn’s interior. Max had already been awake for an hour, and he was just finishing up getting his array of Flux spells ready. 
 
      
 
    Flux Spells: 8/8 readiness 
 
    Defiant Rally: Level 1; Instant, 5 minutes; 8 Mana READY 
 
    Double Shield: Level 2; Active; 8 Mana per 10 seconds READY 
 
    Icebolt (Temporal Infusion); Level 1; Instant, 0 seconds, 2 Mana READY 
 
    Icelance: Level 2; Instant, 0 seconds; 8 Mana READY 
 
    Jolting Arc: Level 1; Instant, 0 seconds; 6 Mana initial cast, 8 Mana per second READY 
 
    Mid Heal: Level 2; Instant, 0 seconds; 16 Mana READY 
 
    Momentum: Level 2; Instant, 0 seconds; 0 Mana READY 
 
    Petrifying Rend: Level 2; Instant, 0 seconds; 0 Mana READY 
 
      
 
    He exhaled and released his inner focus, only to find Felix staring at him from across the campfire. 
 
    “What?” Max asked. 
 
    “Nothing. I just don’t think I’ll ever get used to how your hair turns white and your whole body starts to glow when you’re using your strange Classification’s abilities. No offense, Max.” 
 
    “None taken.” Max grunted as he got to his feet. “Are we ready to move?” 
 
    “The ladies are still getting their gear together. As for me, I’m good to go.” 
 
    “Great.” Max made his way to the entrance of the barn, with Felix trailing behind him. “We’ve got lots of ground to cover today, and we’ll need to do it quickly.” 
 
    “Maybe we should have brought in some horses.” Felix sighed and shook his head. “No, that wouldn’t work. Or rather, it would, but I wouldn’t like it. Animals can’t enter Dungeons, which means we’ll have to leave them outside for the monsters when we arrive. I don’t want to have to do that.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” Max agreed. There was also the matter of simple horsemanship. Apart from Max, only Flora had ever ridden a horse, and she’d done so only for a trifle, as befitting her status of a young noblewoman. Marina and Felix were utterly inexperienced with horseback riding. The last thing Max wanted was to try leading a rapid cavalry advance with an amateur and two beginners. 
 
    “Too bad Nessy is so little,” Felix said, looking at the bat riding in Max’s belt pouch. “Otherwise, she could give us a ride all the way there.” 
 
    “You would not survive the ride I have in mind for you, pretty boy,” she replied. “Oh, you would enjoy it. But you wouldn’t survive it, at least not by the time I’m done.” 
 
    “I heard bat soup is very popular these days,” Marina said, walking up from behind. “If we run out of food, that’s something to keep in mind.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Max replied. He glanced over his shoulder. Flora was approaching as well, adjusting one of the buckles of her cuirass. She met his gaze and nodded. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s head out,” he said, stepping into the morning and casting his Prowess spell at its highest Level. 
 
    The edge of Hisktown was mere minutes away on foot, and it wasn’t long before the cohort arrived at the wall of green light cast by the clock tower. Max took a deep breath, but just as he was about to step through, a low, rumbling sound began to rise into the air. 
 
    “What’s that?” Felix asked, drawing his blades. “What’s making that noise?” 
 
    “It’s coming from behind us!” Flora said, turning on her heel and pointing back along the road the cohort had just traversed. 
 
    “Whatever it is, it sounds big.” Marina drew her sword. Flakes of frost began to dance across her fingertips. “And… it’s making the ground shake.” 
 
    Something huge was making its way toward them, but the road was empty, which meant that whatever was approaching was tunneling underground. 
 
    “Spread out,” Max said. The cohort hurried to comply, spacing themselves out ten feet away from each other. “It’s some kind of tunneling monster. That means it probably locates its prey by sensing the tremors. The three of you stay as still as you can.” 
 
    “What about you?” Flora asked. 
 
    “I’m going to force it to show itself,” Max said, breaking out into a sprint toward the increasingly loud rumbling. Flora cried something out in protest, but he ignored her objections and attuned his mind to Nesura’s. 
 
    “So far we’ve only seen ghouls inside here,” he said, his boots pounding heavily upon the packed dirt road. “What do you think this creature is? It’s definitely too large to be one of them.” 
 
    “The simultaneous presence of many similar Crucible agents can occasionally result in the spontaneous generation of an affiliated but entirely different kind of Crucible agent,” Nesura explained. “If I had to guess, you’re running toward a corpse wyrm, a feral undead construct formed from the fused bodies of dozens of ghouls.” 
 
    The rumbling beneath his feet had reached fever pitch by now. Max glanced over his shoulder. The cohort were still where he’d left them thirty feet away, their faces stricken with concern. 
 
    “Stay where you are!” Max called to them. “Marina, when this thing emerges, I want you to make sure it stays aboveground! Felix, start flanking right after that. Flora, we’ll take it from the front.” 
 
    “Got it, Max!” Felix and Marina cried in unison. 
 
    “Understood,” Flora said. “You can count on me.” 
 
    Max returned his attention to the shuddering road beneath his feet. The tunneling monster was very close by now. He stamped the dirt several times for good measure, then began jogging back the way he’d come, making sure his footfalls were heavy and resounding. 
 
    As he’d hoped, the rumbling started to follow  his strides. Max came to a halt ten feet from the cohort. He bounced lightly on his feet, as if he were warming up for a duel. The rumbling ceased entirely. 
 
    The ground erupted beneath Max. A massive ring-shaped maw filled with fangs yawned below him, but Max had already begun an upward leap, uncoiling the Prowess-enhanced muscles of his legs and back into a Lightness Step that brought him forty feet into the air. Bursting from the shattered dirt road, a column of corpse-gray flesh pursued Max, ringed maw snapping furiously. 
 
    “Just as I’d thought,” Nesura said. “That’s a corpse wyrm. If you look closely, you can make out the individual ghouls fused together to form its body. Most of them seem to be devourer ghouls, interestingly enough.” 
 
    The familiar helpfully unfolded a Soul Lens screen in the corner of Max’s vision. 
 
      
 
    Monster: Corpse wyrm 
 
    Level 2 (special condition) 
 
    Health: 165/165 
 
    Mana: 3/3 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 60 
 
    Dexterity: 7 
 
    Fortitude: 50 
 
    Perception: 10 
 
    Abilities 
 
    Perpetual Earth Stride 
 
    Consume 
 
    Rewards 
 
    Victory Shard value: 2 
 
    Treasure: Class D++ 
 
      
 
    Looks like it’s a special-condition monster, just like the arachnovores in the Kobold Hills and the dark reflections in the Feast of Dusk, Max thought. He pointed his Magus Staff downward and cast Jolting Arc, hurling a bolt of lightning right into the monster’s mouth. 
 
    Electricity roiled through the corpse wyrm’s grotesque body. It shrieked and convulsed, ruining its ascent into the air. 
 
    “Marina, now!” Max cried, but the canny Elementalist was already ahead of him. Twin Icelances burst from her outstretched hands and plunged into the yawning hole from which the monster had emerged. The chasm swiftly filled up to the brim with packed ice. 
 
    A quick glance told Max that Felix was already moving, invisible beneath his Cloak spell. The Cloak spell did more than hide a Knight-Errant from view, Max had realized, after thinking back upon the time he’d used it against a horde of orc warriors. The Cloak spell also gave its user a massive increase in critical damage probability, imbuing every single one of his or her melee attacks with heightened potential lethality. 
 
    The corpse wyrm crashed into the ground, its gigantic bulk slapping wetly against ice and dirt. Max raised his sword, then snapped the muscles of his body downward in the Crashing Iron blade form. He plunged from the skies, Stridentsong leading his descent. Just before he landed upon the monster, he redirected the momentum of his Crashing Iron blade form into a Moonlit Reflection Arc blade form, bringing the edge of his enchanted sword down and across, so that its tip followed the curvature of a crescent moon. 
 
    Stridentsong struck the monster’s body in the middle of its length and carved deeply through its putrid, slimy flesh before swinging clear and trailing globs of hissing viscera in its wake. Max’s repurposed momentum reversed his descent and brought his body into a pendulum-shaped drift away from the flailing monster. 
 
    He landed five feet away from the corpse wyrm just as Flora began her charge. The Defender ran directly at the monster’s maw and cast Double Shield, projecting the spell’s magical energies directly from her physical shield. Twin layered walls of white light slammed into the corpse wyrm’s fangs, breaking a few off in a shower of ichor and tooth fragments. 
 
    Max leveled his Magus Staff at the monster again and hurled another Jolting Arc right through Flora’s magical barriers. The lightning bolt rolled over the corpse wyrm’s body, sending it into another fit of convulsions. 
 
    Gouts of ichor and chunks of flesh began peeling from the far end of the monster’s bulk, evidence that Felix had put his blades to deadly work. The corpse wyrm squirmed as a particularly horrendous strike from the Infiltrator cut deep enough to spill another torrent of its viscera. It tried to turn in Felix’s direction, only to slam its maw once again into a Double Shield spell that Flora had hurled down along its flank. 
 
    Max stepped forward into Flora’s first magical barrier and swung his blade through it. Stridentsong hacked into the side of the corpse wyrm’s maw, breaking off another cluster of teeth and drawing more ichor. The monster returned its regard to him and lunged. Max hopped back beneath the Double Shield, allowing the corpse wyrm to bash its maw ineffectually against Flora’s spell. 
 
    Not completely ineffectually, he thought, taking note of the cracks that had begun to spread from the point of impact upon the Double Shield. The corpse wyrm seemed mindlessly feral and had proven to be none-too-intelligent, but its strength was tremendous. Flora’s magical barrier could take perhaps another two or three such hits before it crumbled beneath the monster’s might. 
 
    The Defender stepped up and lashed out with her blade as well, catching the monster just below the maw as it reeled away. Marina hurled a series of Icelances along the corpse wyrm’s flank, riddling its flesh with frost. All this time, Felix struck again and again, cutting free entire chunks of the monster’s bulk. 
 
    The corpse wyrm battered at the Double Shield spells boxing it in. The one on its left flank, where Felix was, broke apart first, and the monster rounded on the attacker that had inflicted the most damage upon it. 
 
    But Felix was no longer there. In fact, by Max’s estimation, the Infiltrator had begun his relocation a minute ago. Max raised his Magus Staff and raked the monster with another Jolting Arc, putting its body through more painful convulsions that would guarantee the corpse wyrm returning its attention to him. 
 
    The barriers before its maw collapsed next into shards of white light. Max sidestepped the corpse wyrm as it bore down upon him, fangs straining for his flesh. Stridentsong flickered in his grasp, putting a series of swift but shallow cuts along the monster’s side, each of them carrying with them the effects of Max’s Petrifying Rend. 
 
      
 
    Petrifying Rend successful 
 
    Target slowed by 8% 
 
      
 
    The corpse wyrm, already slow and ponderous, became even more ungainly. It wheezed with effort as it tried to angle its bulk enough for it to turn its maw toward Max. Flora slammed another Double Shield down in front of it, bringing its turn to a jarring halt. Marina struck it with more Icelances, while Felix resumed his devastating work on another side of the monster’s body. 
 
    Flora caught Max’s eye as she raised her sword. He nodded in acknowledgment. 
 
    “Let’s get this done,” he said, bringing Stridentsong to bear. The two of them charged in and began hacking at the corpse wyrm, directing their blows near its maw to keep the monster’s attention on them while Marina and Felix took its body apart, piece by piece. 
 
    Eventually, the corpse wyrm loosed a putrid wheeze, then flopped lifelessly to the ground, its immense vitality finally depleted by the cohort’s blades and spells. Felix emerged into view, his breath coming in harsh gasps. 
 
    “Well, that was horrifying. And utterly disgusting,” he said. “Good thing monsters and their guts disappear after they die, so I won’t be carrying this stink on my clothes and boots all day.” 
 
    “Is everyone alright? Anybody hurt?” Max asked.  
 
    Marina and Felix shook their heads. Flora did the same as she sheathed her blade. 
 
    “Good.” Max dismissed Stridentsong and stretched the muscles of his sword arm. He grinned as spheres of white light began to emerge from the corpse wyrm’s disintegrating remains. The monster had taken a lot of effort and Mana points to kill, but if it yielded soul-bound items as a reward alongside Victory Shards, then slaying it was definitely a worthwhile endeavor. 
 
    A sphere of white light raced to each member of the cohort. Marina smiled as a short cape of thin blue silk fell into her hands. Felix cheered as a wicked-looking dagger appeared in his grasp. 
 
    Max turned to Flora, who was standing bemusedly with the sphere in her hand, its reward as yet unclaimed. 
 
    “I already have three soul-bound items, which is the most I can have at Level 3,” she explained. “And I don’t want to lose any of the items I already have, so I’ll be declining this one and letting it disappear.” 
 
    “Wait,” Max said. He was holding his unclaimed soul-bound item in his hand as well. “Of your soul-bound items, are all of them Level 3 as well?” 
 
    “No.” Flora smiled and raised her right gauntleted hand. “It’s a long story how I got this gauntlet of impact, but suffice it to say I received it as a Level 2 item when I was already Level 3. I don’t have access to the Prowess spell, so my gauntlet goes a long way toward making up for it.” 
 
    She pulled up a Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Gauntlet of Impact +2: Soul-Bound item 
 
    On equip in dominant hand: 
 
    Physical attacks deal 10% more damage 
 
      
 
    “I might be able to use the item you received from defeating this monster to upgrade your gauntlet to Level 3,” Max said. He retrieved Turanos from his ring of holding and twirled the slim and delicate silver hammer in his fingers. 
 
    “You can do that?” Flora asked, her eyes widening. 
 
    “If you want me to,” Max said. “It’ll take a bit of time, but at this point, we might as well take a few moments to catch our breath and recuperate our Mana point reserves.” 
 
    “What are you going to do with your item, Max?” Felix asked. “You only have two soul-bound ones so far, right? That means you’re allowed one more.” 
 
    “I suppose I’ll claim it.” Max extended his will to the sphere of white light in his hand. It flickered, then broke apart, leaving Max with a small figurine of what appeared to be a bipedal lizard in his palm. He blinked in astonishment at the sight. “What’s this?” 
 
    “That looks like a summoning totem to me, Max,” Marina said. “It consumes a fair portion of your Mana point reserves to call forth a magical creature that heeds your commands. They’re not very common, but I know a few members of the Venture Spears who also have summoning totems.” 
 
    “Oh right. The Slayer has one, I heard,” Felix chimed in. “I’m not sure what kind of creature his summoning totem contains though.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what mine has.” Max angled his Soul Lens at the figurine. 
 
      
 
    Garlocke +2: Soul-Bound Summoning Totem 
 
    Consumes 50 Mana to call forth Garlocke, a laconic lizard, for 10 minutes 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s a pretty ridiculous Mana cost,” he said. “Garlocke, whatever it is, isn’t going to be showing itself much.” 
 
    “Soul-bound summoning totems usually cost less Mana to use as they grow in power,” Nesura said. “I’d recommend holding onto that for now. Perhaps it will become more viable later.” 
 
    “Sounds reasonable,” Max agreed. He placed the summoning totem within his ring of holding, then turned to Flora. “Alright. Shall we start with your items?” 
 
    “Sure.” The Defender proffered her unclaimed soul-bound item and held up her gauntlet. “How do we begin?” 
 
    “First, you need to extend your will to your items and grant Max permission to interface his Flux Fabrication ability with your items,” Nesura instructed. 
 
    “I’m not sure how to do that,” Flora replied, frowning. 
 
    “Right. I keep forgetting the Challengers in your world aren’t familiar with any Cosmic functions beyond those of Phase 4,” Nesura said. “It’s easy. Focus on your items, then reach out to Max via the cohort link between you both.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” Flora’s brow furrowed in concentration. A Soul Lens display appeared in front of Max. 
 
      
 
    Flux Fabrication Interface possible with Flora Truesteel’s items: 
 
    Gauntlet of Impact +2 
 
    Soul-Bound Item (unclaimed) 
 
      
 
    Commence Flux Fabrication? 
 
      
 
    Max willed his assent, causing white-blue light to pulse from his body. Turanos vibrated in his hand, and an anvil of white light appeared at his feet. He hefted the hammer and nodded to Flora. 
 
    “Put your items on the anvil,” he said.   
 
    The Defender did so, placing the sphere beside her gauntlet, then stepped away. 
 
    Max struck the sphere with Turanos. The unclaimed soul-bound item broke apart into a cluster of black runes that hung in the air. He tapped the gauntlet next with the hammer’s head, bringing forth a separate array of black runes. 
 
      
 
    Ready for Fabrication 
 
    Flux Strength 3, Fabricate skill Level 1: 40 seconds remaining for runic coherence 
 
      
 
    Max worked swiftly and smoothly, snatching runes from the unclaimed item and fitting them amidst those above the gauntlet. Once in a while, he would tap at a rune with Turanos’s head or cut slivers of black light from its edges with the inscribing spike at the bottom of the hammer’s haft. The altered rune would then slide home readily. He finished the process with a few seconds remaining and gave Flora’s gauntlet one final tap.   
 
      
 
    Flux Fabrication successful 
 
      
 
    Soul-Bound item Gauntlet of Impact +2 is now Gauntlet of Impact +3 
 
      
 
    Max picked up the gauntlet and handed it back to Flora. The Defender held it up, a look of awe in her eyes. She summoned a Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Gauntlet of Impact +3: Soul-Bound item 
 
    On equip in dominant hand: 
 
    Physical attacks deal 15% more damage 
 
      
 
    “That’s very helpful,” she said. “Thanks, Max. I really appreciate it.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” Max replied. His Soul Lens flickered, then. 
 
      
 
    Flux Fabrication skill has improved to Level 2 
 
    Conduct 10 more successful Flux Fabrications to attain Level 3 
 
      
 
    “Ooh, look at that!” Felix said. He held up his new dagger. “Can you do something with mine, Max? It’ll help you improve your Flux Fabrication skill!” 
 
    “It’s possible to break apart claimed soul-bound items and use them to enhance others,” Nesura said. “But if you do that, there’s a significant chance for failure, resulting in the loss of both items.” 
 
    “Oh.” Felix’s excited grin faltered, and he sheathed his blade. “Yeah, never mind then.” 
 
    “It’s odd, isn’t it?” Marina mused. “Usually only Wardens relinquish soul-bound items, which is why these items are also commonly known as Warden items. This means that this corpse wyrm is either a Warden or the equivalent of one, yet we’re not in a Dungeon.” 
 
    “Yet there is no shortage of monsters, just like in a Dungeon,” Max said. “The Apocalypse Horizon itself isn’t a Dungeon, but it’s obviously not like the world in our timeline anymore.” 
 
    “Naturally,” Nesura added. “Crucible agents and Dungeons alike are comprised of cosmic energy. When a world is filled with Crucible agents, the cosmic energy radiating from their bodies almost always brings about gradual but inevitable atmospheric and ecological changes.” 
 
    “So what you’re saying is that the Apocalypse Horizon itself is slowly turning into a huge Dungeon,” Max said. 
 
    “A global one,” Nesura clarified. “A world encountering such a phenomenon will suffer the extinction of all its natural life, though it looks like that’s already happened here.” 
 
    “I don’t know about the rest of you, but that sounds absolutely terrifying to me,” Felix said. “The whole world is now a Dungeon, but there isn’t a Core we can break to sort everything out.” 
 
    “Perhaps not,” Max said, turning his gaze back to the road leading into Misktown. “But I believe we’re headed in the right direction. Let’s go.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With the exception of the corpse wyrm, the monsters plaguing Hisktown were all ghouls, same as in the Feast of Dusk. This meant that the monsters in Misktown likely shared thematic similarities to the ones in Graywind Mage Tower. 
 
    “No, I don’t know what type of Crucible agents populate Graywind Mage Tower,” Nesura had said when questioned about the Dungeon. “I’m a Blood Queen, a vampire scion. My knowledge of Crucibles—that is, Dungeons—doesn’t extend beyond those affiliated with the Houses of Blood, Decay, and Death. Graywind Mage Tower, if I had to judge by its moniker, likely has Mystery, Arcane, and Chaos affiliations. This means that its Crucible agents will probably be spell-casters, but that’s an educated guess on my part at best.” 
 
    There was little physical change in the environment as the cohort passed through the wall of green light and beyond the relative safety of the clock tower. After all, Misktown was only one region further inland than Hisktown, and much of its infrastructure remained the same. Farmhouses and neglected fields stretched as far as the eye could see on either side of the dirt road running parallel to the tram tracks. 
 
    Max had learned how to cast his Temporal Equalization spell in a continual fashion, enacting a perpetual field of magic that would lower the Level of any monster within the Apocalyptic Horizon to his. He did that now, bathing everything within thirty feet in green light. 
 
    The tram tracks led directly to the heart of Misktown, where Graywind Mage Tower lay, so he continued following them, with the rest of the cohort staying close on his heels. 
 
    They traveled in tense silence. Felix and the women were in tremendous athletic condition, and they kept pace readily with Max, even when he pushed it slightly beyond that of a forced march and into the realm of a light run. 
 
    The first monster came upon them soon enough, descending from the skies upon bat-like wings. It was humanoid in form, though twice as tall as Max and four times wider across the shoulders. Thick, cable-like muscles corded its limbs, and its back-jointed legs ended in hooves. Massive, sweeping horns curled backward from its skull, and its eyes were fiery orbs set above a cruel, fanged maw. The monster crashed down before the cohort and raised the fiery sword it held in its right fist. 
 
    Unbidden, Nesura angled a Soul Lens upon the winged creature. 
 
      
 
    Monster: Tannarr Lord 
 
    Level 99 (special condition) 
 
    Health: 14,000/14,000 
 
    Mana: 8,000/8,000 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 468 
 
    Dexterity: 375 
 
    Fortitude: 290 
 
    Perception: 500 
 
    Abilities 
 
    Infinite Teleportation 
 
    Hellstorm Blast 
 
    Disintegrating Strike 
 
    Rewards 
 
    Victory Shard value: 99 
 
    Treasure Class: SSSS++++ 
 
      
 
    “Ah,” the creature hissed. “What have we here? Challenger vermin? Perhaps you can answer some questions. What is this place? No life remains here, so why won’t the Cosmic Logos dismiss me? Why can’t I venture beyond the influence of the Crucible?” 
 
    Max didn’t bother replying. He simply took a step closer to the Tannarr Lord, feeling his skin begin to blister beneath the immense heat radiating from the monster’s body. The effects of his Temporal Equalization spell washed over the monster, silencing whatever else it had been about to say. 
 
    The Tannarr Lord shuddered as Max’s spell took effect. Its massive wings began to shrink inward, retracting into its torso, which also underwent a rapid diminution, shedding muscle and mass. In the span of a heartbeat, the towering fiery beast was gone, replaced by a brazen-skinned creature with wings the length of Max’s forearm and small horns jutting from its temple. 
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    The monster blinked, but before it could do anything, Max hit it with a Jolting Arc spell, the bolt of lightning lancing from the tip of his staff into the imp’s face. The imp shrieked and began convulsing in midair. 
 
    Flora smashed it to the ground with a backhand swipe of her shield, then leveled her sword at its throat. She turned his gaze to Max before she drove it home. 
 
    “Nah. Imps are barely more sentient than ghouls,” Nesura said. “All that stuff about not being dismissed by the Cosmic Logos is interesting, but in its current state, this Crucible agent wouldn’t have the self-awareness necessary to retain any of that information.” 
 
    “Kill it.” Max made a cutting gesture across his throat. 
 
    Flora sank her blade through the monster’s neck, then yanked it sideward, nearly severing the imp’s head as the sword cut free. Victory Shards streaked to every member of the cohort as the monster’s body disappeared. Felix walked over, picked up the piece of silver from where the imp had lain, and placed it into his ring of holding.   
 
    “Let’s keep moving,” Max instructed. “Our journey has just become much easier, assuming all the Level 99 monsters here are self-aware and self-centered enough to come close and try to talk to us before attacking. But we can’t take that for granted, so stay sharp, everyone.” 
 
    As the cohort continued their trek, Max reached out mentally to Nesura. 
 
    “What do you make of that monster’s words?” he asked. 
 
    “Pretty much the same thing as you,” she replied. “We all know the Apocalypse Horizon is an anomaly, defying the usual paradigms established by the Cosmic Logos’s system of Crucibles and their Challengers. Crucible agents have been bound into this anomalous circumstance, and the more self-aware ones are understandably bewildered at and confused by the Apocalypse Horizon.”   
 
    “The monster said it couldn’t go too far away from the Dungeon.” Max sidestepped a wagon that had been left abandoned by the roadside. He glanced into its interior along the way, sweeping his gaze over the withered corpses of its former riders. “Which leads me to believe that in the Apocalypse Horizon, the Dominion has been sequestered into various zones, all of them centered around a Dungeon.” 
 
    “Why so?” Nesura asked. 
 
    “The Tannarr Lord was a special condition monster, wasn’t it? Just like the corpse wyrm. The latter wasn’t the most self-aware monster I’ve seen, but it’s still a step above the average ghoul, just like a Tannarr Lord would be among the other monsters here. The corpse wyrm attacked us right at the border of Hisktown, while this Tannarr Lord came for us on the outskirts of Misktown. Presumably, they were trying to test the boundaries of their confinement.” 
 
    “That is a reasonable conjecture,” Nesura agreed. “If so, such an arrangement must necessarily be deliberate. It follows then, that Artur Brightblade has placed a gauntlet of Dungeons between you and whatever you must find to resolve the threat of the Apocalypse Horizon. The question that arises next, then, is why.” 
 
    “Seems pretty obvious to me.” Max raised his staff, signaling the cohort to come to a halt. “With every Dungeon I conquer, I learn new spells or improve my current ones. I become better at killing. I gain more power. And it seems I will need this power to stop Artur Brightblade.” 
 
    “By killing him, you mean,” Nesura said. 
 
    “Of course,” Max replied. “How else did you think all this can be fixed?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The reason Max called for the cohort to halt was strewn before them: abandoned wagons crisscrossed along the road as far as the eye could see. Many of the wooden vehicles were little more than charred, fire-gutted frames, with scarcely discernible fragments of scorched human bone in their midst. 
 
    Max walked up to the closest burned wagon and tapped on it with the tip of his Magus Staff. The entire structure began falling apart into clumps of ash and shards of charcoal. 
 
    “Looks like a lot of people were fleeing something,” Marina said. “And then they got caught.” 
 
    “Whatever they were running from can shoot or breathe fire.” Felix rubbed a pinch of ash between his thumb and forefinger. “A lot of fire.” 
 
    Max swept his gaze off-road. A small cluster of burned buildings lay to the left. A sparse wooded region sat on the right. If this was the territory of monsters that could manipulate flames, walking through a landscape littered with flammable objects such as summer-dry trees and yellowed grass would be suicidal. 
 
    At the same time, advancing through buildings meant maneuvering across a lot of blind angles and tight quarters, the favored terrain of ghouls. 
 
    But we’re not fighting ghouls here, Max thought. And if the monsters tore through those buildings and killed everyone there, they might have no reason to come back. Unless, of course, that’s where they’ve set up a nest. 
 
    Max made his decision easily. Both the wooded area and the buildings could readily harbor monster dwellings, even if the former was far more dangerous. He nodded at the maze of abandoned wagons.   
 
    “We go through these, slowly, carefully, and quietly,” he told the cohort. “Whatever killed all these people already had their fun. They won’t have any reason to stick around, so there’s a much lower chance we’ll not run into any monsters in our path. If we go off-road, we will lose time and perhaps even stumble across a monster nest.” 
 
    “Did you all see how high that last monster’s perception attribute was?” Felix muttered. “No Cloak spell I can cast will hide me from something like that.” 
 
    Max studied the other members of the cohort. They hadn’t encountered a Level 99 monster up till now, and despite all of Max’s forewarnings, they evidently hadn’t expected the Tannarr Lord to be so much more powerful than them. Flora had reacted coolly and competently in the heat of the moment, but there was now no doubt that the Defender was as shaken as Felix and Marina, now that the reality of their peril had truly sunken in. If the Tannarr Lord had attacked, they would have been powerless to stop it from killing them all horribly. 
 
    “We’re not here to fight Level 99 monsters,” Max said, meeting Felix’s, Marina’s, and Flora’s eyes in turn. “Stick close to me so you won’t have to. Let’s go. I’ll lead.” 
 
    The cohort picked their way through the grim sea of burned wagons and charred corpses. Their footfalls, measured and careful as they were, still stirred the piled ash and filled the air with the acrid stench of old incineration. Marina gagged silently until Felix helped her cover her nose and mouth with a spare scarf. Flora endured the ordeal in stoic silence, her cheeks pale and a vein pulsing with building tension in her temple. 
 
    Max fought against a tide of memories as he picked his way through the oily ash. The Hunnites had caught the Valerisen 612th light cavalry regiment in a valley, barring the horsemen’s escape with pit traps and spiked wooden barricades. Hooves splashed into puddles of oil as the regiment’s commanders tried to rally their men. Max led an infantry charge at one of the valley’s entrances, seeking to break the blockade there and open up an escape route for the cavalry. His blade was slick with Hunnite blood when the first fire-arrows arced into the midst of the Valerisen 612th. Flames soared into the air, along with the screams of horses and men… 
 
    “Delightful,” Nesura whispered, obviously relishing the horror and suffering that played out in the back of Max’s mindscape. “Such wonders you have experienced in your short lifetime, Maximo Strident.” 
 
    “Shut up,” he replied mentally. “Shut up.” 
 
    A shadow flashed overhead. Max snapped his gaze skyward and spotted the monster right away: a large, disc-shaped creature with a serpentine tail trailing from one side of its body and a pair of crimson eyes blazing upon the other. The monster had no wings he could see, but it swung effortlessly in the air, gloating cackles rolling from the grotesque, sucker-like mouth on the underside of its body. 
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    The crimson light emanating from its eyes grew in intensity. If Max had to guess, there was where its Infernal Beam would originate and turn the cohort into ash. He pointed his Magus Staff at the monster and sent forth an Icebolt. 
 
    The monster cackled with mirth as Max’s paltry spell tumbled toward it. The brazen incinerator even let the light from its eyes diminish, as if to mock the cohort. Those very same eyes filled with evident astonishment, however, when Max’s Icebolt plinked uselessly against its hide but enacted the effects of his Temporal Equalization spell. 
 
    The disc-shaped monster immediately began to shrink in size, its twenty-foot radius diminishing to a quarter of that even as Max lowered his staff. Its tail disappeared, and its eyes congealed into a single beady red orb. 
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    Marina hit it with an Icelance, blasting the reeling monster out of the skies. The fire disc spiraled to the ground, smashing through the side of a charred wagon before spilling the contents of its body all over the greasy, ashen floor. 
 
    “More incoming!” Felix cried, pointing to the skies. Max followed the Infiltrator’s finger. Another half dozen brazen incinerators had swooped in and were milling about in the skies from around fifty feet away, obviously confused at what had befallen the first of their kin. 
 
    Max raised his Magus Staff and cast Defiant Rally, causing a burst of golden light to pulse from his body and wash over the rest of his cohort. 
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    Then he leveled his sword at the brazen incinerators. 
 
    “Charge!” he roared, before hurling himself into a full-on sprint, the distance between him and the monsters vanishing beneath his Prowess and Rally enhanced strides. 
 
    “Valor of Truesteel!” Flora cried, the clanking and rattling of her armor signaling her charge. A garbled wordless scream of terror served as Felix’s battlecry, while Marina loosed a shriek that was equal parts terror and fury. 
 
    Max outpaced the rest of his cohort, but he knew that to the brazen incinerators, he might as well be wading through thigh-high water. All he could hope for was that his seemingly suicidal charge bemused and intrigued them enough to not instantly wipe him from existence. 
 
    His gambit paid off. Disturbingly human cackles arose from the brazen incinerators, the monsters’ mirth rising to fever pitch as Max leapt into the skies, then hurled himself still higher with a Lightness Step so that he was among them. He held his blade as if to deliver a blow of final, futile defiance at the closest brazen incinerator. 
 
    The monsters’ fixed their mocking gazes on him. Perhaps they were thinking that they could toy with such a curious victim for a bit longer than the ones they’d incinerated on the road. Perhaps they were deciding which one of them would eat him. 
 
    It didn’t matter. His Temporal Equalization spell flared in their midst, catching every one of the brazen incinerators in its radiance. The languid, bemused cast of the closest monster vanished as it became a fire disc. Horror filled its single crimson eye just before Max split it apart with a scything blow from Stridentsong. 
 
    Before he fell, he leveled his Magus Staff and blasted another brazen incinerator-turned-fire disc with a jolting arc. The monster recoiled as electricity washed over its nervous system, and its convulsing body joined Max in his descent. 
 
    Icelances tore skyward as Max fell. He saw two more fire discs impaled by beams of frost. Felix flashed past him, the Infiltrator’s Prowess spell enhancing his strength and dexterity enough to carry him fifteen feet into the air. His hands flickered. Throwing knives streaked forth to embed themselves into the eye of another fire disc. The monster shuddered, then plummeted to the ground. 
 
    The sole surviving monster turned its eye upon Max. A bolt of fire lanced from its crimson depths, only to burst ineffectually over the Double Shield Flora had placed above him. 
 
    Max swiftly cast Arcane Flux. 
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    The monster shrieked in frustration at being thwarted. It ducked and wove, avoiding the barrage of Icebolts Marina sent its way. 
 
    Max cast Arcane Flux once more. 
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    The fire disc barreled through the air, then swooped over the cohort, firebolts raining from its eye. Flora’s Double Shield flickered, then burst apart into shards of light. The Defender swiftly called forth a Triple Shield, keeping the fire disc’s attacks at bay and allowing Max to cast Arcane Flux another two times. 
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    Working swiftly, Max took his Mid Heal spell off Flux readiness and replaced it with his newly acquired Firebolt spell. White-blue light poured from his body as he did so. Then he pointed his Magus Staff at the monster and hurled out a Firebolt. The flaming projectile sliced past the fire disc, but the monster banked skyward and pursued it. Its grotesque underbelly mouth sucked the flames into its body, and the monster suddenly doubled in size. 
 
    “That can’t be good,” Nesura commented as she pulled up a Soul Lens display. 
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    “Did you cast a fire elemental spell on something that is obviously attuned to fire just to see what would happen?” Marina demanded exasperatedly. “It’s one thing to do this in the Kobold Hills, which was a training Dungeon. It’s entirely another to mess around here, in the Apocalypse Horizon.” 
 
    “I know what I’m doing.” Max turned to Flora. “Cast Triple Shield on me when I cast Double Shield.” 
 
    “I will, Max,” the Defender said. 
 
    “Thanks.” Max leveled his Magus Staff at the now-empowered fire disc. “Alright, now everyone clear the area around me.” 
 
    “You sure you know what you’re doing?” Marina asked as she scrambled away from Max. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied, his gaze still riveted on the monster. The fire disc shrieked in indignation as it squared off against him. The monster had been spooked by the unexpected demise of its kin, so it was swooping evasively over the cohort, keeping enough of a distance so Marina couldn’t hit it easily with any of her spells, all the while hurling firebolts. 
 
    If Max had left things as they were, the fight would have gone on much longer, increasing the possibility that other Level 99 monsters might take an interest in the commotion and come over to investigate. But now that it had drawn strength from Max’s Firebolt spell, it would be more emboldened to fight at closer and deadlier quarters. 
 
    “Flame Feed… huh,” Nesura muttered. “I suppose that ability only works on flames originating from other sources. Otherwise, the fire disc would just gorge itself on its own flames.” 
 
    “Sounds handy.” Max loosened the muscles of his neck as the monster drifted closer, beads of flame manifesting before its eye. “I should have gotten it with Arcane Flux when I had the chance.” 
 
    “Do it next time,” the familiar said. “I doubt we’ll have a lack of opportunity within Graywind Mage Tower.” 
 
    “Uhm. Max?” Felix said, pointing at the fire disc. Two dozen spheres of flame floated in front of the monster’s eye, each of them a Firebolt. “That looks very ominous.” 
 
    “It does,” Max agreed. “But I’ve got its attention.” 
 
    “All of it, I’d say. Is that supposed to be a good thing…” Sudden understanding dawned in Felix’s eyes. “Why, yes. Yes, it is.” 
 
    The Infiltrator nodded, then vanished from sight. 
 
    The fire disc shrieked. Two dozen Firebolts rained down on Max. He cast Double Shield while Flora cast Triple Shield, summoning a quintuple layer of magical barriers between him and the monster’s flames. The two outermost barriers were Max’s, and he felt them break apart almost instantaneously on contact with the Firebolts, each of them negating the wrath of a single of the monster’s attacks. 
 
    Flora’s defensive spells were far more resilient, and they weathered the fury of four, then five Firebolts before the first of them shattered. The second layer endured another five. The third layer absorbed four before it burst apart. 
 
    The Defender cried out in alarm, but the brief period of time their combined spells had bought for Max was enough for him to hurl himself out of the way with every ounce of his Prowess-enhanced strength and dexterity. A massive column of flame descended where he’d stood a heartbeat ago, its trailing backwash catching Max across his shoulders as his evasive dive fell just a thread too short. 
 
    A column of ice shot into the air toward the fire disc. It was much slower and ponderous than Marina’s usual Icelances, and the fire disc was able to weave out of its way. The monster cackled and began conjuring more spheres of flame before its eye. 
 
    The empty air above the fire disc flickered. Huge divots of flesh spun away into the skies, carved from the monster’s body by razor-sharp blades. Streams of ichor trailed from the gaping rents in its flesh. Viscera spilled out of the skies. 
 
    The fire disc’s cackling turned into a strangled gasp, and the monster fell. A telltale flicker in the air signaled Felix’s leaping clear of the plummeting creature. 
 
    Putting out the wisps of flame upon his shoulders with Flora’s help, Max nodded to Marina. She returned the gesture, before walking to Felix as he reemerged into visibility.  
 
    The Elementalist had altered her Icelance spell to conjure a column of ice for Felix to leap off, allowing him to reach the monster. Max hadn’t been able to do the same, despite having the same spell in his repertoire. Perhaps that was the nature of his Classification. He could mimic the abilities of other Knights-Errant, but the true intricacies of their respective fortes were beyond his grasp. 
 
    “Well done, everyone,” Max said, clasping Flora appreciatively on the shoulder guard as she cast Mid Heal on him, causing the burns on his shoulder and the back of his neck to fade away into soothing numbness. 
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    The empowered fire disc left behind more than a silver piece. As the cohort approached its disintegrating remains, Felix raced excitedly ahead and picked up a sphere of bronze light. 
 
    “Hey, what’s this?” he asked. “It’s not a soul-bound item.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Marina said. “I’ve never seen anything like that before. What does it do?” 
 
    “That’s a spirit core,” Nesura said. “It’s used by Knights-Errant with the Spirit Binder Classification to enhance their summoned creatures. If Max ever gets the Animus skill through his Arcane Flux, he can make use of it.” 
 
    Felix tossed the spirit core to Max, who put it into his ring of holding. 
 
    “Might as well hold onto this then, just in case,” Max said. “Is everyone ready to go?” 
 
    The cohort nodded. Felix projected a Soul Lens screen. 
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    “Just so you know, things have been pretty lucrative so far,” Felix said. “If we keep this up, we’re going to be rich.” 
 
    “There’s no need to worry so much about funds,” Flora said. “As you are aware, my family will be providing all the supplies we need.” 
 
    “That’s true, but there’s no reason to leave money behind,” Marina pointed out. “Besides, provisions are one thing, but I’m pretty sure your kin will balk if we start demanding the finest enchanted items and equipment in the Truesteel inventory for free.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, you are right,” Flora agreed. “My father must answer to his investors and board of directors. They will not tolerate any loss in profits even though the entire world is at stake. Ugh! The shortsighted fools! I should—” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Flora. We’ll manage,” Max said. “Now come. Let’s move.” 
 
    An hour of walking saw them emerge from the column of burned wagons. The road ahead was cratered and broken, impassable to wheeled vehicles. The tram tracks ended in a ruin of twisted steel as well. Max led the cohort to one of the craters and had them take cover beneath its lip, while he pondered the path ahead. A quick glance at his compass, a mundane device of magnetized metal, told him he was still headed to the heart of Misktown, but from this point on, he wouldn’t have the tram tracks to steer his way anymore. 
 
    Still, if the cohort continued heading in the same direction, they would inevitably make it there, since the inter-town tracks were largely laid down in straight lines. But they would also undoubtedly encounter whatever it was that destroyed the tracks and the road. 
 
    The woods running parallel to the tracks continued on, untouched and pristine. Moving through them would provide more cover but also slow their progress, and like before, there was no reason to believe the trees wouldn’t also harbor a monster nest. 
 
    That left the massive stone canals on the other side of the road, which carried water from the lakes located further inland and close to the heart of the nation. Before the column of burned wagons, they ran underground, beneath clusters of buildings that contained the pumps and distributary aqueducts which brought the water to farms. Max had avoided those buildings then, fearing that monsters lurked within them. 
 
    But here, the canals were open to the skies, and the water flowing through them would stay above ground until it reached the central areas of Misktown, where pumps would once again divert it into an array of subterranean processing complexes. This way, the water would be shielded from the detritus inevitably shed by a dense population center while it went through purifying filters made up of carbon sheets laced with threads of Dungeon metal. 
 
    Chain-pulled ferries ran along either side of these canals, propelled by nothing more than the flowing water and a complex system of gears and pulleys. If they hadn’t been damaged, the cohort could have taken one of these ferries upstream, saving their strength and increasing their pace in doing so. 
 
    Max decided they were worth a look, at the very least, and he swiftly explained his plan to the cohort. Felix and Marina sighed in obvious relief at the prospect of having to walk less. Flora’s only response was a stoic nod of agreement. 
 
    The cohort emerged from the crater and went off-road, pushing through the sparse shrubbery as they made their way to the ferry terminal. 
 
    A grisly sight confronted them: dozens of stone spikes jutted from the ground, each of them adorned by a human corpse impaled upon its length. The bodies were desiccated from at least a year of exposure to the elements, but tendrils of old decay still wafted from the array of twisted torsos and contorted limbs to Max’s nostrils. 
 
    Felix and Marina doubled over, gagging and retching at the sight. Flora flinched, her cheeks pale and her eyes wide with horror. Max could understand their reaction. The Knights-Errant had killed monsters by the dozen, but they had little experience with the true brutality that could be inflicted upon the human form. It was one thing to lose cohort members to monsters in battle. It was another entirely to see what could only be helpless people massacred en-masse by the creatures. The charred column had been disturbing, but piles of ash in vague human semblance were not the same as a field of impaled corpses, with crumbling limbs twisted in agony and rictuses etched all over leathery visages of death. 
 
    But Max had seen worse done unto people by other people. These poor souls had obviously been killed by some kind of earth elemental spell or ability. Their deaths would have been agonizing but quick. The same could not be said of what the Dominion and Hunnite forces did to each other’s civilians at every opportunity. Visions of torture, systematic mutilation, and mass graves filled in over screaming villagers flashed through his mind. 
 
    “More delicious memories,” Nesura whispered into his mind. “But you never partook in such joyous torments, did you? In fact, you… ha! You actually slew many of those in your faction who did! Why then, Maximo Strident, do you feel so much guilt?” 
 
    “I couldn’t kill them all,” he replied, clenching his jaw. Max grabbed Flora by the shoulder guard and hauled her to Felix and Marina. He released the Defender, seized Felix and Marina by their lapels, and shook them until he got their attention. 
 
    “Pull yourselves together,” Max hissed. “If you fall apart now, you’ll die!” 
 
    “But… but…” Felix whimpered, the corners of his eyes glistening with unshed tears. His gaze flickered to the impaled corpses, and he doubled over again, dry-heaving. Max pulled him up once more by the scruff of his neck. 
 
    “They’re dead!” he said, making sure to look Felix, Marina, and Flora in the eye. “But you’re not. We have a job to do, and if we get it done, then these people won’t ever have to die like this!” 
 
    “You…” Marina took a moment to catch her breath and choke down a sob. “You’re right, Max. We need to keep moving. We’re not doing anyone any good breaking down here.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Max clasped her reassuringly on the shoulder. He looked at Flora. The Defender gulped, then clenched her jaw and nodded at him. Max returned the gesture. “Now, let’s keep moving. The ferries are inside. We need to—” 
 
    Max didn’t know exactly how he accomplished what he did next. Perhaps his Prowess-enhanced dexterity and perception were just barely enough for him to register a flicker of movement in the corner of his eye, shove Marina and Felix back with mighty thrusts of his palms against their torsos, and then carry Flora away with him in a desperate diving tackle. Or perhaps he was simply insanely lucky. 
 
    Stone spikes burst from the ground where they’d been standing an eye-blink ago. Max and Flora hit the ground hard, with the air rushing audibly from the Defender’s lungs. Max rolled away from her and rounded upon the monster that had attacked them. It was a gaunt, single-eyed creature wearing an ochre-hued robe of bizarre design. A staff of twisted stone sat in its three-fingered hand. The monster stood thrice as tall as Max. 
 
    Nesura swiftly brought up a Soul Lens screen. 
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    “Ah, actual Challengers,” the monster said. “Not like these clueless vermin I slaughtered a long time ago. That’s why you didn’t die right away, I suppose. I have some questions for you, specifically regarding this Crucible and why I am still—” 
 
    Max didn’t let the monster finish talking. He hurled an Icebolt at it. The cyclopean master sighed as the spell struck its robe and dissipated without even leaving a mark on the ochre fabric. 
 
    “You’re not interested in talking,” the monster said. It waggled its staff. “Very well. I’ll just kill you—” 
 
    The cyclopean master’s words turned into a strangled gasp as Max’s Temporal Equalization spell took effect. The monster shuddered. Its staff vanished, and the color of its robes lightened into a faint yellow. 
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    Max advanced on the monster, sword and staff held at the ready. The cyclopean initiate’s single eye twitched in evident horror. It raised a three-fingered hand. The stone floor of the ferry terminal warped and flowed upward in earthen tendrils, before coalescing into a rocky spear before the monster’s open palm. 
 
    The cyclopean initiate gestured. The spear flashed, slicing toward Max. He slammed down a Double Shield in front of it. The monster’s projectile crashed against the barrier of white light, its tip crumbling from the impact. Cracks spread rapidly across Max’s Double Shield, and then both of its layers burst in near simultaneity. The broken spear continued through, but its speed had been blunted enough for Max to dive out of its way, casting Arcane Flux as he did so. 
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    Mana Cost: 12 
 
      
 
    Rolling to his feet, Max rushed the monster. The cyclopean initiate gestured frantically downward, and the floor separating it and Max turned into a bubbling morass of mud. Max skidded to a halt just before he would have stepped into the magically conjured mud. 
 
    “Oh, you don’t want to touch that,” Nesura said. “It’ll slow you down, maybe even hold you in place, but most importantly, it’ll ruin your footwear.” 
 
    “Oh, sure. That’s definitely the most important thing about all this,” Max replied as he sidestepped frantically, hoping to prevent the monster from lining up a clear shot at him with the second Stone Spear that was materializing before its palm. 
 
    “Ugh,” Nesura scoffed. “Vulgar sarcasm is a good fit for your brutish demeanor though, so I’ll give you credit for that.” 
 
    The monster hurled another Stone Spear, but Max managed to dive underneath it. The rocky projectile slammed into the gallery of impaled corpses, sending desiccated body parts and shards of broken stone flying everywhere. 
 
      
 
    New Spell Acquired! 
 
      
 
    Stone Spear 
 
    Flux Spell: Not ready 
 
      
 
    An Icelance tore into the cyclopean initiate’s torso and sent it reeling. Marina advanced, her hands held high. Icebolts ripped from her open palms to shred the monster’s flesh from its bones. The Elementalist screamed as she killed, venting her horror-turned-anger in her cries. 
 
    The cyclopean initiate fell, its body little more than a mass of ichor-stained rags. A heartbeat later, the monster’s corpse began to disintegrate. The bubbling morass in front of it returned to solidity, though the once-smooth stone floor of the terminal was now pitted and uneven. 
 
    Max picked up the silver piece left behind by the cyclopean initiate. He tossed it to Felix as he walked over to Flora and helped her to her feet. Marina caught his eye. 
 
    “You’re sure, right? We get rid of the Apocalypse Horizon, and all this…” She gestured to the body parts and broken stone scattered across the terminal. “All this doesn’t happen. Never happens.” 
 
    “No,” Max said. “I’m not sure. But we have to believe. And that has to be enough, at least for now. Do you understand?” 
 
    Tears welled up in the Elementalist’s eyes. Felix draped a comforting arm over her shoulder. Her lip trembled, but after a moment, she nodded. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “Good.” Max nodded. “Now, come. Follow me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ferries were functional, to Max’s relief, and still running in the absence of human life. As the tub-like wooden barges approached the terminal, they were funneled into a bend that slowed them down enough for passengers to step aboard. Past the bend, the ferries would then pick up speed once more, heading upstream on one side of the canal while approaching the terminal downstream on the other side. 
 
    Max let a dozen ferries pass the terminal before leading the cohort onto one of them. He wanted to see if any of the ferries contained corpses. The presence of any of the latter meant that monsters had slain the erstwhile passengers somewhere upstream, and the cohort could expect to encounter them on their journey. Fortunately, there were no corpses. Perhaps monsters didn’t deign to attack ferry passengers. Or equally likely, perhaps nobody in Misktown’s rural districts made it to the ferries, and anything could happen on the way upstream to the town’s central area. 
 
    “Keep an eye out,” he told the cohort, as much out of a necessity to maintain vigilance as to keep their minds focused and away from intrusive thoughts about what they’d seen. The good thing about fighting ghouls in apocalyptic Hisktown was that those monsters consumed their victims, leaving sparse scraps of bone behind. When the cohort had been hunting there to bring Max, Felix, and Marina to Level 3, they’d found far more garbage than human remains. The monsters here did not do the same. They left behind whatever they killed. 
 
    “Human minds are so fragile,” Nesura commented as Max moved to the front of the ferry, leaving Felix, Marina, and Flora to cover the other angles of vision. “They are on the verge of breaking, you know? In fact, they have already been broken, in ways that cannot ever be fixed, by the things they’ve seen here.” 
 
    “They’ll have to deal with it,” Max replied. “I did.” 
 
    “Did you, now?” Nesura chuckled. 
 
    Max brought up a Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Victory Shards: 3,476.5 
 
      
 
    Still a long way to go before Level 4, he thought. But this should help me get there faster. 
 
      
 
    Sagas: 
 
    ... 
 
    Intrepid Errantry 
 
    Defeated multiple monsters 1 Level higher solo 
 
    +10% Victory Shard acquisition 
 
      
 
    According to Marina and Felix, Max had managed to accrue more Victory Shards in under two weeks than most Knights-Errant managed in five or six years. If he continued at this rate, he would catch up to Jonn Crask sooner rather than later. If he also somehow managed to acquire the Heroic Errantry, Warden Bane, Warden Killer, and Dungeon Crusher Sagas, just like Jonn had done, he would be able to progress even more quickly. Applied together, those Sagas would triple the rate at which a Knight-Errant acquired Victory Shards. 
 
    The higher Max’s Level, the more powerful spells he could copy from fellow Knights-Errant or monsters. He thought back to how Artur Brightblade had casually dispatched Level 99 monsters. If Max were to stand any chance at all against the mythical former Knight-Errant, he would need to surpass the power of a Level 99 monster, but to do that, he needed to get there first. 
 
    Unless Temporal Equalization works on Artur too, he thought. But he’s not a monster, and as far as I can tell, Temporal Equalization only works on monsters. No. If it comes down to a conflict, I’ll have to beat him in a straight-up fight or think of some other way that doesn’t involve Temporal Equalization, Max thought as the ferry traversed past the slowing bend in the canal and began to pick up speed. 
 
    Soon, the barge was slicing through the water at roughly thrice the average speed an infantry column could march, which meant that the cohort would arrive at their destination within three or four hours, instead of the eight that overland travel on foot would accomplish. Still, this also meant that they were confined to the ferry for this duration, where their tactical options were limited in the event of a monster attack. 
 
    Not that we would have many more options either if we’re attacked upon an open plain with only craters for cover, Max reasoned, thinking of the blasted landscape beyond the column of burned wagons. 
 
    “You said that the highest Level a Knight-Errant has ever reached is 12, right?” he asked Nesura. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied. “Across every world subject to the will of the Cosmic Logos, the highest Level any Challenger has ever attained is 12.” 
 
    “So the Level 99 monsters here have never been seen before, in any world?” Max kept his gaze loose but alert, sweeping it from side to side to cover his field of vision. He’d taught the rest of the cohort how to perform sentry duty in this fashion, and a quick glance over his shoulder told him that they were doing their best to apply their lessons. 
 
    “That’s correct.” Nesura grunted as she shifted in his belt pouch. “Like I said, what’s happening with your world is unprecedented. The more I see of the Apocalypse Horizon, the more I’m certain the will of the Cosmic Logos isn’t at play here.” 
 
    “Why do you think that?” Max asked. “I would like to hear your reasoning.” 
 
    “Many worlds have failed to rise to the challenge of the Crucibles, and they have all been destroyed, rendered lifeless, uninhabitable wastelands,” Nesura said. “Once that happens, the Cosmic Logos turns its regard away. This world, the one we’re in right now, is done. Life has been extinguished. Yet there are still a whole lot of Crucibles sitting around unchallenged and all these Crucible Agents wandering around confused and aimless.” 
 
    “I’m guessing monsters and Dungeons aren’t cost-free to keep around,” Max said. 
 
    “Exactly. Drawing Crucible Agents from their native realms and placing them on Challenger realms requires the expenditure of cosmic energy. Manifesting Crucibles is the same. The higher the Level of Agent and Crucible, the more cosmic energy required.” 
 
    “And Level 99 ones are horrendously costly.” The soft sounds of conversation arose from behind Max as Marina and Flora began chatting about mundane matters back in the present. That was good. Interaction among them of any kind would keep their minds active and alert and also stave off rumination of what they’d just seen. 
 
    “Yes. They weren’t needed to destroy this world,” Nesura said. “And they certainly aren’t needed here right now, where there’s nothing for them to do. The Apocalypse Horizon is a disastrous drain on the Cosmic Logos. I don’t know why it hasn’t withdrawn its energies by now.” 
 
    “Perhaps because it can’t? Artur is keeping all these monsters and Dungeons here to hurt the Cosmic Logos.” Max folded his arms and exhaled slowly, trying to steady his racing thoughts. “That is entirely consistent with his psychological profile. According to historical records, he saved thousands, if not tens of thousands, of lives through his efforts. He was the lover of Mira Pureheart, revered by all. Artur Brightblade was a hero in the simplest, entirely unironic sense.” 
 
    “Go on,” Nesura prompted, making her peaking curiosity perceptible through the mental link she shared with Max. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t he hate the Cosmic Logos, the perpetrator of so much horror and suffering across so many worlds?” Max continued. “The Cosmic Logos is unequivocally evil, also in the purest and completely unironic sense. Of course Artur would desire to cause it pain or, if it weren’t capable of feeling pain, at least some inconvenience.” 
 
    “I would say a lot of inconvenience,” Nesura mused. “The cosmic energy required to manifest even a single Level 99 Crucible is enough to bring at least a hundred different worlds within the Cosmic Logos’s purview. Ah, I see it now. You’re trying to say that Artur Brightblade has saved many other worlds by sacrificing your world.” 
 
    “Perhaps not even then,” Max said. “My world is still alive beyond the Apocalypse Horizon, and I still have a chance to prevent whatever has happened here from happening there. This sacrifice hasn’t strictly happened yet. Also, my Temporal Equalization spell reduces the Level of monsters and Dungeons to mine, but do we know for a fact that when I do so, any cosmic energy is indeed freed up and returned to the Cosmic Logos?” 
 
    “No. Hmm. Interesting. No, we actually don’t,” Nesura said. Max glanced down at the bat. She was scratching the top of her head in a disturbingly human fashion. “So, according to your reasoning, Artur Brightblade is at odds with the Cosmic Logos. He has, in fact, hurt it by creating the Apocalypse Horizon and yet, through you, also prevented his world from being annihilated. Or at least, he’s given you an opportunity to stop that from happening. If you succeed, your world survives while the Cosmic Logos suffers. That would truly be a masterstroke of spiteful vengeance. I love it.” 
 
    “Let’s go one step further with that train of thought,” Max said. “Victory Shards and enchanted items all require cosmic energy, right?” 
 
    “Correct.” Nesura’s ears perked up. The familiar’s eyes shone with curiosity. 
 
    “And Knights-Errant gain power by attaining higher Levels and getting more potent enchanted items. What if all this, the Level 99 Dungeons and monsters here that take up so much cosmic energy, are simply a means for Artur to raise a host of powerful Knights-Errant that can surpass Level 12?” 
 
    “And go all the way to Level 99?” Nesura sighed in awe. “A renegade Cosmic Prospect and an army of Level 99 Challengers? Surely even the Cosmic Logos would feel threatened by such power.” 
 
    “Especially when the source of this power comes from itself and, as evidenced by the Apocalypse Horizon, cannot be withdrawn at will. The Apocalypse Horizon is only the beginning of Artur Brightblade’s vengeance upon the Cosmic Logos.” 
 
    “Only if you succeed. Only if you and your allies reach Level 99,” Nesura pointed out. “And only if you and whoever fights alongside you agree to help him take on the Cosmic Logos. Those are very big ‘ifs’.” 
 
    “They are,” Max agreed, wondering if he had to kill Artur Brightblade after all.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Taking the ferry turned out to be an excellent choice. No monsters attacked the cohort as they traversed beyond the rural outskirts of Misktown, passed through a cluster of suburban residences, and began closing in on its central area, where its commercial and administrative districts sat and its industrial areas began to stretch further inland. 
 
    Flora had brought a cache of minor potions, and she shared them out amongst the cohort, to top up everyone’s Health point and Mana point reserves. Max thanked the Defender before tipping a vial of blue effervescent liquid down his throat. Felix dutifully gathered all the empty vials into a small sack before handing them back to Flora. She smiled and returned them to her ring of holding. 
 
    Max readjusted his Flux spells during this time too, setting his newly acquired ones to readiness. 
 
      
 
    Flux Spells: 8/8 readiness 
 
    Defiant Rally: Level 1; Instant, 5 minutes; 8 Mana READY 
 
    Double Shield: Level 2; Active; 8 Mana per 10 seconds READY 
 
    Firebolt: Level 3; Instant, 0 seconds; 8 Mana READY 
 
    Icebolt (Temporal Infusion); Level 1; Instant, 0 seconds, 2 Mana READY 
 
    Icelance: Level 2; Instant, 0 seconds; 8 Mana READY 
 
    Jolting Arc: Level 1; Instant, 0 seconds; 6 Mana initial cast, 8 Mana per second READY 
 
    Momentum: Level 2; Instant, 0 seconds; 0 Mana READY 
 
    Stone Spear: Level 3; Instant, 0 seconds; 12 Mana READY 
 
      
 
    “You’re pretty much like four Elementalists rolled into one,” Marina commented, reading off the Soul Lens screen she’d angled upon him. “I’m going to start joining Felix in complaining about how unfair your Classification is.” 
 
     After slightly over three hours, the outer edges of Misktown’s central districts came into view, as did the sinister length of Graywind Mage Tower. The ferry entered the slowing bend that would allow it to turn around at the terminal ahead. Max had the cohort debark, then. If the terminal at the rural outskirts had been claimed by a monster, there was no reason to believe the same hadn’t happened here. 
 
    Shops, offices, taverns, and the like filled their vision as the cohort stepped away from the canal. The buildings were lifeless and neglected, many of them bearing massive scorched or frost-rimmed holes in their walls. Max swiftly discerned the central avenue that would lead them straight to Graywind Mage Tower. He was tempted to make a mad dash toward it. Instead, he led the cohort to the shadow stretching from the foot of a banker’s office and bade them take cover there. 
 
    “The Dungeon can’t be more than a mile away,” he said. “In fact, it’s probably much closer than that. But this is also where we can expect to find the most monsters. So far, the monsters we’ve seen aren’t lurkers or skulkers like the ghouls. This means that the best way for us to make our way there is through the buildings. There’s no hiding from the monsters, with how high their perception is, but if they don’t get a direct line of sight upon us, they might just think we’re other monsters passing by.” 
 
    “I agree with that course of action,” Flora said. “Creatures like the tanarr lord and the brazen incinerators are too large to fit into buildings.” 
 
    “That cyclopean thing wasn’t,” Felix pointed out. “What if we run into a whole bunch of them in a crowded hallway?” 
 
    “All the better for me to catch them with my Temporal Equalization spell,” Max said. “The close quarters also allow us to engage them in hand-to-hand combat more easily, which is where we want them, since at Level 3, their physical attributes are significantly lower than those of ghouls.” 
 
    “Central district buildings are usually all connected by walkways or underground tunnels,” Marina said. “Are we going to use those?” 
 
    “Yes.” Max rapped his knuckles against the side of the bank. “We start here.” 
 
    The cohort slipped into the bank. Its front door had been blasted off its hinges, along with most of its front wall. Piles of ash and charred bone amidst the ruins were all that remained of the people who’d sought refuge within the bank. The walkway to the adjacent building, an enclosed corridor interspersed with steel-framed windows, was on the second floor. The cohort crept beneath the windows as they crossed it. The sun was already past its zenith in the sky. Massive swooping shadows interrupted its light.  
 
    Max peeked over the sill of a walkway window and spotted huge blue forms, similar in size and shape to the brazen incinerators, drifting idly by. 
 
      
 
    Monster: Azure Exterminator 
 
    Level 99 
 
    Health: 3,900/3,900 
 
    Mana: 3,850/3,850 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 100 
 
    Dexterity: 506 
 
    Fortitude: 308 
 
    Perception: 212 
 
    Abilities 
 
    Winter Beam 
 
    Endless Flight 
 
    Frostsoul Consumption 
 
    Rewards 
 
    Victory Shard value: 99 
 
    Treasure Class: SSSS+++ 
 
      
 
    These are the frost counterparts to the brazen incinerators, Max thought. Lowering his head back beneath the windowsill, he gestured for the cohort to proceed. 
 
    They made their way through one building after another. Strangely enough, they didn’t come across many human remains. Those that they did find were usually near the entrances, the remnants of hapless souls struck down by flame or frost just after they sought refuge indoors. Neither did they come across any monsters. The cyclopean master was a special condition monster, so perhaps humanoid monsters capable of fitting into buildings were the exceptions to the rule within this region of the Apocalypse Horizon. 
 
    More and more massive, disc-shaped shadows danced across walls or darkened windows as the cohort approached the Dungeon. Eventually, they found themselves huddling in the shadow-strewn remnants of a ruined restaurant veranda, with Graywind Mage Tower less than a hundred strides away. Brazen incinerators and azure exterminators circled languidly overhead. If the cohort broke cover, the monsters would spot them immediately and strike them down. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Felix asked. “Make a run for it?” 
 
    “We won’t get far.” Flora shook her head. “Their dexterity far exceeds ours.” 
 
    “Then what? Do we fight?” Felix put his hand on his blade. “Have Max jump right into their faces and use his Temporal Equalization spell like he did before?” 
 
    “That’s not going to work,” Max said. “First, they’re too high up. They’re at least a hundred feet above the ground. I have a Flux spell that allows me to fly, but I don’t think I can reach them in time before they spot me and get bored enough to kill me. Also, they’re too spread out. I won’t be able to catch all of them in a single cast of Temporal Equalization, even if I do get close enough.” 
 
    “And if you leave even a single one of them at Level 99, it’ll finish you off right away once it sees what happened to its friends,” Marina reasoned. “Yeah, fighting them is definitely not an option.” 
 
    “A distraction,” Nesura suggested. “You only need a few seconds to cross the distance between here and the Dungeon, and perhaps a heartbeat more to cast Temporal Equalization on it. If something were to catch the attention of the brazen incinerators and azure exterminators and not provoke immediate hostility, you should have just about enough time to make it in.” 
 
    “Whoever catches that kind of attention would be dead shortly,” Felix pointed out. “Are you saying that one of us needs to run out there and be the sacrifice? You’re an evil, evil bat.” 
 
    “No.” Max shook his head. “She’s not saying that. Let’s pull back into the restaurant. I spotted a stairwell that led to a basement when we were passing through its kitchen. We’ll head down there. I want to try something.” 
 
    The cohort withdrew into the basement, where the light emanating from Flora’s shield revealed a dingy chamber packed with sacks of spoiled flour and grain. A shelf against one of its stone walls was laden with pickled vegetables and canned meat. Max didn’t want to open the larder at the far end of the basement, given the faint traces of decay that wafted through the gaps between its doubled doors. 
 
    A small table and several wooden chairs took up the middle of the room. Max shoved them to the walls and retrieved the Garlocke summoning totem. 
 
      
 
    Garlocke +2: Soul-Bound Summoning Totem 
 
    Consumes 50 Mana to call forth Garlocke, a laconic lizard, for 10 minutes 
 
      
 
    “That’s a great idea!” Marina exclaimed at the sight of the totem. “Summoned creatures can be destroyed, but they simply return to their totems when that happens. A day or so later, they’re ready to be summoned again. This Garlocke creature will be the perfect distraction.” 
 
    “It depends,” Nesura said. “We don’t  know exactly what Garlocke’s attributes and disposition are like. If it’s a beast with little mental capacity, it won’t be able to do anything without constant instructions from Max.” 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out,” Max said. He nodded to the spirit familiar. “Nesura. Could you?” 
 
    Nesura sighed. “Well, at least you’re asking this time,” she said, before pulsing Mana through the bond she shared with Max and putting it at his disposal. “There you go. You’d better expend all that Mana before it dissipates.” 
 
    Max nodded and focused his will on the small lizard figurine he held in his palm. Gray smoke poured from the totem to flow all over the basement floor. He directed all of the Mana he’d taken from Nesura into the smoke, causing it to roil, writhe, and grow until it became an opaque cloud tall and wide enough to fill up nearly the entire room. 
 
    Eventually, smoke stopped pouring from the figurine, and the gray cloud began to dissipate. Movement, strong and graceful, stirred in the darkness beyond the light of Flora’s shield. Something sharp—a claw—scraped against stone. A pair of crimson eyes looked back at the cohort. Garlocke stepped into view. 
 
    The summoned creature was indeed a lizard. It stood on two powerful hind legs rather than on all fours, the top of its head reaching half again as high to the ceiling as Max’s. Its forelimbs, though smaller and shorter, were still corded with muscle that rippled beneath its sleek scales. Each of its feet sported a scything toe-claw of incredible keenness. Its ten-foot long torso ended with a thin but sturdy tail of equal length. The lizard opened its maw slightly, revealing twin rows of fangs. 
 
    Max angled his Soul Lens screen at the creature. 
 
      
 
    Garlocke 
 
    Spirit Beast: Raptor 
 
    Level 2 
 
    Soul-Bound to Maximo Strident 
 
    Health: 65/65 
 
    Mana: 10/10 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 17 
 
    Dexterity: 17 
 
    Fortitude: 15 
 
    Perception: 10 
 
    Abilities 
 
    Scything Reap 
 
    Lacerating Bite 
 
    Devastating Pounce 
 
      
 
    “You’re Garlocke,” Max said. 
 
    The lizard tilted its head. Max felt its consciousness push at his own. A flicker of irritation flashed across its crimson eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” Garlocke said, in a low but articulate voice. “And I’m a ‘he’, not an ‘it’, and a raptor, not a lizard.” 
 
    Felix and Marina blanched and backed away at the sound of the raptor’s voice. Even Flora flinched. 
 
    “Got it,” Max said, stepping forward and holding Garlocke’s gaze. “Hello.” 
 
    Garlocke nodded politely. 
 
    “Hi,” he replied. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Run out there and distract the monsters until you can enter the Dungeon,” Garlocke said, looking up at the brazen incinerators and azure exterminators circling Graywind Mage Tower. “That’s my task.” 
 
    When he’d first appeared, the raptor had been too large to fit through the basement door. Garlocke had cocked his head, then promptly shrank down in size until he could fit through it, before ascending to the restaurant’s main floor and following the cohort back to the veranda. 
 
    “Correct,” Max replied. “We’ll need just under a minute of time, more if you can manage.” 
 
    “Understood,” Garlocke said. 
 
    “Just like that?” Felix whispered. “You’re just going to listen to Max and do what he tells you to without any backtalk or nasty comments?” 
 
    “Yes,” Garlocke replied. 
 
    “I wish somebody else would behave like that,” Marina said, casting a pointed glance at Nesura. 
 
    “I’m not a mindless summoned beast,” Nesura sneered. “I am Nesura Trillia Fengthela Vix, Mistress of the Venom Blade, Bringer of Woe, Devourer of Hope, Queen of —” 
 
    “Was,” Garlocke corrected. 
 
    Felix chuckled as Nesura fumed and muttered a string of obscenities under her breath. 
 
    “Wow, I like Gar much better than Nessy already,” Felix said. “I can call you Gar, right?” 
 
    “No,” Garlocke said. The raptor met Max’s gaze. “I’m ready.” 
 
    Max turned to the cohort. “You heard him. Get ready,” he said, before returning his regard to Garlocke. “How long will it be before I can summon you again if you’re destroyed?” 
 
    “Twenty hours,” Garlocke replied. “If you dismiss me before that happens, you can resummon me in five minutes.” 
 
    “Alright. I’ll try to dismiss you just before we enter the Dungeon,” Max said. “We might need your help inside there.” 
 
    “I imagine you will,” the raptor agreed. 
 
    “Go!” Max instructed.  
 
    Garlocke sprang from their hiding place, his sleek, scaled frame rippling with grace and power, and dashed out into the open. A high-pitched hiss emerged from his throat, interspersed by curious clicking sounds. 
 
    The monsters circling the Dungeon took notice immediately. Deranged whoops and cackles rolled from the underbelly mouths of the brazen incinerators and azure exterminators. They swooped down on Garlocke, their inhuman eyes ablaze with curiosity. The raptor trotted away evenly, drawing the monsters’ attention and pulling them away from Graywind Mage Tower. 
 
    Max chopped his hand down in the direction of the Dungeon, then hurled himself into a headlong sprint toward it. The cohort followed closely. Max cast a sidelong glance at Garlocke. The monsters had apparently sated their curiosity with the raptor. The closest had begun snapping their underbelly mouths at Garlocke, deliberately stopping shy of biting him in half or tearing off a limb. 
 
    The raptor bore the ordeal stoically and fearlessly. He swung his crimson gaze from one monster to another. 
 
    Max raised his hand and pointed at the archway at the base of Graywind Mage Tower. The multicolored vortex that swirled within the depths of the archway could only be the Dungeon’s entrance. He willed his Temporal Equalization spell to target the Dungeon instead of emanating from his body. A green beam of light pulsed from his finger, but it fell short of its goal, with him still being about ten or twenty strides away. 
 
    Looks like I need to be within five feet or less if I want to use Temporal Equalization that way, he thought. Still, another heartbeat saw the cohort arrive relatively unnoticed at the Dungeon’s entrance. Max cast Temporal Equalization once more. His spell flashed into the entrance of Graywind Mage Tower, and the massive structure of twisted dark stone seemed to shudder. Tendrils of electricity, tongues of flame, spirals of ice, and shards of stone blasted from its summit to land in a ring around the Dungeon, further devastating the already dilapidated buildings in its vicinity. 
 
    That instantly caught the attention of the brazen incinerators and azure exterminators. The monsters spun away from Garlocke and set their eyes upon the cohort.  
 
    Nesura pulled up a Soul Lens Screen. 
 
      
 
    Graywind Mage Tower 
 
    Dungeon: Level 3 
 
    Monsters 
 
    UNKNOWN 
 
      
 
    “Better go if you’re going,” the familiar said. 
 
    “Move!” Max barked, pointing at the archway. Felix, Marina, and Flora sprinted into the Dungeon and vanished within the swirling depths of its entrance. He held up the Garlocke summoning totem and extended his mind toward it. 
 
      
 
    Dismiss summoned beast? 
 
      
 
    Max willed his assent. From behind the rapidly approaching monsters, the raptor’s scaled form dissolved into gray smoke. He nodded, then hurled himself into Graywind Mage Tower, a hair’s breadth away from the fire and frost that cascaded upon him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wind and cold, laden with the strange miasmic odor that suffused every Dungeon’s interior, washed over Max as he got to his feet. The rest of the cohort stood around him with their gazes cast outward upon the confines of Graywind Mage Tower. 
 
    “What does it look like?” he asked, aware that when it came to Dungeons, he was the least experienced member of the cohort. 
 
    “Well, we’re standing on a stone platform, approximately fifty feet wide and across,” Felix announced. He pointed at an ascending stone stairwell at the far end of the platform. “That seems to lead to another platform higher up. Also, all these platforms seem to be hanging in empty air.” 
 
    Max swept his gaze past the cohort and saw for himself that Felix was absolutely right. They were indeed standing on a platform of plain gray stone, beyond the edges of which were cold and blackly vacant skies. He looked up and saw many more similar platforms rising into the heavens, all of them connected by precarious stairwells of varying steepness. 
 
    Despite the situation, Max felt a grin tugging at the corner of his lips. Before he became a Knight-Errant, he’d always thought that the horrors of war and the disappointments of peace had left him irreparably jaded and disillusioned. But that was evidently untrue. 
 
    Here, as he looked upward at the physically impossible Dungeon skyscape, wonder flared anew within his soul. It was very much like the curious enthusiasm he felt whenever he acquired or synthesized a new Flux spell or attempted a Flux Conjunction. The two sensations were kin, and together, they comprised what Max now recognized as the thrill of pending peril, the precipice before the unknown, the unfolding of fantastic possibilities. 
 
    It was adventure, and it shone brightly enough to drown out all the shadows and sadness of the past. 
 
    “Seems like a fairly standard ascension-type Dungeon, though it is Level 3, so we can expect formidable foes and obstacles in our path.” Flora pointed her sword at the distant stairwell. “Once we start advancing in that direction, monsters should materialize and attack us. If we manage to win our way through, there will be some kind of puzzle to unravel or gate we must unlock before we can ascend.” 
 
    “The monsters inside a Dungeon are more or less identical to the ones that appear when it produces an incursion,” Marina added. “So whatever we’ve seen out there, we can expect to find here as well. So I’d be expecting Fire Discs, Tanarr imps, Cyclopean Initiates, and whatever the Level 3 equivalent of those Azure Exterminators are.” 
 
    “Probably Ice Discs,” Felix muttered. “Dungeons and monsters can be insufferably unimaginative sometimes.” 
 
    Max couldn’t help it; he shook his head and chuckled softly, much to the obvious surprise of the cohort. 
 
    “No, don’t worry,” he said, forestalling the concerned queries he could see welling up Flora’s throat. “I was just thinking about how maddeningly impossible and wondrous all of this was, while the three of you go on about what we can predictably expect from the Dungeon’s monsters and challenges. Don’t get me wrong. I’m very certain your experience with Dungeons will be the key to victory, and I’m infinitely thankful and grateful for the fact that you’re here with me. I was just a bit amused at how much of an ass I’m being.” 
 
    Max sighed and turned to Flora. “You’re the most experienced Level 3 Knight-Errant here. What do you propose?” 
 
    “The formation you had us adopt when we were moving through Hisktown should work very well, though I’d recommend you and I switching our positions in it, Max,” Flora said. “As Marina pointed out, the monsters ahead of us will almost certainly be fire discs, imps, and cyclopean initiates, all of which favor elemental, long-ranged attacks. And like you pointed out, they don’t seem to be lurkers and skulkers like ghouls, so we don’t really need to worry about being flanked or ambushed.” 
 
    “This means that when the fighting starts, the monsters will attack from the front, but be beyond blade range,” Max reasoned. “With you there to blunt their offense with your Shield spells, Marina and I will be free to retaliate with our own spells right away. This will also better allow Felix to slip away and flank the monsters. If we get enough of an advantage in the opening exchanges, you and I can advance into melee and finish things off from there, along with Felix.” 
 
    “That sounds as reasonable a plan as any,” Marina agreed. She cast her gaze skyward. “That’s a lot of ground to cover. How much time do we have left before a monster incursion occurs again?” 
 
    Max pulled out a Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Temporal stabilization in effect: 4:17:07:17 
 
      
 
    “Three to four days is about the average time a competent cohort of Knights-Errant takes to vanquish a completely unknown Level 3 Dungeon,” Flora said. A grin tugged at her usually stoic features. “But I daresay we’re far more than competent.” 
 
    “And we’ve got time to spare,” Felix pointed out. The Infiltrator cracked his knuckles. “Alright. Max. Ladies? Shall we begin?” 
 
    Max hefted Stridentsong and his Magus Staff. “Get into position. Flora, when you’re ready, signal the advance.” 
 
    The cohort moved out, with Flora in the lead, Marina taking the center, and Max bringing up the rear. Felix hung slightly behind and to the side, beneath his Cloak spell. As Flora had predicted, they’d scarcely covered twenty feet before the multi-colored swirls of energy appeared in front of them and began disgorging clusters of fire discs and similarly shaped monsters that were blue in color. 
 
    The Defender conjured a Triple Shield, and Max reinforced her defenses with his Double Shield spell. Barriers of light flashed into existence in front of the cohort a split second before the monsters unleashed a barrage of fiery and icy bolts from their single eyes. 
 
    Max angled his Soul Lens on a blue disc monster as flame and frost washed over the Shield spells. 
 
      
 
    Monster: Ice Disc 
 
    Level 3 
 
    Health: 10/10 
 
    Mana: 65/65 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 2 
 
    Dexterity: 16 
 
    Fortitude: 5 
 
    Perception: 8 
 
    Abilities 
 
    Icebolt 
 
    Swift Flight 
 
    Frost Feed 
 
    Rewards 
 
    Victory Shard value: 3 
 
    Treasure Class: C 
 
      
 
    Looks like Felix is right about Dungeons being relatively unimaginative about their monsters’ names after all, Max thought idly.  
 
    “Marina, remember what happened to that fire disc when it used its Flame Feed ability on my Firebolt spell?” Max asked her. “I think these ice discs can do the same with your spells.” 
 
    “That means that I’ve just got to aim my spells a little more carefully,” the Elementalist said. “I don’t know if we want to deal with a whole host of empowered ice discs.” 
 
    “That might be a way to attain rarer and more valuable Dungeon treasures,” Nesura pointed out. “Assuming the whole lot of you don’t get wiped out, that is.” 
 
    “Barriers will come down in about ten seconds!” Flora cried, before anyone could respond to Nesura’ suggestion. 
 
    Max leveled his Magus Staff and raked a Jolting Arc across a cluster of ice discs trying to fly around the Shield spells. The monsters shrieked in agony as a bolt of lightning swept through their midst. Their grotesque bodies writhed and convulsed, and their unnatural flights turned into unceremonious flops upon the platform floor. Before they could recover, massive cuts appeared across their eyes and backs. Felix’s invisible blades carved entire chunks of their bodies from their bones and spilled their ichor in steaming gouts.  
 
    Marina hurled her most powerful spell, Icicle Burst, into the heart of a wing of fire discs trying to flank the cohort. A blue sphere spun from her palms into the monsters, before exploding into a shower of icicles that shredded the fire discs and caused their viscera to spill from the air in torrents. 
 
    Max’s Soul Lens flickered. 
 
      
 
    Elemental antipathy within Graywind Mage Tower exploited x6 
 
    Victory Shard acquisition rate increased by 6% for the next 6 seconds 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got to make use of this!” Max cried, knowing that a similar notification had appeared for every member of the cohort as well. 
 
    “Barriers are down!” Flora announced. The quintet of magical barriers burst apart into shards of white light, revealing a score of fire and ice discs in the cohort’s path. The monsters were chittering in obvious anxiety to one another, presumably at the fact that their opening salvos had inflicted no harm at all upon their foes. 
 
    “Get in close!” Max announced, breaking out into a full-on charge. He swept another Jolting Arc across the monsters’ ranks and sent the foremost of the discs into convulsing downward spirals, then overtook Flora upon his Prowess-enhanced stride. 
 
    Max stomped the closest disc flat beneath his heel, then kicked off on the crushed, wheezing body of the monster into an airborne Lightness Step. The blade form brought him into the midst of a trio of fire discs. He hacked Stridentsong across the body of one, then spun in mid-air and brought the sword around in a Moonlit Reflection Arc that sliced another monster open. As he fell, he impaled the last fire disc with an Icelance that blasted from the tip of his Magus Staff. 
 
      
 
    Elemental antipathy within Graywind Mage Tower exploited x1 
 
    Victory Shard acquisition rate increased by 7% for the next 2 seconds 
 
      
 
    Max landed upon an ice disc in the path of his descent and rammed his Magus Staff into its sapphire-hued eye. He let a Firebolt spell rip right through its body and into the back of another ice disc below it. The two monsters shrieked as they burned. 
 
      
 
    Elemental antipathy within Graywind Mage Tower exploited x2 
 
    Victory Shard acquisition rate increased by 9% for the next 4 seconds 
 
      
 
    The disc monsters closest to the ground exploded in arcs and spirals of ichor as Felix struck them from behind, sweeping his blades through their bodies, then withdrawing before their surviving brethren could detect and retaliate against him. 
 
    Flora bashed a fire disc out of the air with her shield, then hacked her blade into another, splitting the monster in half along its length. Marina impaled the fallen fire disc with an Icelance. 
 
      
 
    Elemental antipathy within Graywind Mage Tower exploited x1 
 
    Victory Shard acquisition rate increased by 10% for the next 1 second 
 
      
 
    Max caught the last remaining ice disc with a Firebolt as it turned to flee, reducing it to a shrieking torch that turned rapidly to ash. 
 
      
 
    Elemental antipathy within Graywind Mage Tower exploited x1 
 
    Victory Shard acquisition rate increased by 11% for the next 1 second 
 
      
 
    “That’s it for this batch, I think,” Marina said, stooping and collecting the silver pieces from the disintegrating monster corpses around her. “I don’t believe I’ve ever heard of an increase in the amount of Victory Shards though. That’s something new entirely.” 
 
    “Neither have I,” Flora added. “I’ve vanquished many Level 3 Dungeons, but this is the first time I’ve ever come across something like this.” 
 
    Felix reemerged into visibility and called forth a Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Recent Victory Shard acquisition log 
 
    Slain fire discs and ice discs: 3(base) x 32 (monster quantity)/4 (cohort size) x 1.11 (Elemental antipathy bonus multiplier)  = 26.6 (rounded down to nearest 0.1) 
 
    Victory Shards: 1,322.1 
 
      
 
    “Looks like it’s real,” Felix said. “It’s not really a lot, but it’ll add up eventually and make the long road to Level 4 much shorter.” 
 
    “Victory Shard acquisition rate boosts were introduced in Phase 6,” Nesura explained. “They’re almost always triggered within a Crucible by specific interactions between Challengers and Crucible Agents. They can be very helpful but also tempt you into taking actions that are less than wise. I killed a fair bunch of Challengers who let greed get to their head.” 
 
    “Challengers, Crucibles, and Agents…” Felix groaned. “I know you’re from another world, Nessy, but you’re here now, with us. Can’t you use our words? Knights-Errant, Dungeons, and monsters?” 
 
    “When she was talking to Jonn and me, she was very ready to use our terminology,” Flora pointed out. “I wonder if she’s just putting on airs.” 
 
    “No.” Marina smirked. “She’s just trying to compensate for being a tiny, fluffy, and impotently angry little bat. Aw, Nessy. Don’t be like that. We like you just the way you are. Well, we tolerate you, actually. Because we have no choice.” 
 
    “Nesura,” Max said, his voice laden with weary finality. It was enough to stem the tide of cursing that threatened to pour from the familiar’s mouth. “Try to use our terms. It helps set our cohort members at ease.” 
 
    He turned his gaze to the rest of the cohort. “I know Nesura can be trying, but she’s an ally, and she’s more than proven her worth already. Friendly and teasing banter is one thing, but insults that cut to one’s core are another. Let’s try to have more of the former and less of the latter.” 
 
    “You keep going on about how you killed her too, Max,” Felix said. 
 
    “And I realize I shouldn’t.” Max turned to Nesura. “I promise I won’t bring that up again if it’s not relevant.” 
 
    The familiar seemed lost for words. She blinked in bewilderment. 
 
    “You’re right, Max,” Flora said. “We’re here to accomplish a goal. Inciting conflict among each other is counterproductive to that.” 
 
    “Alright, Nessy.” Felix sighed. “I’m sorry. I’ll be nicer to you from now on. Marina?” 
 
    “Fine.” The Elementalist smiled at Nesura. “We’ll keep things nice and clean with each other from now on, alright?” 
 
    “I’m still going to keep making lurid comments about your pretty boy,” Nesura said, after taking a few moments to compose herself. 
 
    “That’s fine. I think most of what you say anyway.” Marina chuckled, prompting a look of horror from Felix. 
 
    “You do?” he asked her. 
 
    Nesura tugged at Max’s belt to catch his attention. “I’ll try to do what you said.” She shrugged in a strangely human fashion. “I might still slip up from time to time though. I’m not perfect.” 
 
    “Nobody is.” Max nodded. “Thank you, Nesura.” 
 
    “And as for your brutal murder of me, well, we’ll sort that out once I attain enough power to free myself from being your familiar. Then we can have that rematch, and you can experience being hacked into pieces yourself.” 
 
    “Looking forward to it.” 
 
    The cohort continued their advance across the platform. Felix called for a halt as they neared the stairwell, and Max knew why. The area before it was riddled with traps. He could sense them as well, thanks to the passive ability of his Circumvent spell, which remained in effect even when the spell wasn’t in Flux readiness. 
 
    “Alright, stand back, everyone,” the Infiltrator said. “I’m going to use Circumvent to sort this out and clear the way ahead.” 
 
    Felix sheathed his blades and began gesturing with both hands in the air. A small sphere of red light wafted from the floor, then vanished. A moment later, a blue sphere did the same. 
 
    “There are about four dozen elemental traps scattered all over the place here,” Felix announced. “I won’t have enough Mana to disable them all, so I’m just going to clear a path for us.” 
 
    “Flora, defend Felix. Marina, stay with Flora. Do what you can from a distance,” Max said, turning on his heel. More spirals of multi-colored light were starting to materialize in the air behind the cohort. He pulled out the Garlocke figurine.   
 
    “Nesura, I’m going to need your help again,” Max said. The familiar shifted in her seat, and Mana poured from her soul to his. He swiftly redirected the Mana into summoning Garlocke. 
 
    The raptor coalesced into existence just as the first spiral of light disgorged a cluster of fire discs. Garlocke turned to Max. 
 
    “Kill?” he asked. 
 
    “Kill,” Max confirmed. The word had scarcely left his mouth before Garlocke bounded forth, a streak of gleaming scales, flashing claws, and rending fangs. The raptor fell upon a pair of fire discs and disemboweled the monsters with swift, efficient sweeps of its front toe-claws. Its fangs closed over another. The monster squealed as its singular crimson eye burst from the pressure. 
 
    By then, Max was close behind, Stridentsong flashing into the midst of several ice discs pouring out from another spiral of light. He sliced one monster in half, blew up a tightly clustered trio with a well-placed Firebolt, then impaled a disc attempting to fly past him through its underbelly mouth. The monster writhed on the point of his blade as it died, covering his hand with ichor and viscera. 
 
      
 
    Elemental antipathy within Graywind Mage Tower exploited x3 
 
    Victory Shard acquisition rate increased by 3% for the next 3 seconds 
 
      
 
    “Don’t let them get to Felix,” Max said. 
 
    “I’ll try,” Garlocke replied as he ducked beneath a fire disc’s Firebolt before scything it apart. The monster’s fiery attack streaked toward Felix, but Flora intercepted it with a Double Shield. The Defender angled her magical barrier to block a few more straggling spells the discs had managed to cast before falling to Garlocke’s fury. 
 
    Icelances poured from Marina’s hands to pick apart a quartet of discs that were soaring skyward to avoid the raptor’s claws and fangs.     
 
      
 
    Elemental antipathy within Graywind Mage Tower exploited x7 
 
    Victory Shard acquisition rate increased by 10% for the next 6 seconds 
 
      
 
    “Almost done!” Felix called, just as another spiral of light appeared. This one was larger than the rest. An ochre-hued sphere half Garlocke’s size emerged from it to hover in the air a few feet above the platform floor. The front of the sphere peeled away to reveal a massive eye. 
 
      
 
    Monster: Earthen Gazer 
 
    Level 3 (special condition) 
 
    Health: 34/34 
 
    Mana: 105/105 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 10 
 
    Dexterity: 12 
 
    Fortitude: 18 
 
    Perception: 11 
 
    Abilities 
 
    Boulder 
 
    Earth Stewardship 
 
    Rewards 
 
    Victory Shard value: 3 
 
    Treasure Class: C++ 
 
      
 
    Garlocke pounced on the monster, only to be battered away by an earthen boulder as large as Max’s torso that had appeared out of nowhere. Max charged the earthen gazer as it turned its eye upon him. 
 
    Icelances streaked past his shoulder, but walls of stone rose from the floor to intercept them. Another large sphere of rock hurtled toward Flora, Marina, and Felix. The Defender caught it on her Triple Shield, but the magical barrier broke apart, its strength already largely depleted by the Firebolts and Icebolts she had blocked. 
 
    “Hey!” Max called, as he circled the earthen gazer, his steps hastened by Prowess. “This way!” 
 
    A Jolting Arc lanced from the tip of his Magus Staff. The monster threw up another wall of stone, but the bolt of lightning ripped through the barrier and carved a cauterized furrow across the side of the earthen gazer’s body, barely missing its eye. 
 
    The monster shuddered in obvious agony, leaving it open to Garlocke’s attack as he pounced from behind and sank all his toe-claws into the earthen gazer’s eye. The raptor stirred and dug with his claws, causing ichor and shredded jelly to cascade to the platform floor. 
 
    Before Max could help any further, Garlocke cracked the earthen gazer apart, thrust his maw into its interior, and ripped out something that looked like a brain. The raptor chewed a few times, then swallowed. 
 
    “Hmm. Meat,” Garlocke rumbled before taking a few more bites from the monster’s shuddering corpse. The raptor’s meal was cut short, however, because the butchered earthen gazer soon began to disintegrate, like any other monster. 
 
    Garlocke lifted his head, moved his shoulders as if to mimic a human shrug. 
 
    “Too bad,” he said as Max walked over. The raptor lowered his head, leveling the area just above his eyes to Max chest-level. 
 
    “Scratch,” Garlocke demanded. 
 
    Bemused, Max obeyed. The raptor sighed with pleasure and closed his crimson eyes. 
 
    “I’ll be honest,” Nesura commented, “that is quite disturbing. Very disturbing, in fact.” 
 
    “Says the talking bat who can’t stop saying inappropriate things to Felix,” Max replied. “Besides, it’s not so bad. If this makes Garlocke feel better, I’m more than happy to help.” 
 
    After a few more brief moments of scratching, Garlocke pulled away and tilted his head. 
 
    “Thanks,” the raptor said. 
 
    “I’m done!” Felix called. “I’ve cleared us a path to the stairwell.” 
 
    “You’ll need to resummon me by the time you begin your next battle,” Garlocke said. “I don’t think you’ve got enough Mana left to feasibly do so.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Max said. “We’ll have to do without you for a bit. But you’ve been a great help, Garlocke. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” The raptor inclined his head and vanished into smoke as Max dismissed him. 
 
    Max gathered the fallen silver pieces from the monster. The earthen gazer had left behind a spirit core as well. Max grinned excitedly as he put it into his ring of holding. 
 
    I hope I learn the Animus skill soon, he thought. I wonder where I can find a monster that possesses such an ability? 
 
    “Not here, that’s for sure,” Nesura said. “By now, I’m pretty sure this Cruci… Dungeon’s affiliations are Mystery, Arcane, and Chaos. The monsters that possess the Animus ability will likely be found in Dungeons with Nature or Tyrant Affiliations.” 
 
    “One or the other will show up, sooner or later,” Max said as he walked back to the cohort. 
 
    Felix led them through the array of traps, and after a few minutes of carefully following the Infiltrator’s path, Max laid foot on the first step of the stairwell. He glanced over its sides and saw nothing but vacant emptiness. 
 
    “You’d think there’d be at least a handrail, right?” Marina quipped. “Damned Dungeon designers are always so inconsiderate.” 
 
    Max smiled and shook his head. As far as he was concerned, the sheer insanity and impossibility of Dungeons were an irrevocable part of their beauty, sublimity, and dangerous mystery. If they’d actually been designed with common-sense practicality, they wouldn’t have nearly as much appeal as they now did. They wouldn’t embody the sense of peril and adventure he enjoyed so much. 
 
    Perhaps it was only his sense of novelty speaking to him right now, causing him to bask in the madness involved in being a Knight-Errant and attacking Dungeons. Maybe it would fade over time, and he would become as jaded with it all as he had been with his tenure as an Enforcer. 
 
    But for now, he intended to enjoy it by living every moment, every sword-stroke, and every spell to the fullest. 
 
    Max began climbing. The cohort followed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dungeons followed their own rules. That was one of the first things Max had learned shortly after receiving his Soul Lens. These rules varied from Dungeon to Dungeon, and one of the rules in Graywind Mage Tower was that whenever the cohort ascended a stairwell and first stepped foot upon a platform, it would be empty, free of monsters or traps. 
 
    Things changed rapidly once they advanced past roughly a third of its length. Multi-colored spirals of light would swirl into existence and begin disgorging monsters, while traps would bloom forth from the platform floor. Just before they could access the next ascending stairwell, a more formidable challenge would confront the cohort, be it a special condition monster, a bewildering or tedious array of traps, or a combination of both. 
 
    Both Flora and Marina, by far the most experienced Knights-Errant of the cohort, concluded that Graywind Mage Tower followed this pattern by the time they fought their way past the sixth platform and began their ascension to the seventh. 
 
    “We’ve used up a fair bit of our Mana potions,” Felix pointed out, fiddling with his ring of holding. “I only have three intermediate ones left.” 
 
    Max glanced at his own ring of holding. He’d purchased a sizable cache of potions before returning to the Apocalypse Horizon, but he’d already gone through nearly a third of them hacking and blasting his way through Graywind Mage Tower. 
 
    “I have more,” Flora said. “I’ll hand a few out to you when we get to the top.” 
 
    “No,” Max said. “We can’t just keep burning our way through potions like this. We’ve been fighting for nearly the entire day. All of us are fatigued, and we’re getting sloppy, wasting more spells than we should and falling back on potions when we needn’t. When we get to the next platform, we’ll settle down and try to get some rest.” 
 
    “Rest sounds good, but I don’t know if we’re moving quickly enough,” Marina said as she looked upward at the platforms that stretched dizzyingly upward. 
 
    “You won’t be moving at all if you’re dead,” Nesura said. “That last fight with the fire discs and cyclopean initiates was a disgrace. Marina, you missed four out of every ten Icelances you cast. And Flora, you nearly missed your cue and let a fire disc burn Marina’s head off, because you were getting tired and losing your focus.” 
 
    The familiar shook her head and continued, “Also, Felix and Max: stop thinking with your swords instead of your brains. You can’t just rush headlong at a monster throwing Stone Spears everywhere.” 
 
    “Who died and put you in charge?” Felix retorted. “Last I heard, Max is still our leader.” 
 
    “It can be difficult to see the bigger picture when you’re in the middle of a fight,” Flora said. “Nesura is somewhat distanced from it all. This allows her to pick up on things we might have missed. We should listen to what she has to say and take what we can from her perspective.” 
 
    “Sensible and pragmatic,” Nesura said to the Defender. “I would like you if you weren’t so boring, Flora.” 
 
    “She’ll get over you not liking her because nobody likes you, Nessy,” Marina chirped. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” Max said, stepping in before the conversation devolved into bickering. “All of you have a point. Nesura, you have a lot of knowledge about Dungeons, monsters, and what works best against them. So if you think we can do better, feel free to tell us how. But you do that only after a fight. You start calling shots in my place, and I’ll gag you.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” the familiar replied. “I’m not stupid enough to do that.” 
 
    The rest of the journey up the stairwell passed in silence, and when the cohort ascended the platform, they found it predictably empty. 
 
    “It’s already dusk outside, so we’ll call it a day and begin afresh in eight hours tomorrow,” Max declared, gesturing for the cohort to spread out. “Flora, please take first watch. Marina, Felix—I want you to take turns handing your armor to me. They’re not enchanted, as far as I can tell. I’ll see what runes I can inscribe onto them.” 
 
    “Alright, Max,” Flora agreed, before striding a few steps clear of the cohort and casting her gaze outward and upward, in the direction where monsters would most likely materialize. 
 
    “Inscribe? Oh, right.” Felix nodded. “You have that magic hammer of yours that doesn’t need a forge or a metal piece smelter.” 
 
    Max withdrew Turanos. An anvil of white light materialized at his feet. 
 
    “That’s right. Let’s actually start with you first, Felix,” Max said, beckoning for the Infiltrator to remove his leather cuirass, bracers, and shin guards and stack the whole lot in front of the anvil. “Marina, you and Felix have been picking up most of the metal pieces so far. Take a look through our cohort link and see how many we’ve accrued. Do the same with our Victory Shards.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Marina did a mock salute that would have seen then-Master-Sergeant Corvis Tober scream her off the parade square. The Elementalist opened a Soul Lens screen. “Let’s start with the metal pieces. I’m just going to show what we’ve all picked up since coming to the Apocalypse Horizon.” 
 
      
 
    Copper pieces x886 
 
    Silver pieces x86 
 
      
 
    Felix whistled at the sight. “That’s a fair bit of money. What we have here is probably a few times more than what most cohorts make in a year of attacking Dungeons.” 
 
    “We all get an even share of it,” Max said. 
 
    “Even with what we have now, a quarter-share will  allow us to retire!” Marina laughed. “Well, not really, but it’ll allow us to live large for a little while at least. I can’t wait to… uh… sorry, Max. We’ll help you sort this whole mess out before thinking about vacations.” 
 
    “If Jonn’s efforts yielded any fruit at all, we should have a sizable pool of Knights-Errant willing to accompany me into the Apocalypse Horizon by the time we get back to Hisktown,” Max said. “It’s been a long few days, and the next few will be even longer. If you two feel like you need a break, then take it, by all means.” 
 
    “What about you?” Felix asked. “You don’t get to take a break.” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” Max sat down and pulled out Weyland’s Primer on Runic Inscription from his ring of holding. He opened the book, flipped to the pages where a collection of minor runes had been transcribed, and ran his finger down a brief summative list. “Alright, Felix, what do you think will help most? I can make your armor a bit sturdier or lighter. Wait. This rune can allow you to jump higher. That might help you reach airborne monsters with your blades.” 
 
    “Let’s go with that one,” Felix said. 
 
    Max flipped to the page containing the transcription for a minor rune of hurdling. According to the primer, some parts of the rune had to be inscribed on Felix’s shin guards while the remaining sections needed to be placed on his cuirass for the enchantment to function. Max placed the corresponding armor pieces on the anvil and tapped each of them with Turanos in turn. 
 
      
 
    Runic inscriptions available 
 
    Minor rune of hurdling (not memorized) selected 
 
    Commence Flux Fabrication? 
 
      
 
    Max willed his assent. 
 
      
 
    Ready for Fabrication 
 
    Runic inscription underway 
 
    Arcanum: 30 
 
    Fabricate skill Level 2: 600 seconds remaining to complete inscription 
 
      
 
    Max flipped Turanos around, so that he held its chisel tip like a pen. When he’d tried to inscribe the minor rune of sturdiness on his bow a few days ago, the experience had been a challenging one. He’d nearly run out of time before he could complete the runic inscription. 
 
    Now, the swirling edges and curves of the rune of hurdling manifested readily beneath Turano’s chisel tip. Max completed his work on one shin guard, then the other. 
 
      
 
    260 seconds remaining to complete inscription 
 
      
 
    The rune sections meant to go onto the cuirass were significantly more complex. Max raced against time to complete its corners and edges. 
 
      
 
    60 seconds remaining to complete inscription 
 
      
 
    Just a nick here, and a curve beneath this line, he thought, finishing his work and lifting his chisel from the cuirass. 
 
      
 
    Runic inscription successful 
 
      
 
    Hurdling brigandine +1: crafted item 
 
    Minor hurdling 
 
      
 
    “It’s done,” he announced, wiping the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand.  
 
    Felix picked up his armor and gaped in awe at the glowing runic script upon their surfaces. 
 
    “Wow. These look pretty authentic, Max,” Marina commented. “I’ve definitely seen worse items in some of the shops at the Errantry Mansion.” 
 
    “Can’t compare to anything you can find at the Truesteel outlet though,” Max said, casting an appreciative nod at Flora, who’d been keeping an ear on their discussion. 
 
    “True, but the Truesteel craftsmen have dozens of assistants and work within dedicated forges that take up entire floors of the Errantry Mansions.” Marina helped Felix buckle his armor back on. “They also use Dungeon metal pieces and have undergone decades of training. And here you are, cutting out minor runes in a matter of minutes.” 
 
    “Maybe we can go into business when we sort the Apocalypse Horizon out,” Max joked, allowing the ghost of a smile to pull at the corner of his mouth. “It’ll definitely be safer than risking our lives in a Dungeon.” 
 
    “True, but it wouldn’t be as fun,” Nesura said. “You’re out of Arcanum, by the way.” 
 
      
 
    Arcanum: 0/30 
 
      
 
    “I know you wanted to work on the ice girl’s armor next, so don’t worry, you can use my Arcanum, Max,” the familiar continued, her voice laden with smugness. “She gets to wear my cosmic energy all over her.” 
 
    Marina reached down, and to Nesura’s obvious affront, pinched the bat’s cheek fondly. 
 
    “That’s not going to bother me at all, Nessy,” she said, grinning. “Thank you so much!” 
 
    “Wait. I rescind my permission. Max, stop—” Nesura began, but Max had already reached into her soul, drawn upon her Arcanum reserves, and used it to replenish his. 
 
    “Alright. Put your armor on the anvil, Marina,” Max said, pointedly ignoring Nesura as she fumed. He turned his attention back to the primer’s summary. “I’m thinking a basic sturdiness rune would be a good idea. There’s a rune of elemental efficiency listed here. It reduces your Mana costs by one point every time you cast a spell. Each spell still has a minimum casting cost of one Mana point though.” 
 
    “Mana is our biggest limiting factor here, and in most Dungeons,” Marina said. “I already have a few items that reduce my Mana costs, but the more the better, I suppose. What about a Mana recuperation rune? That would be helpful too.” 
 
    “This primer lists a few intermediate runes that do just that,” Max said, flipping to the relevant pages. “But they’re quite difficult. Bewildering, in fact. I don’t want to risk a Fabrication Failure on your armor and ruin it.” 
 
    “This old thing?” Marina laughed as she slipped out of her gambeson with Felix’s assistance. “I was already thinking of getting it replaced. I’d say give it a shot, Max. It’s not like I’m the one getting hit by monsters all the time anyway. That usually happens to you and Flora. And sometimes Felix, since he’s got to get so close to monsters, and they sometimes spot him. My armor isn’t very important, and like I said, I’ve already got a few Mana cost reduction items, and my Icebolt and Icelance spells can’t cost any less. Another one would only affect my Icicle Burst spell, and I don’t really care to use it here, not when it might accidentally reach an ice disc monster.” 
 
    “Sure.” Max twirled Turanos in his fingers. An item that has undergone a Fabrication Failure wasn’t literally ruined or broken. It simply couldn’t accept any runic inscriptions anymore. Whatever the outcome, Marina would still have her armor. “Let’s take a look. There’s one that increases your normal Mana regeneration rate by one point per hour. Here’s another that gives a flat ten-point boost to your Mana point reserves.” 
 
    “Neither of those are very exciting.” Marina sighed as she put her gambeson upon the anvil of light. “I’ll take the flat boost.” 
 
    “Let’s do it.” Max raised Turanos and tapped the cloth armor with the hammer. 
 
      
 
    Runic inscriptions available 
 
    Intermediate rune of Mana (not memorized) selected 
 
    Commence Flux Fabrication? 
 
      
 
    Max gathered his will and began the process. 
 
      
 
    Ready for Fabrication 
 
    Runic inscription underway 
 
    Arcanum: 30 
 
    Fabricate skill Level 2: 600 seconds remaining to complete inscription 
 
      
 
    The rune of Mana was far more complex than the rune of hurdling. Max’s head spun as he tried to inscribe it on the left lapel of Marina’s gambeson. Sweat poured down his temples and stung his eyes as he worked furiously. He managed to complete just over a third of the rune before the time ran out. 
 
      
 
    Flux Fabrication failed 
 
    Item can no longer accept runes nor be the subject of Flux Fabrication 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Marina,” he said, shaking his head as he passed the armor back to her. “This is a bit beyond me. Maybe I need to improve my Flux Fabrication skill before I try something like that again.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Marina replied. “You need to pull off ten more successful Flux Fabrications to do that, right?” 
 
    Max checked his Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Progress to Level 3 Flux Fabrication skill: 1/10 
 
      
 
    “Nine more,” he said, putting Turanos back into his ring of holding and causing the anvil of light to wink out of existence. 
 
    “That’s a shame.” Felix pointed to each of his shin guards and his cuirass in turn. “You’d think this would count as three.” 
 
    “The different sections comprise a single rune, so inscribing it only counts as a single successful inscription,” Nesura explained, before turning up at Max. “If you’re really set on improving your Flux Fabrication skill Level, you might want to think about setting aside some actual practice time. I don’t know if that’s something you can afford.” 
 
    “Probably not,” Max admitted. “I’ll just have to see what I can do. Or find a Knight-Errant who has an Artificer Classification and leave such things to him or her.” Not that there were any, of course, since the Artificer was a Classification that had only appeared to Max when he was first given his own choice of Classification, and he was unique in that regard.  
 
    “Or we can simply buy stuff from the Truesteel outlet,” Marina pointed out. “We’ve got a fair bit of money now, and I do love my shopping!” 
 
    “You definitely do,” Felix said, giving her a sidelong hug. “Let’s get some done when we’re finished with this Dungeon.” 
 
    “Victory Shards.” Max pulled out a packet of provisions from his ring of holding. “How’re we doing on that front?” 
 
    “Here’s what I’ve pulled from our cohort link.” Marina presented a Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Maximo Strident, Level 3 Arcanist 
 
    Victory Shards: 6,130.8 
 
      
 
    Flora Truesteel, Level 3 Defender 
 
    Victory Shards: 9,289.4 
 
      
 
    Felix Straya, Level 3 Infiltrator 
 
    Victory Shards: 3,012.5 
 
      
 
    Marina Trist, Level 3 Elementalist 
 
    Victory Shards: 3,627.5 
 
      
 
    “Quite frankly, the rate at which we’ve been accruing Victory Shards in the Apocalypse Horizon is quite astounding,” Marina said. “I wonder if that Saga of yours is also affecting us.” 
 
    “No,” Nesura said. “The effects of Sagas are exclusive to their possessors. You’re acquiring Victory Shards at such an accelerated rate simply because you’ve been killing monsters en-masse. Just over the last two days, the four of you have put down hundreds of Level 2 and Level 3 monsters. You’re able to do this largely in part due to Max’s personal combat prowess, along with his support spells and tactical leadership, both of which greatly amplify your effectiveness.” 
 
    “I don’t think flattery works on Max, Nessy,” Felix said. 
 
    “I never flatter,” the familiar hissed in reply. “This is a cold, factual analysis, which is entirely consistent with the Arcanist Classification. A cohort member who can shift readily into any role at any given moment provides boundless tactical flexibility and acts as a force amplifier. Combine this with his personal, pre-Knight-Errant expertise and experience, and you have quite possibly the best field commander you can ask for.” 
 
    “Enough with the flattery, Nessy,” Marina said, before turning to Max. “But I suppose that makes sense. You are the Hero of Fristar Valley after all. Children will learn about you in history books.” 
 
    “If there’s anyone left to record history in case we fail,” Max said. “Regarding our Victory Shards, I’m guessing all those acquisition rate boosts we’ve activated in this Dungeon account for a fair bit of how far we’ve come in so short a time.” 
 
    “They definitely have,” Felix said. “I say we stand a very fair chance of reaching Level 4 by the time we reach the Warden.” 
 
    “Those rate boosts are also a reason why we’ve been expending more Mana than we need,” Max said. “We see the Soul Lens screen appear, and we are driven to exploit its conditions. I say we disregard them moving forward. Let them unfold incidentally, but not pursue them.” 
 
    “You and I are the only ones capable of meeting the conditions, Max,” Marina said. “But I get your point. Fire discs are still best dealt with by my spells, but I’ll focus on simply killing them now instead of trying to trigger the Victory Shard acquisition rate boosts and keep them going as long as I can.” 
 
    “Greed is good,” Max said. “As long as it doesn’t kill you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The cohort resumed the climb, but now with Mana-efficiency at the forefront of their minds rather than Victory Shard acquisition. Not that they abandoned any attempts to trigger the boosts, of course. One of the monster types they encountered was called a thunder shrike, a metallic birdlike entity as large as a full-grown man. The thunder shrikes used an ability similar to the kobold hero’s Magisword spell, which allowed them to imbue their scimitar-like beaks with electricity, making them equally deadly in melee as from afar. 
 
    It didn’t take Max too long to cast Arcane Flux and discover that the Knight-Errant version of that ability was Elemental Imbuement, which was the exact same one he’d gotten from the kobold hero. 
 
      
 
    Elemental Imbuement 
 
    Flux spell: not ready 
 
    Enchantment spell 
 
    Level 1 
 
    Imbue target weapon with 10% elemental damage from chosen elemental spell 
 
    Mana Cost: 10 Mana per 5 minutes 
 
      
 
    From there, he did several things. First, he used his Flux Conjunction to combine Elemental Imbuement with each of his elemental spells. Every time he performed a Flux Conjunction, the Flux spells involved vanished from his repertoire, but within Graywind Mage Dungeon, it was a simple matter to reacquire them again from the array of monsters with elemental abilities. 
 
    This exercise gave him an arsenal of elemental imbuement spells he could cast on Stridentsong. He proceeded to combine each imbuement with a spell of its corresponding element, optimizing them and increasing their Level. Before he’d entered Graywind Mage Tower, his Jolting Arc and Icelance spells were at Level 2. He optimized those spells too, bringing them to Level 3. By the middle of the second day, Max had the tools needed to both trigger the Victory Shard acquisition rate boosts and conserve his Mana point reserves. 
 
      
 
    Flux Spells: 8/8 readiness 
 
    Double Shield: Level 2; Active; 8 Mana per 10 seconds READY 
 
    Earthen Wrath (optimized x2): Level 3; Enchantment, 4 Mana per 30 minutes READY 
 
    Firebolt (optimized x2): Level 3; Instant, 0 seconds; 4 Mana READY 
 
    Flame Strike (optimized x2): Level 3; Enchantment, 4 Mana per 30 minutes READY 
 
    Frost Blade (optimized x2): Level 3; Enchantment, 4 Mana per 30 minutes READY 
 
    Jolting Arc (optimized x2): Level 3; Instant, 0 seconds; 3 Mana initial cast, 4 Mana per second READY 
 
    Lightning Edge (optimized x2): Level 3; Enchantment, 4 Mana per 30 minutes READY 
 
    Stone Spear (optimized x2): Level 3; Instant, 0 seconds; 6 Mana READY 
 
      
 
    Optimizing a spell also improved its utility, and Max found that after casting a particular elemental imbuement on Stridentsong, he could then temporarily suppress its effects and cast another. He would cast Flame Strike on Stridentsong, use the imbued blade to strike down an ice disc and trigger the Victory Shard acquisition rate boost, then suppress the elemental imbuement and cast Frost Blade. With his sword now wreathed in ice, he would then hack down a fire disc. The Flame Strike would still be in effect, allowing him to now suppress Frost Blade, send flames roaring down the length of his blade, and go after ice discs. 
 
    Switching from one element to another allowed Max to continually amplify the effects of the rate boost and prolong its duration, all the while allowing the rest of the cohort to fight as efficiently and effectively as the circumstances dictated and not need to worry about maximizing their rewards. 
 
    The second day saw them nearly quadruple their progress and cut their way through hundreds of monsters. At several points, Max managed to get the rate boost multiplier so high they were essentially tripling the amount of Victory Shards they acquired. By the time Max called for the cohort to stop, the summit of Graywind Mage Tower was within sight, and Flora had arrived at Level 4. 
 
    “I’d never thought I would attain this so quickly,” the Defender said as she threw her hands into the air and cried out in glee. “Thanks, Max!” 
 
    “Congratulations, Flora.” Max smiled and clasped her on the shoulder guard. He’d only risen in Level twice, but he fully appreciated and understood the euphoria that stemmed from the experience of having newfound power course through one’s body and soul. 
 
    “With that, you number amongst the greatest members of the Knights-Errant,” Felix said. “And we definitely number amongst the richest.” 
 
      
 
    Copper pieces x886 
 
    Silver pieces x776 
 
      
 
    “I doubt that,” Marina chuckled. “People like Jonn and other Level 4 Knights-Errant who’ve been doing this for decades are far more well-to-do, and high-end, custom-made items can cost thousands of gold coins. What we have here is a nice little fortune, but it’s not nearly as large as you think.” 
 
    “Should be enough for me to buy you something nice though,” Felix kissed Marina on the cheek. The Elementalist seized him and returned the kiss, but solidly on the lips. 
 
    “I’ll buy you something nice first,” she answered breathily as she pulled away. 
 
    “Get a room, you two!” Nesura said. “Or actually don’t. I don’t mind watching. Makes me remember me in my prime, when males from all over would fight to the death for the chance at opening my—” 
 
    “You’re almost there too, Max,” Flora pointed out. “That Saga of yours must have really helped.” 
 
    Max brought up a Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Victory Shards: 8,838.6 
 
      
 
    “That’s true,” he said. “With any luck, I might get to Level 4 by the time we’re done with this Dungeon. Alright, let’s stop for the day. Flora, you took first watch yesterday. Marina, you’re up. Second watch is mine.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Marina performed another sloppy salute, kissed Felix once more, and strode clear from the cohort to begin her sentry duty. 
 
    Max sat down, retrieved the various enchanted items they’d gotten from the dozens of special condition monsters they’d slain during the day, and laid them out on the platform floor. The cohort had advanced too rapidly to take stock of the items, and now, with the prospect of a Warden battle before them, Max thought that it would be wise to see if any of the items before him would be helpful. 
 
    Not every special condition monster had left behind an enchanted item, and of those that did, two were spirit cores, which were of no discernible use to him at the moment. 
 
    “Those are yours, Max,” Flora said, pushing the spirit cores to him. “I don’t think any artisan or craftsman in the Errantry Mansion can do anything with them.” 
 
    “Of course they can’t,” Nesura said. “Only those with the Spirit Binder Classification or the Animus skill have any use for spirit cores. Take them, Max. When you do get the Animus skill, I expect you to raise me to your current Level right away.” 
 
    “Judging from your phrasing, I guess I can’t bring you beyond my current Level, right?” Max asked. 
 
    “No, you can’t.” Nesura sighed. “And the same applies to Garlocke, too.” 
 
    “Then why do I need another two spirit cores?” Max tapped the bronze sphere. “You and Garlocke are one Level behind me, so you need one core each to catch up. Once that happens, the two of you should advance alongside me.” 
 
    “You might meet a Spirit Binder,” Nesura said. “In which case you have something to barter with. If you also somehow get the Evolution skill down the road, you can use spirit cores to enhance specific attributes of Garlocke or myself, perhaps even give us new abilities.”  
 
    “Alright. I’ll hold onto these, then.” Max placed the spirit cores into his ring of holding. “What else do we have? That’s a crossbow, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    Crippler’s Touch: Rare enchanted weapon 
 
    Crossbow +3 
 
    Sundering, Phantasmal Shot +1 
 
      
 
    Max focused on the Phantasmal Shot weapon property. 
 
      
 
    Phantasmal Shot 
 
    Self-generates unlimited ammunition of +1 power 
 
      
 
    “Flora, you should take this,” Max said. “You can fire this from behind your Shield spells.” 
 
    “Alright. I’m not particularly practiced with crossbows, but I do know how to use them.” Flora placed the weapon away into her ring of holding. 
 
    Max looked at a pair of brass rings next. These weren’t meant to go on a finger, since they sported a radius of nearly four to five inches. He angled his Soul Lens upon it. 
 
      
 
    Anklets of Speed: Rare enchanted item 
 
    On equip: 
 
    +3 dexterity 
 
    +3 perception 
 
      
 
    “Felix. This is the item for you,” Max said. “Your Prowess spell can’t go beyond Level 1, which means that’s as far as you can boost your dexterity attribute. These anklets should help you move faster, get where you need to be, and cut your foes more deeply.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me, Max.” Felix picked up the brass rings, opened up their clasps, and put them around the tops of his boots. The enchanted rings seemed to stretch magically to accommodate the Infiltrator’s physique. He grimaced. “I don’t know about wearing rings on my legs though. Seems a bit girly to me.” 
 
    “Oh, I would have you wearing those and nothing else, pretty boy.” Nesura leered. 
 
    “Says the one who can’t wear any clothes, because she’s a bat,” Marina called from her sentry post. 
 
    “Moving on,” Max said firmly, squashing Nesura’s attempt to start a yelling match with the Elementalist. He picked up the potion rack next. It was a handy enchanted item that allowed for the swift retrieval of potions from a ring of holding. He already had one though, so he passed it to Felix. 
 
    “Flora and I already have potion racks,” Max said. “You or Marina should take this.” 
 
    “Thanks, Max.” Felix set the rack aside. “This should come in handy.” 
 
    “That’s a particularly useful one,” Flora said. “It allows you to ready up to twenty potions for swift retrieval. That’s more than even mine, which is the finest money can buy.” 
 
    “Marina relies heavily on casting one spell after another, so I think this will serve her best,” Felix said. “Alright. It’s settled, then. I’ll give this to her later.” 
 
    The other items included a cloak that granted its wearer resistance to physical attacks, a throwing dagger that returned to its wielder’s grasp, and a curious model of a wooden cabin no larger than Max’s palm. Flora took the cloak, while Felix claimed the dagger. Max scratched his head as he studied the cabin. 
 
      
 
    Lesser Sanctuary: Rare Enchanted item 
 
    Spatial distortion, rejuvenation, upgradeable 
 
    On activation, user and up to three other guests can enter a small space in which Health point reserves and Mana point reserves recuperate 100% faster 
 
      
 
    “It’s a sanctuary item,” Nesura said. “Just large enough to accommodate a cohort. Monsters cannot access or reach into a sanctuary space, not even Level 99 ones. This will be a very useful tool when you’re making your way through a long Dungeon, such as this one.” 
 
    “If you’re going to be hitting one Dungeon after another, you should probably take this item, Max,” Felix said. “This way, every cohort that goes with you can make use of it.” 
 
    “Yes, I agree.” Max put the sanctuary item into his ring of holding. 
 
    “You’re not joining us on the next Dungeon expedition?” Flora asked, frowning. 
 
    “They shouldn’t,” Max said. “Felix and Marina spent several days in a row fighting alongside me within the Apocalypse Horizon before coming with us here. This means that by the time we return to Hisktown and the portal back to our timeline, they would have been active for more than a week already. They need rest. And so do you, Flora. Burnout is a real thing, and it can quickly prove deadly.” 
 
    “What? Me? I don’t need rest,” Flora protested. “I can come with you on the next one.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Max said. “We don’t know how much time destroying this Dungeon will buy us. If it means we need to set off right away after resupplying, you’re staying behind, and I’m picking three Knights-Errant from whomever Jonn has managed to rustle up for us. That was the whole point of him staying behind, wasn’t it? To rally even more of the Venture Spears to the Apocalypse Horizon. Otherwise, I’d have taken him to this Dungeon.” 
 
    “And deprive yourself of our company?” Felix asked. “Marina and I could definitely use some rest after this, but that doesn’t mean we don’t want to keep helping you, Max.” 
 
    “I know, but there will be other opportunities for us to work together and many other Dungeons to destroy,” Max told him. “The two of you are off-duty once we finish Graywind Mage Tower. And Flora, so are you if we don’t have at least a two-week interval.” 
 
    “What about you, Max? Don’t you need rest as well? You’re just as prone to burnout as any of us, aren’t you?” Felix pointed out. 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” Max smiled as a realization struck him. He would be fine. Fighting monsters, attacking Dungeons, and circumventing traps all came naturally to him. It was as if he were born to be Knight-Errant. He’d spent the most time in the Apocalypse Horizon out of everyone in the cohort, with a significant amount of it alone save for Nesura, hunting ghouls through shadowy streets and ruined buildings. Yet he felt none of the growing mental cloudiness that had plagued him on the campaign trail against the Hunnites nor the increasingly crushing sense of despair dogging his heels on his patrols through Hisktown. 
 
    One word summed up exactly what he felt with every step he took through a Dungeon or with every monster he killed: next. 
 
    He wanted to find out what was next. Which horrifying monstrosity lurked beyond eyeshot? What impossibly bewildering vistas awaited him within a Dungeon? What enchanted items would they yield? What spells or abilities could he copy from them? What awaited him next? 
 
    “Are you alright?” Flora asked. 
 
    “Yeah, Max, are you? I’ve never seen you smile like that,” Felix said. “For a moment there, you seemed almost… happy.” 
 
    “I am,” he said. “For the first time in my life, I think, I am.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thunder shrikes poured from the inky emptiness of the Dungeon skies. Marina summoned a platform of ice and sent it rising into the air, with Max perched upon it. Stridentsong rumbled in his grasp, its edges dripping with magical acid and its length surrounded by floating shards of razor-sharp stone. 
 
    The beasts swirled around him as he ascended to meet them. Their lightning-imbued beaks cut and sliced at his flesh, but he danced in their midst, bringing blade form after blade form to bear. Moonlit Reflection Arc decapitated a trio of the monsters. A swift Weeping Loom disemboweled another before Max transitioned it into a Sunflower Scatter that perforated the necks and skulls of a pair of thunder shrikes that had sought to flank him. 
 
      
 
    Elemental antipathy within Graywind Mage Tower exploited x6 
 
    Victory Shard acquisition rate increased by 6% for the next 6 seconds 
 
      
 
    He pirouetted from a thunder shrike’s beak and cross-stepped into a lunge that buried his blade where he presumed the monster’s heart would be. The surviving thunder shrikes began to scatter, fearful of the reach of his blade. He chased one down with an upward Lightness Step and hacked it in half, and used Crashing Iron to plummet into the back of another that had sought to fly past him and toward the rest of the cohort on the platform floor. A quick thrust through the back of the skull finished the descending monster, but Max quickly saw that it wasn’t the only one flying downward. Another half dozen of the monsters were swooping upon Marina and Flora, even as the latter held off the spells of a host of cyclopean initiates while the former returned fire with Icelances. 
 
    Can’t let them get distracted now, Max thought. He kicked off from the slain thunder shrike beneath his heels before its corpse could disintegrate. A Lightness Step brought him on the same level as a thunder shrike’s underbelly. He hacked the monster’s guts open, then leveled his Magus Staff and shot a Stone Spear that impaled another two.   
 
      
 
    Elemental antipathy within Graywind Mage Tower exploited x12 
 
    Victory Shard acquisition rate increased by 12% for the next 8 seconds 
 
      
 
    Crashing Iron brought him past the descending monsters, so that he slammed heavily down onto the platform floor, his Prowess-enhanced frame more than resilient enough to endure the impact. A swiftly cast Stone Spear slew one more thunder shrike. He hurled himself up into the air once more to meet the last of the descending monsters. 
 
    The foremost one had its beak aimed squarely at Marina’s back. Max chopped Stridentsong into its spine, sending the monster tumbling from the air with its wings and lower legs spasming. The last remaining thunder shrike opened its beak. Electrical energy began to coalesce in the depths of its maw. Max adjusted his grip on Stridentsong, so that he held it like a spear. 
 
    He threw the blade into the monster’s face. Enchanted steel, wreathed in earthen elemental energies, punched through the thunder shrike’s skull and sent the monster tumbling off into the emptiness beyond the platform’s edge. Max dismissed Stridentsong before the thunder shrike could take the blade with it to oblivion, then called it back into his grasp. 
 
      
 
    Elemental antipathy within Graywind Mage Tower exploited x15 
 
    Victory Shard acquisition rate increased by 12% for the next 5 seconds 
 
      
 
    He turned to Marina and Flora, but the battle was largely over on that side of the platform. The cyclopean initiates lay in an unmoving pile, with as many of them perforated by icy spikes as hacked apart by Felix’s insanely sharp blades. A few strides away, Garlocke had finished off a cluster of fire discs and ice discs. The raptor’s fanged maw was covered with ichor, but he seemed very satisfied with himself, despite the scorch and burn marks riddled all over his gleaming scales. 
 
    Flora dismissed her Shield spell and took a deep breath. “That came pretty close. If just one thunder shrike had gotten to me, I don’t know if I’d have been able to keep my Triple Shield up.” 
 
    “But none of them did, thanks to Max,” Felix said, reemerging into view and shaking his head in awed disbelief as he looked upward. The cohort was at the final stairwell. The Warden’s platform loomed just overhead. “We made it. We made it this far!” 
 
    “We did.” Max nodded to the area just before the stairwell. “I’m not sensing any traps there, Felix. What about you?” 
 
    “None. I think that the number puzzle Flora solved when we first got off the last stairwell was the tricky part of this platform,” Felix said. “Well done, by the way. That was some good arithmetic right there. Or at least I thought it was. I can add, multiply, and do the reverse of those, but not much more.” 
 
    “I took my studies in theoretical mathematics quite seriously,” Flora said, before flushing and looking down at her feet. “I mean…” 
 
    Max smiled. He knew what the Truesteel scion was going through. After all, she was the equivalent of nobility amongst the Knights-Errant, and she bore a name of great import. The same applied to Max too, only in the aristocratic world of the Valeris Dominion. 
 
    House Strident was a very minor noble house, despite its renowned Blade Academy and the esteemed military service many of its patriarchs had given to the Dominion. The House’s estates were small, but the wealth they provided was still enough to set Max apart from many other children and instill a self-consciousness in his relatively privileged upbringing even to this day. 
 
    “I never studied theoretical mathematics,” he said. “They offered the course at Northstar military college, but I decided to take applied geography instead, since I thought it was more applicable to planning and implementing troop movements through irregular terrain. But I was always curious about theoretical mathematics though. I suppose it helps you make trading forecasts and conduct statistical analyses on profits?” 
 
    “Yes!” Flora’s expression brightened. “I handle five percent of my family’s investment fund, and we…” 
 
    Max let the Defender go on a brief tirade about her work, casting a sidelong glance at Marina and Felix, who seemed bemused, but more than happy to indulge Flora. 
 
    “Buy meat. Sell plants,” Garlocke rumbled. The raptor had cocked his head and listened intently to Flora’s short speech on her stock trades. 
 
    “Uh…” Felix began, only to gulp nervously as Garlocke fixed him with a crimson stare. The raptor turned back to Flora. 
 
    “Buy meat. Sell plants,” Garlocke repeated before looking at Max and nodding. The raptor’s summoning duration was up. If the cohort needed his help, Max would have to summon him again. 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” Flora said, cupping her chin. The raptor bumped his snout gently against her shoulder guard and dissolved into dark smoke. 
 
    “This is it, people. Top off with potions and get ready.” Max looked down at Nesura. “I’ll call Garlocke out again when we fight the Warden.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Nesura agreed. “The monsters here have proven to be comparatively frail. Garlocke has had no trouble taking them apart, even if he’s got to endure a few hits here and there to do so. We could definitely use his help if the Warden is anything like the other monsters here.” 
 
    Max turned to the cohort. Felix was wiping the back of his mouth with his hand. He’d run out of potions yesterday and had been using Flora’s since. Discounting the Mana potion Marina had just polished off, she still had two more. Flora had plenty, and Max himself had three more remaining. The cohort hadn’t needed to use many Health potions or Healing spells up until now, which was a testament to their skill. 
 
    He looked at his Soul Lens. 
 
      
 
    Temporal Stabilization in effect: 1:02:02:17 
 
      
 
    We made a far better pace than I’d expected, Max thought. We could stop and rest for the day, but we don’t know just how long the fight against the Warden will take. No, it’s better to press on and get this done. 
 
    “Everyone ready?” he asked.  
 
    The cohort answered with grave nods. 
 
    “Great.” Max hefted his sword and staff. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Warden’s platform was the largest in the Dungeon, spanning at least twice as long and three times as wide as the lower ones. A dark carpet covered the floor, its surface adorned with oversized inhuman eyes depicted in swirling gold-stitched patterns. Massive shelves stretched across the edges of the platform, bursting with leatherbound tomes or glass cases filled with the petrified remains of strange creatures. 
 
    Ornate brass lamps hovered overhead, dangling from empty air. Multi-colored light—similar in hue to the spirals that disgorged monsters throughout the Dungeon—swirled in their hearts before washing outward, covering everything beneath them in their eerie radiance. 
 
    A tall figure in a gray robe stood atop a large dais at the far end of the platform, which was nearly a hundred feet away. Its pale head was smooth and hairless. Max’s Prowess-enhanced perception allowed him to see that the robed figure had only a single eye, similar to the cyclopean initiates in the Dungeon, and it was engrossed in the contents of a large scroll. 
 
    Max retrieved the Garlocke figurine and drew upon Nesura’s Mana point reserves to summon the raptor. A massive cloud of black smoke swirled into existence, and Garlocke stepped out from its midst. Max then angled his Soul Lens at the monster atop the dais. 
 
      
 
    Warden: Graywind the High Mage 
 
    Level 3 
 
    Health: 200/200 
 
    Mana: 1,050/1,050 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 4 
 
    Dexterity: 4 
 
    Fortitude: 8 
 
    Perception: 79 
 
    Abilities 
 
    Omni-Elemental Control (warning: cannot be acquired through Arcane Flux) 
 
    Counter Spell 
 
    Animus 
 
    Rewards 
 
    Victory Shard value: 3 
 
    Treasure: Class C (Warden) 
 
      
 
    “For being a Warden, this one doesn’t have many abilities or spells,” Felix commented, exhaling in relief. “This might be easier than we thought.” 
 
    “It has an Omni ability,” Flora said. “An Omni ability or spell can cover a wide gamut of things, which pretty much amount to being able to freely manipulate whatever falls under its purview. An Omni-Elemental Control ability—” 
 
    “Means it can use every element to attack or defend,” Marina finished. “And if I’m not mistaken, it can also freely manipulate and shape large quantities of each element as well, just like I can with Ice.” 
 
    “Its physical attributes are weak,” Max said. “We do what we can to get in close and engage it in hand-to-hand combat.” 
 
    “It has the Animus ability too,” Nesura pointed out. “This almost guarantees that it can call upon a host of summoned allies and then enhance them with Animus. Max, if you can, acquire that ability as a Flux spell.” 
 
    “I know. Let’s go.” Max broke out into a brisk jog toward the Warden.  
 
    Flora followed close on his heels, while Felix broke off from the cohort and vanished from sight and Marina stayed a short distance back. Garlocke brought up the rear. 
 
    The Warden looked up from its reading. A crooked smile spread across its smooth, pale features, revealing sharp but tiny teeth. It tossed aside the scroll and spread its arms. 
 
    “Welcome, guests!” it cried in a scratchy and high-pitched voice. “I am Graywind, master of magic, and I congratulate you on making this far and overcoming all my trials. Please approach that I might—” 
 
    Max leveled his Magus Staff and unleashed a Jolting Arc at the Warden. Graywind flinched as the spell struck an invisible barrier before the dais and fizzled out of existence. Less than a heartbeat later, an Icelance did the same, shattering into shards of frost against the Warden’s magical defenses. 
 
    “How rude!” Graywind muttered and made a few gestures in the air. The light within the overhanging lamps intensified, and the now-familiar forms of ice discs and fire discs began emerging from the ones just above the cohort. The Warden grimaced at the approaching cohort. “Since words seem wasted on you, we’ll skip right ahead to the killing!” 
 
    “Max, my spells aren’t reaching the Warden,” Marina cried as she sent another Icelance slicing forth, only to have her spell fall apart uselessly before it hit home. 
 
    “Let me handle it. Focus on the other monsters,” Max said, his gaze flashing to the glowing blue rune marking the dais. The rune had dimmed upon the failure of Marina’s spell, and it was now filling again with light. He spotted green, red, and white runes alongside the blue one. 
 
    “Incoming!” Flora said, looking up and projecting a Triple Shield spell above the cohort. The Defender’s spells fell in place just in time, since the emerging ice discs and fire discs unleashed a torrent of frost and flame from their eyes that washed across the barrier of white light and disintegrated the first of its three layers. 
 
    Garlocke bunched his hind legs up and hurled himself into the air toward the disc monsters. An Icebolt glanced off his shoulder, leaving shallow gouges in his gleaming scales. But it couldn’t stop the raptor from clamping his jaws shut on an ice disc and scything out with his toe claws to spill the guts of a fire disc. 
 
    Max cast Jolting Arc at the Warden. The lightning bolt vanished before it struck the monster once more, but this time, Max was able to notice the white rune upon the glyph dim momentarily. He cast another Jolting Arc and a Firebolt in rapid succession. Both spells washed harmlessly over the unseen magical barrier protecting the dais, but the red rune went dim while the white rune, which was already beginning to fill with light once more, lost its luminance anew. 
 
    “Flora, shoot that damned thing with your bow,” Max barked.  
 
    The Defender responded promptly, slamming her shield down, producing the enchanted crossbow from her ring of holding, and taking aim upon the Warden. A quick pull of the trigger sent a grayish bolt of energy streaking from the crossbow. 
 
    While Flora was doing that, Max had produced his own shortbow and unleashed a trio of arrows at the same time. In the corner of his vision, he saw Marina send Icelances hurtling into the impossible skies, while Garlocke leaped and pounced, bearing monsters down and ripping them to shreds. The raptor was already looking slightly worse for wear, his scales bearing the bite of frost and flame alike. 
 
    The arrows and Flora’s phantasmal bolt struck the barrier around the dais, but instead of simply breaking apart or vanishing, the projectiles turned into swirls of fire, then dribbles of crumbling ash. 
 
    Physical objects and magical projections are incinerated while elemental spells dim those strange runes, Max thought swiftly. What happens when all those runes stop glowing? 
 
    “Your continued affront offends me,” the Warden said, gesturing again. The light falling from the lamps further back on the platform intensified. Thunder shrikes and cyclopean initiates began materializing from thin air. 
 
    The cyclopean initiates raised their hands, ready to hurl Stone Spears, only to start dying as Felix’s flickering form danced through their midst, cutting throats and stabbing eyes. The monsters roared and started casting their spells amongst their own ranks, hoping to catch the Infiltrator. 
 
    More ice discs and fire discs poured forth, and Max quickly realized that it was only a matter of time before the swarming monsters overwhelmed the cohort. Putting away his bow, he raised his hands. An Icelance shot out from his left palm, while a Stone Spear roared outward from his right. As he suspected, the Stone Spear dimmed the green rune, but just before the Icelance could do the same to the blue rune, the Warden’s fingers flickered through a series of gestures. Max’s Icelance unraveled in midflight. 
 
    “That’s Counter Spell!” Nesura barked. “Get it as a Flux spell, Max! Quickly!” 
 
    But Max was already casting Arcane Flux ahead of the familiar’s urging. White-blue light danced across his fingers and pulsed from his body. 
 
      
 
    Counter Spell 
 
    Learning process: 50% 
 
    Instantaneous spell 
 
    Level 3 
 
    Unravels target spell (ineffective against spells of higher Level) 
 
    Mana Cost: 24 
 
      
 
    The Warden doesn’t want all those runes dimmed, Max thought as all the runes began filling with light once more. That means they absolutely need to be dimmed, so I have to get past its Counter Spell somehow. 
 
    Garlocke was limping by now, one of his forelimbs little more than a charred stump and the left side of his face crusted with bloodied ice. Max put up a Double Shield just as Marina refreshed her Triple Shield. 
 
    “Get back here, Garlocke!” he called to the raptor as he brought his bow once more into his grasp.  
 
    Garlocke stumbled behind the Shield spells, just as a cluster of disc monsters loosed a barrage of fire and ice upon him. 
 
    “Heal him!” Max told Flora, before bringing his bow up and rapid-firing into the midst of the disc monsters pursuing the raptor. His arrows sliced into crimson and blue eyes or punched into underbelly maws, sending the grotesque creatures spiraling away with yelps of pain. Spinning on his heel, Max adjusted the angle of his bow and began shooting over Marina’s shoulder at the thunder shrikes harrying her with their beaks and lightning bolts. 
 
    The misshapen birds staggered back as arrows began punching into their torsos and necks. A few fell, but most of them simply flapped away, squawking in indignation. Without the Momentum spell augmenting the power of his shots, Max couldn’t inflict enough damage to slay a thunder shrike or a disc monster with a single arrow. 
 
    The Warden raised its hand. An ominous chant rolled from its lipless mouth. A massive sphere of lightning began to coalesce before it. Max frantically slammed a Double Shield in front of the cohort, but he wasn’t sure it’d be enough to absorb the Warden’s incoming spell. He turned to Flora. 
 
    Garlocke was no longer by her side. Healed, the raptor was once more amidst the discs, ripping and tearing. As Max watched, the beast eviscerated an ice disc and led a barrage of Firebolts and Icebolts chasing him upon a cluster of cyclopean initiates. Max swiftly returned his regard to Flora. 
 
    The Defender had put aside her shield. She had her left hand raised and her gauntleted fingers pointed at the crackling ball of electricity in front of the Warden. Her lips moved through the motions of spell-casting. 
 
    A massive column of lightning roared out from the Warden’s spread palms. It smashed through Max’s Double Shield and bore down upon the cohort, threatening to turn all of them into ash. A round ornate shield of golden light flashed into existence to intercept the Warden’s electrical spell. 
 
    Lightning roiled and writhed as it struck the golden shield, before rebounding upon the Warden. The monster flinched, but the tide of electrical energy vanished as it struck the dais and dimmed the white rune. 
 
    The golden shield vanished. Flora summoned another Triple Shield, anchoring their position behind layered barriers of white light, before she pulled out a Mana potion and drained its contents. 
 
    “Nicely done,” Max said, his bow singing all the while and sending monsters reeling away in pain. “Is that your new Level 4 spell?” 
 
    “Yes,” Flora replied. “It’s called Aegis. It reflects any single attack originating from foes up to two Levels above me, but it drains a lot of my Mana. I can’t cast it too many times.” 
 
    “I’ll probably need you to cast it once more,” Max said, putting his bow away and equipping his sword and staff. “For now, I want you to keep everyone else safe. Felix will need a bit more support. I think the monsters are catching onto him.” 
 
    “Got it, Max.” Flora hefted her shield and drew her sword. “What’re you going to do?” 
 
    “I’m going to take care of the Warden,” Max said, pouring the contents of a Mana potion down his throat. He strode out from the protection of Flora’s Shield spells and charged toward the dais, casting Earthen Wrath, Flame Strike, Frost Blade, and Lightning Edge in rapid succession. 
 
    “You dare challenge me alone?” the cyclopean monster said. “Your courage is laudable, if not foolish!” 
 
    Tendrils of ice discs, fire discs, and thunder shrikes broke off from the main fray and swooped into Max’s path. He hurled himself into their midst with a Lightness Step, drawing squawks of surprised horror from their misshapen beaks and maws. His blade cleaved through their ranks, the elemental energies wreathing its length cycling among earth, flame, and frost, at the speed of Max’s thoughts.  
 
    Ice discs fell, shorn into pieces by a fiery edge. Thunder shrikes died with magical acid eating away their innards and their beaks perforated by shards of stone. Fire discs scattered into cloven and frozen chunks. 
 
      
 
    Elemental antipathy within Graywind Mage Tower exploited x44 
 
    Victory Shard acquisition rate increased by 44% for the next 44 seconds 
 
      
 
    Max tore through the monsters and stood within blade’s reach of the dais, lightning coruscating down Stridentsong’s length. A flicker of uncertainty flashed across the Warden’s singular eye. Before the monster could say anything, Max struck at the empty air above the dais. 
 
    The white rune dimmed, but flames trailed Stridentsong’s arc. The blade endured, but its hilt turned hot in Max’s grasp. Steeling his will, Max struck twice more, the elemental imbuement on his sword changing to frost, then flame in turn. The blue rune and the red rune dimmed. Stridentsong’s hilt smoked in his grasp. The smell of his own burning flesh filled his nostrils. 
 
      
 
    Health: 42 [+5]/42 [+29] 
 
      
 
    But before he could strike with an earth elemental imbuement, the Warden gestured and caused a cluster of stone spikes to erupt from the floor beneath Max. Only his Prowess-enhanced dexterity and perception allowed him to leap away in time, suffering only a slight gash upon his shin, but he was now beyond blade’s length of the dais. He raised his hand and hurled a Stone Spear. 
 
      
 
    Health: 42 [+0]/42 [+29] 
 
      
 
    Predictably enough, the Warden used Counter Spell to unravel Max’s spell. Max cast Arcane Flux as he landed from his backward leap and dismissed Stridentsong. 
 
      
 
    New spell acquired! 
 
      
 
    Counter Spell 
 
    Flux Spell: Not ready 
 
      
 
    “Get back, vermin!” the Warden spat. It gestured again, and a swirl of multi-colored light appeared in front of the dais. Only a single ice disc emerged. The Warden raised its hands and began casting a long and involved spell. 
 
    “That’s Animus!” Nesura cried. “Don’t miss out on it, Max!” 
 
    “Of course,” he muttered. “It’s not like I’ve got anything else to worry about at the moment.” 
 
    A quick glance over his shoulder told him that the rest of the cohort had things in hand, at least for the moment. Between Felix and Garlocke, the monsters were brutalized and harried at close range, allowing Marina to pick apart targets that weren’t ice discs with her spells. Flora alternated between the melee and defending the Elementalist, cleaving skulls with her blade, casting Healing spells on Felix and Garlocke, and renewing her Shield spells along the way. 
 
    Max turned his attention back to the Warden and cast Arcane Flux just as the monster finished its spell. 
 
      
 
    Animus 
 
    Learning process: 50% 
 
    Instantaneous spell 
 
    Level 3 
 
    Augments a familiar or allied summons 
 
    Mana Cost: 45 
 
    Arcanum Cost: 30 
 
    Material Component: 1 spirit core per cast 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Nesura roared triumphantly.  
 
    Max shook his head and put the familiar’s jubilation out of his mind. The ice disc had swelled to quadruple its size. Twin scythe-like forelimbs sprouted from the top of its now-upright and double-sectioned torso. Four multi-jointed legs emerged from the bottom of its body. Insectile wings unfolded from its back. Its single eye became two clusters of compound ones. 
 
      
 
    Monster: Frostbite Mantis 
 
    Level 3 (special condition) 
 
    Health: 63/63 
 
    Mana: 10/10 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 22 
 
    Dexterity: 20 
 
    Fortitude: 19 
 
    Perception: 6 
 
    Abilities 
 
    Blade Storm 
 
    Piercing Bite 
 
    Rending Cut 
 
    Rewards 
 
    Victory Shard value: 3 
 
    Treasure Class: C++ 
 
      
 
    Max called Stridentsong back to his grasp. The blade’s hilt was no longer hot, but gripping it in his blistered, weeping palm sent waves of agony rolling down Max’s forearm. Grunting, he pushed the pain to the back of his consciousness and squared off against the mantis. His weapon’s elemental imbuements were gone as well. They never lasted past Stridentsong’s dismissal, so Max would have to cast them anew. 
 
    “Behold!” the Warden cried. “My champion! You’ll find her swordplay to be more than a match for yours in a duel!” 
 
    Max leveled his Magus Staff at the mantis monster as it skittered toward him, gibbering sounds falling from its mandibles. The first Firebolt blew a huge, cauterized hole through its thorax. The second took off its head and washed over the dais, causing the red rune to go dim again. 
 
      
 
    Elemental antipathy within Graywind Mage Tower exploited x45 
 
    Victory Shard acquisition rate increased by 44% for the next 5 seconds 
 
      
 
    As if I were going to duel that monster, Max thought as the mantis fell and the Warden gawked in horror at its slain lackey. Only idiots would think about doing anything like that. 
 
    A surge of disgruntled irritation pricked at his consciousness, and he knew where it came from. Max looked down at Nesura and frowned. 
 
    “What?” he demanded. 
 
    “Nothing,” she huffed. 
 
    Beams of frost flashed from the Warden’s fingertips. Max danced away from the initial barrage, cast Flame Strike on Stridentsong to wreathe its length in tongues of fire, and intercepted the rest with a Thousandfold Thread blade form. The fiery imbuement wasn’t enough to totally ward off the Warden’s spells though, and Max gasped as he felt a deathly chill permeate his body. He backpedaled from the dais, leaving the Warden smirking and gloating upon the dais, and rejoined the cohort. 
 
      
 
    Health: 27 [+0]/42 [+29] (Chilled) 
 
      
 
    “Max!” Flora cried as she turned toward him. “You’re hurt!” 
 
    “Top up your Mana,” he instructed, nodding to the Warden, who was conjuring a colossal ball of flame. “We’re going to need your Aegis spell soon.” 
 
    Max moved past Flora and tapped Marina on the shoulder. The Elementalist impaled a trio of fire discs on an Icelance and turned to him. 
 
    “Once Flora’s spell reflects the Warden’s, I need you to cast an Icelance at it,” he said. 
 
    “Is that going to achieve anything?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Max looked past the Elementalist’s shoulder. Garlocke and Felix were fighting desperately to hold the monsters at bay. The Infiltrator had been caught and struck several times, judging by the singed hair on one side of his scalp and a weeping cut across his cheek. Garlocke was in much worse shape. His intestines were hanging from his belly, and he’d lost both his forelimbs, one sliced cleanly away by what could only be a thunder shrike beak and the other an icy stump of terminal frostbite. Still the raptor fought on stoically, latching his teeth onto a cyclopean initiate’s face and ripping its head from its shoulders. 
 
    Max turned back to the Warden. He set Double Shield aside from his readied Flux spells, replaced it with his newly acquired Counter Spell, and poured his last Mana potion down his throat. He raised his Magus Staff and cast Stone Spear and Jolting Arc. 
 
    The two spells fizzled harmlessly, but they dimmed the green and white runes on the dais, just as the Warden unleashed a massive comet of fire upon the cohort. Flora summoned her Aegis again, reflecting the monster’s fiery spell just as Marina fired off an Icelance. 
 
    The Warden’s single eye widened in alarm. It raised its hands and began casting Counter Spell. Max broke out into a headlong charge at the dais, the words to Counter Spell falling from his lips as well. 
 
    The Warden cast Counter Spell upon Marina’s Icelance. Max unraveled the monster’s spell with his own Counter Spell. The reflected flames washed over the dais, stealing the light from the red rune. Marina’s Icelance struck home, dimming the blue rune and rendering all four runes without light. 
 
    A sharp crack resounded through the air. The dais upon which the Warden stood crumbled into shards of pebble-sized stone, spilling the monster upon its rump. It gestured at Max as he closed in upon it. A tendril of lightning licked Stridentsong. Sudden spasms ran up the length of Max’s sword arm, strong enough to break bone and tear ligaments. The enchanted sword fell from his grasp and vanished. 
 
      
 
    Health: 17 [+0]/42 [+29] (Chilled, Shocked, Crippled: right hand) 
 
      
 
    Max clenched his jaw as agony spiked through his very being. He advanced. A spike of ice ripped through his side. He took another step forward, ducked beneath a scything shower of stone shards that still ripped across his scalp and raked ringingly against his back plate, and fell upon the Warden. 
 
      
 
    Health: 4 [+0]/42 [+29] (Chilled, Shocked, Crippled: right hand, Concussed, Bleed) 
 
      
 
    Max seized the monster’s throat in his left hand, bore it to the ground, and smashed its head against the remains of the dais. The Warden squealed and squirmed in his grasp, but its physical attributes were too weak to overpower Max. He slammed the monster against the broken ground once more, this time feeling something break inside its skull. Max roared, picked the Warden up, and dashed it repeatedly down. Ichor gushed from the monster’s mouth. Its struggles grew feebler. 
 
    He squeezed hard on the Warden’s throat. Something broke and tore beneath his grip. The monster gasped and flailed. Max released it and jammed his fingers into its oversized eye socket. Choking shrieks forced their way past the monster’s ruined throat. They rose to a crescendo as Max churned his fingers to secure a firm grip and tore the monster’s eye out. The organ left its socket with a moist pop, trailing an optic nerve that Max ripped free with his teeth. Surging to his feet, he stomped the Warden’s ruined face again and again, ichor spurting and bone breaking beneath every impact of his boot heel. 
 
    Eventually, the monster stopped moving. The edges of its body began to disintegrate, signaling its demise. Max tossed the crumbling eye from his left hand and spat on the Warden’s corpse. He glanced over his shoulder. 
 
    All the monsters that the Warden had summoned were dead, their bodies disintegrating upon the carpeted platform floor. Marina, Felix, and Flora were looking at Max with expressions that were equal parts horror and awe. Garlocke growled in approval. 
 
    “Everyone alright?” Max asked.  
 
    Stupefied nods greeted his question. 
 
    “Good. Looks like we’re done here,” he said, before collapsing. 
 
      
 
    Health: 1 [+0]/42 [+29] (Chilled, Shocked, Crippled: right hand, Concussed, Bleed) 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Max drew a gasping breath and opened his eyes. Flora leaned away, the white radiance of a Healing spell fading from her palm. She proffered a Health potion. 
 
    “Here you go, Max,” she said softly. “We almost lost you there. Good thing I still had enough Mana left to cast Cleanse alongside High Heal to keep your heart beating.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Max said, thumbing the seal off the potion vial and pouring its contents down his throat. He glanced at his Soul Lens. 
 
      
 
    Health: 42 [+16]/42 [+29] 
 
      
 
    Flora stood and offered her hand. He clasped it and got to his feet with her help. 
 
    “How long have I been out?” he asked. 
 
    “A few minutes, at most,” Nesura said. The bat had a strangely wistful, disgruntled look on her face. “And here I was, thinking that this was it. You’re dead, and my humiliation is done. But of course Flora here had to do her thing.” 
 
    Max shook his head and ignored Nesura’s grumbling. Garlocke limped over, on the verge of death. 
 
    “Good fight,” the raptor said. “We slew many foes, and we got stronger.” 
 
    “We did?” Max asked and took a closer look at his Soul Lens. 
 
      
 
    Victory Shards: 10,021 
 
    Level 4 attained 
 
      
 
    Flora’s eyes widened in amazement. She called out to Felix and Marina, who were gathering the scattered silver pieces and a curious medallion of black stone that the slain mantis had left behind. 
 
    “Marina! Felix! Max has gotten to Level 4!” Flora announced. 
 
    “By the Verdant Gods, Max!” Felix said as he hurried over along with Marina. “You’ve been what, a Knight Errant for a fortnight or so, and you got to the highest Level already? That’s incredible!” 
 
    “It definitely is,” Marina agreed, whistling in awe. “I don’t believe any Knight-Errant in history has ever made as much progress as you have in so little time. So how does it feel, you two, to stand at the pinnacle of Knight-Errantry?” 
 
    “But it’s not the pinnacle,” Max reminded her. “We can get all the way to Level 99 now. Jonn hit Level 7 the moment he stepped into the Apocalypse Horizon, remember?” 
 
    “That’s right.” Marina scratched her head. “It’s really something to get used to, you know? For two hundred years, no Knight-Errant has gone past Level 4. Our entire history and culture has been shaped around that fact. Things are going to change, for sure.” 
 
    Garlocke bumped Max’s shoulder with his battered snout. The raptor’s summoning duration was up. Max nodded and gave Garlocke’s head a few scratches before the raptor’s body dissolved into black smoke. 
 
    “Well, hurray. I’m still a rodent,” Nesura complained. “But here, at least you got this.” 
 
      
 
    New spell acquired! 
 
      
 
    Animus 
 
    Flux spell: not ready 
 
      
 
    Right. As long as I begin the learning process of a Warden’s spell, I get the spell after killing the monster regardless, Max recalled. He nodded at the bat. “Don’t worry. I haven’t forgotten what we talked about. I’ll use that spirit core on you and Garlocke later.” 
 
    “You’d better,” Nesura said. 
 
    “The Dungeon core has appeared,” Marina said, pointing with her thumb over her shoulder at a violet sphere floating in the air above where the Warden had been slain. “You said something about casting a spell on it instead of breaking it, so we left it intact. Also, I’ve placed your Warden item in your ring of holding. It’s still unclaimed, so you can take a look at it later.” 
 
    “What about the rest of you? Have you claimed your Warden items?” Max asked. “Or do you want to use them to enhance an existing one?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind,” Felix said, tapping his runic belt buckle. Max nodded, remembering how Felix had gotten that item after beating the Warden of the Kobold Hills. 
 
    “Sure. We can work on that later too.” Max turned to Marina and Flora. “The two of you are fine?” 
 
    “I’ve got a Level 2 soul-bound item,” Marina said. “But I’m holding onto that, so don’t worry about me.” 
 
    “All my Soul-bound items except the one I received from this Warden are Level 4,” Flora said. The Defender hefted a wicked looking warhammer. 
 
      
 
    Final Tap: Soul-Bound weapon 
 
    Warhammer +3 
 
    Sure +1, Sundering +1, Ethereal Touch 
 
      
 
    Flora nodded. Her Soul Lens screen flickered. 
 
      
 
    Ethereal Touch 
 
    Weapon can affect incorporeal foes as if they were corporeal 
 
      
 
    “That’ll come in handy against wraiths, dark spirits, air or fire elementals, and the like,” Flora explained, before dismissing the weapon like Max would dismiss Stridentsong. 
 
    Well, looks like wraiths, dark spirits, and elementals are real things, at least in Dungeons, Max thought, before chuckling inwardly. Of course they would be. He’d fought flesh-eating ghouls, vampires, and just recently, an entire Dungeon full of disc-shaped monsters, cyclopean humanoids, and misshapen birds. Wraiths and dark spirits, oft-mentioned entities in folklore and myth, were far less strange in comparison. 
 
    No, not really, Max ruminated. I think I’ve read myths that described monsters like the ones here before. 
 
    He shook his head. Now was not the time for such idle speculation, especially when there was a Dungeon core to deal with. Max strode toward the violet sphere and cast Temporal Equalization. 
 
    A pocketwatch of green light appeared. Its hands spun, filling the air with an eerie ticking sound. The core shuddered and spiraled into the heart of the watch. The air around the cohort began to crack, as if it were a broken mirror. Everything upon the platform—shelves, lamps, the broken dais—became two-dimensional and cascaded into shards of light. 
 
    Max blinked. He found himself standing before a clock tower of green light identical to the one that had emerged after he’d conquered the Feast of Dusk. Ice discs and fire discs spiraled in the skies, their movements erratic from obvious confusion. The clock tower tolled, and the monsters fled, shrieking as they disappeared past the ruined buildings of apocalyptic Misktown. 
 
    “Nice!” Felix crowed, pumping his fist. “No more Level 99 monsters here anymore.” 
 
    “A place teeming with Level 3 monsters isn’t exactly a paradise, but I’m guessing that the immediate area around this clock tower is safe, right?” Marina asked. 
 
    “No reason it wouldn’t be.” Max reached out and touched the clock tower. Green light washed over his vision, and then he was standing atop the tower, just beneath its bell. Flashes of light in the corner of his vision told him that the cohort had followed him up too. 
 
    A screen hung just below the bell. 
 
      
 
    Temporal Equalization Complete 
 
    Time to next temporal destabilization: 14.23.58.22 
 
      
 
    “A bit more than two weeks,” Flora muttered. “That’s plenty of time.” 
 
    “No, wait. There’s something else,” Felix said, pointing further down the screen. 
 
      
 
    Equalize next two temporal loci to prevent temporal destabilization 
 
      
 
    Max lowered his gaze to the bottom of the screen, and to his dismay, he found two ornate compass wheels there, their northern arrows pointing in different directions. He walked to the edge of the bell platform, retrieved his looking glass from his belt pouch, and lifted it to his eye. 
 
    Benatown lay adjacent to Misktown, and at its heart, roughly another twenty miles from its outskirts, was a curious round stone building with spiked crimson chains draped all over its surface. Bloody prints of inhuman hands decorated the building. Max angled his Soul Lens at the Dungeon. 
 
      
 
    Slaughterhouse of Infinite Blood 
 
    Dungeon: Level 99 
 
    Monsters 
 
    UNKNOWN 
 
      
 
    “That looks like a cheerful place,” Felix muttered uneasily. “Why can’t Dungeons have less ominous names?” 
 
    “Graywind Mage Tower wasn’t so bad,” Marina said. “And the Kobold Hills sound downright pleasant.” 
 
    Max walked over to the opposite edge of the bell platform and raised his looking glass. Graiatown sat further outland from Pureheart’s Sacrifice than Benatown. In fact, it was adjacent to Hisktown. A gigantic ship lay at its heart, thrice as large as Graiatown’s main hall. It was right out of a history book, with vast sails of tattered canvas and a hull obviously meant for the sea, given its wave-cutting curves. The Valeris Dominion was a landlocked nation, its main sources of water stemming from massive lakes within its domain. It had no use for seafaring ships. Only the Banelar Kingdom did, being a nation composed largely of coastal cities. 
 
    Ten miles from the Dominion’s northern border lay what was now known as the Scarlet River, which led out to the sea. Mountain ranges flanked and fed it with snowmelt streams, and beyond those mountain ranges lay the Hunnite Khanate that had gone to war with the Dominion to secure control over the river and its surrounding valleys. Dungeons didn’t manifest in the mountain range and its surrounding regions, probably due to the overlapping or resonating ambient effects of Pureheart’s Sacrifice and whatever fell sorcery the Khanate used to preserve their vile nation and culture. This meant that the conflict had purely been amongst humans, and enough bodies had clogged up the Scarlet River over the course of the war to turn it into a pestilent, inhabitable hell-scape that neither the Khanate nor the Dominion could use. Both nations had declared victory and pulled their forces back then, signaling an end to the fighting, but not necessarily to the war. 
 
    Max sighed and pulled his thoughts to the present as he angled his Soul Lens at the ship. 
 
      
 
    Kraken’s Wrath 
 
    Dungeon: Level 99 
 
    UNKNOWN 
 
      
 
    Banelings know about ships, right? Maybe I should think about bringing a Baneling Knight-Errant here, Max thought. Or not. I didn’t know anything about vampire mansions or mage towers, and I still did fine. 
 
    “Alright. Felix, let’s get your soul-bound item sorted out first,” he said, taking out Turanos and manifesting its anvil. “After that, we’ll set down a Warp Dais and return to Hisktown to regroup with Jonn. We’ll decide what to do from there.” 
 
    The Infiltrator placed a belt buckle and soul-bound item on the anvil. Max tapped the former with Turanos and struck the latter and began the Flux Fabrication process. It didn’t take him too long before he was done. 
 
      
 
    Flux Fabrication successful 
 
      
 
    Soul-Bound item Trickster’s Buckle +2 is now Trickster’s Buckle +3 
 
      
 
    Max tossed the belt buckle back to Felix, who grinned and projected a Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Trickster’s Buckle +3: Soul-Bound item 
 
    On equip: 
 
    Circumvention spell and Cloak spell cost 3 less Mana per cast and function at +1 Level efficacy 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Max!” he said. “That should count toward your skill progression too.” 
 
    Max glanced at his Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Progress to Level 3 Flux Fabrication skill: 2/10 
 
      
 
    “It does,” he agreed. “Now, let’s—“ 
 
    “Before we continue, let’s go back down to ground level first,” Marina said. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but the wind gets pretty chilly so high up.” 
 
    The cohort touched the bell’s clapper and returned to the base of the clock tower. Marina and Felix sat on their haunches, exhaustion evident on their faces. 
 
    “We’re all spent, Max,” Flora said. “Maybe we should just head back to Hisktown right away, like you said. Jonn and the Truesteel staff should have set up some kind of shelter or base camp there by now.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s a good idea.” Max retrieved a Warp Dais from his ring of holding, set it down in front of the clock tower, and attuned its connection to the one at the Hisktown clock tower. Blue light glowed faintly from the runes across its surface. He turned to the cohort. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” he said, before stepping onto the dais. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bustle and activity greeted Max as he stepped away from the Hisktown clock tower. As Flora had predicted, the Truesteel clan had established a base camp there in the form of an open-air compound that sported freshly erected storage shacks, wooden storefronts, and even an outdoor tavern. Tents had been set up a short distance away from the clock tower but still within range of its immediate protection. 
 
    Knights-Errant swarmed everywhere, trading boasts and haggling with the Truesteel retail clerks manning the storefronts. The air was thick with raised voices, the jangle of loosened armor, the rustling of weapons in their sheaths, and the crunching of erratic footfalls. 
 
    All that fell away into silence as first one, then another Knight-Errant caught sight of Max. 
 
    “By the Verdant Gods, it’s him, isn’t it?” said a bearded Knight-Errant who’d been walking past the clock tower. “Hey everyone! The Apocalypse Knight’s back!” 
 
    The word spread rapidly, and within moments, Max found himself surrounded by a ring of eager faces. Frantic questions rained upon his ears. 
 
    “I can’t believe this is real…!” 
 
    “What did you see out there?” 
 
    “Your Classification? I’ve never heard of…!” 
 
    “Did you do it, Strident? Did you stop the incursion?” Jonn’s voice rumbled over the crowd, prompting another wave of silence. The Knights-Errant parted ranks to let the esteemed Warmonger through. Jonn approached, his armored form towering over everyone else’s, and came to a halt in front of Max. 
 
    “We did,” Max replied, projecting a Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Temporal Equalization Complete 
 
    Time to next temporal destabilization: 14.23.48.02 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got a bit over two weeks, but things have gotten a little more difficult,” he said. “I’ll explain to you in a bit.”  
 
    “Well done, Strident.” Jonn nodded and sighed in relief. He looked past Max’s shoulder to Flora, Marina, and Felix. “And the three of you as well. You’ve saved us all.” 
 
    The Warmonger turned to the rest of the Knights-Errant. “Give them some space, everyone. Return to what you’ve been doing. We’ll have more information soon.” 
 
    The gathered Knights-Errant exchanged glances amongst themselves, shrugged, and dispersed. Some of them returned to the tavern’s benches and tables. Others walked to the area where tents had been laid out. A fair number returned to their business with the Truesteel clerks. But most of them walked away from the clock tower and beyond its immediate protection, before disappearing into the depths of apocalyptic Hisktown. 
 
    “The streets are still thick with ghouls,” Jonn explained. “Many have been hunting them while you were away.” 
 
    “Working on their Levels? That’s sensible,” Max said, following Jonn as the Warmonger led them to a storefront. “Looks like you managed to round up quite a few people here, Jonn. What kind of numbers are we looking at, exactly?” 
 
    “I can’t give you an exact count,” Jonn replied. “But we’ve got about a hundred Knights-Errant here at any given time, with maybe three times as many moving through the portal every day.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Max said. “I don’t think there’s enough space for that many people to camp here anyway. It’s probably better if they’re based in the Errantry Mansion and do the bulk of their resupplying there.” 
 
    “True. That would tax our stock here a bit less too,” Flora agreed. The Defender smiled as they neared the storefront. It was manned by Stephens, the clerk that had assisted Max during his first visit to the Truesteel outlet near the Blue Trumpet tavern. “Hello, Stephens. It’s good to see you.” 
 
    “Greetings, my lady.” The neatly dressed man bowed. He adjusted his gold-rimmed spectacles as he stood. “And a good day to you too, Mister Strident. Congratulations on your victory.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Max said. “We’ll need a moment to sort our belongings out, then we’ll probably need some help converting our metal pieces to currency, though it might be easier if we do that at the outlet in the Errantry Mansion instead.” 
 
    “Indeed, sir,” Stephens agreed. “Our staff can assist with the conversion of small amounts of Dungeon metal, but larger sums are best processed at one of our outlets. But that’s not why Mister Crask has brought you here.” 
 
    “Has it something to do with the large number of storefronts set up here?” Flora asked. “You have nearly a dozen running at the same time, and I can hardly believe father would authorize something like this, even for a few hundred Knights-Errant, unless…” 
 
    “The Slayer is here, along with nearly all of the Venture Spears,” Jonn said. “Other guilds have negotiated licenses with him to have access to the Apocalypse Horizon, and we can expect to see their cohorts here soon.” 
 
    “Which means that this place is going to expand into a full-blown trading hub and staging area for Knights-Errant,” Max concluded. “The Truesteel clan, being first on the scene, seeks to solidify their presence here by setting up as many storefronts and securing as many customers and their goodwill as possible.” 
 
    “Very astute, sir.” Stephens smiled. “And we all know how goodwill spreads and results in further customers. But that’s still not the main point here. The Slayer, for better or worse, is the Guild Master of the Venture Spears, and he wields more influence, though less renown, than Mister Crask.” 
 
    “So what?” Max asked. “If he’s here, that means he’s going to help, right? And we need all the help we can get at the moment. He seems like a smart fellow, bringing the entire guild here so that Knights-Errant can earn Victory Shards, metal pieces, and maybe enchanted items.” 
 
    “The more high-Leveled, skilled, and well-equipped Knights-Errant there are, the greater the pool of people I have to choose from to form my cohort,” Max continued. “We might even be able to work out a system where we have two or three cohorts attacking a Dungeon at once, since my Temporal Equalization spell now has a range of forty feet.” 
 
    “That’s all well and good, Max, but I know the Slayer,” Marina said, frowning. “If you think he’s willing to play second fiddle to you, you’re sorely mistaken. And now that you’re Level 4 and you’ve gotten there so quickly, I don’t doubt he’s feeling threatened. I expect he’s going to humble you somehow, by making you swear some kind of oath of allegiance.” 
 
    “Well, I’m a guild member, and he’s the master, so isn’t some kind of allegiance clause already implied there?” Max asked. 
 
    “It’s very implied,” Marina said. “The Venture Spears have always been more of a loose network than an actual organization, and the Slayer has always been content for it to stay that way as long as people sing his praises and pay the guild’s membership fees.” 
 
    Of course there’s a fee. Max rolled his eyes. “Alright, I’ll play nice with him. The Apocalypse Horizon is too large a threat for egos to get in the way. He wants me to butter him up? No problem. I’d be happy to do that as long as we keep making progress and keep the incursions at bay.” 
 
    “If only it were that simple, Strident,” Jonn said, grimacing in obvious regret. “Perhaps I should not have gone to him in the first place, but I wasn’t confident I could rally enough to our cause by myself.” 
 
    “It’s that bad, huh?” Max grunted and shook his head. “Could you explain why?” 
 
    “This might be only hearsay gleaned from our staff, but it is alarming enough to be taken seriously,” Stephens said. “The Slayer possesses a geas item, and he intends to use it on you. It will bind your will to his permanently. Such a practice goes against every tenet of Knight-Errant culture and society, but he might be able to convince the masses that his actions are justified, given the unusual circumstances and the stakes at hand.” 
 
    “A geas item?” Max asked. “I’m guessing it’s an enchanted item that will make me his mindless slave? But why? What does he have to gain from this?” 
 
    “He gets to slake his ego, for one thing,” Marina said. “But I think it’s bigger than that.” 
 
    “It definitely is,” Max said, clenching his jaw. “I came out of nowhere and brought the Apocalypse Horizon with me into the world of the Knights-Errant, throwing everything into disarray. The Slayer’s got to show that he’s in control, because if he doesn’t, no one’s going to care about him being a guild master when all is said and done with the Apocalypse Horizon. And the best way to show that you’re in control is to actually be in control. Absolute, unchallengeable control, with no rogue Knights-Errant running around and actually fixing the problem without him.” 
 
    “He would risk the world for his position as a guild master?” Felix asked incredulously. “Why?” 
 
    “He also stands to gain politically from this, if he plays his cards right,” Max continued. “If he’s the one who fixes the Apocalypse Horizon and stops Artur Brightblade, all the other guilds he’s invited here will tread very lightly around the Venture Spears and fill his pockets even more readily. After all, one of the greatest tenets of politics is to never let a crisis go to waste.” 
 
    “Where is the Slayer?” Flora demanded. “The Truesteel clan won’t stand for this!” 
 
    “Unfortunately, my lady, your father has already indicated his neutrality in such matters,” Stephens said. “The Truesteel clan will not intervene in the affairs of the Venture Spears, even if you are a scion of the former and a member of the latter. And as for where the Slayer is, I believe he’s gone monster-hunting with his cohort. They left scarcely an hour ago, so they might be back later tonight, or they might choose to head back to the Errantry Mansion right away from wherever they are, returning only tomorrow.” 
 
    “Good.” Max clasped Flora on the shoulder guard as she fumed. “I’m not in the mood to deal with his nonsense right now, but I will be after a bit of rest, which we all need. I want to ask about the geas item though. If it strips one of free will, wouldn’t that also prevent me from casting spells?” 
 
    “Geas items are rare, but I believe the user of such an item could command his slave to cast any spell the latter knew,” Stephens explained. “But the victim of a geas item would be little more than a breathing automaton otherwise. Why?” 
 
    “Maybe some people just need to see what I can do as myself rather than as a spell puppet for the Slayer,” Max said. “It’s one avenue of persuasion I have in mind. Or maybe I should just kill him and put an end to this farce.” 
 
    Nesura cackled approvingly into his mind. The familiar had tucked herself deep within his belt pouch before he’d stepped onto the Warp Dais, knowing just how much of a furor her presence could potentially cause among uninformed Knights-Errant. 
 
    “If you do that, you make an enemy of the Venture Spears and become a pariah amongst Knight-Errant society,” Stephens said. “You might even find yourself fighting every Knight-Errant here.” 
 
    “Well, not everyone,” Felix pointed out. He looked into the distance, past the protection of the clock tower, and put his hand on the hilt of his dagger. “But I like Max’s thinking. Wouldn’t it be convenient if he were to meet an accident out there and have his corpse eaten by ghouls?” 
 
    “It will be a dark day when Knights-Errant turn their blades on each other in anger,” Jonn said. “I would prefer for such a day to never come.” 
 
    “Knights-Errant have never killed one another before?” Max asked. “Not in two hundred years?” 
 
    “Few and isolated cases, the majority of which occurred through accident or incompetence,” Stephens said. “And then there are the terminally deranged, who thirst for human blood, Knight-Errant or not. But no, large-scale open conflict has never occurred among the Knights-Errant, which is more than could be said for the world of the Mundanes.” 
 
    Max grimaced at the term. A Mundane was simply anyone without a Soul Lens. Before his encounter with Artur Brightblade, Max had been a Mundane as well. 
 
    “Well, thanks for the warning, Stephens,” Max said. “I’ll deal with the Slayer one way or the other.” 
 
    “You will have my support, Strident,” Jonn said. “I will advocate against the use of the geas item.” 
 
    “You can add my support to the list,” Flora declared. “Abiding slavery is no better than engaging in it! I’m going to give my father a piece of my mind!” 
 
    “Thanks, you two. I really appreciate it.” Max turned to Felix and Marina, who had grown increasingly uneasy at the discussion. “Felix, you’ve never killed anyone before, right? Let’s have you stay that way. Marina, too. Thanks for helping me out with Graywind Mage Tower, but I think you both should take some time off now and enjoy the money we’ve made.” 
 
    “Speaking of money, let’s get all our metal pieces sorted out, shall we?” Marina said, reaching for her ring of holding.  
 
    The cohort gathered over Stephens’s desk, and when all was said and done, Max ended up with a cut of two hundred and twenty-two copper pieces and four hundred and eight silver pieces. 
 
    “Hey, Stephens, can I just place an order with you now and have my things delivered here?” Max asked. “I can’t really be bothered to make the trip back to the Errantry Mansion. I’ll toss in a tip of ten copper pieces for your trouble, too.” 
 
    “The tip is entirely unnecessary, sir,” Stephens said, “and of course, I can arrange for your exchanged currency and desired items to be delivered here by tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Great,” Max replied. 
 
    “Hey, Max. Don’t forget about this,” Felix said, hefting the medallion of black stone left behind by the frostbite mantis. “You took down that horrible monster all by yourself, so there’s no question this is yours.” 
 
    Max took the medallion and angled his Soul Lens at it. 
 
      
 
    Midnight Charm: Expendable item 
 
    On activation: shields user from the effects of dark elemental energy for 30 seconds 
 
      
 
    I guess it’ll come in handy when I use one of my Miasmic spells, he thought, before shoving the medallion into one of his belt pouches. “Thanks, Felix.” 
 
    “No, thank you, Max.” The Infiltrator clasped hands with him, wrist-to-wrist. “You made me rich!” 
 
    “And got you to Level 3. Don’t forget about that,” Max said, grinning. He turned to Marina. “Thanks, Marina. It’s been a pleasure, just like last time.” 
 
    “Likewise, Max.” The Elementalist gave him a brief hug. “You take care of yourself, alright? Don’t do anything too crazy now. And don’t let Nessy get away with being too mean to you.” 
 
    “I will ravish your pretty boy, woman,” the bat hissed from Max’s belt pouch. “And I will make you watch.” 
 
    “Don’t threaten me with a good time,” Marina quipped, before putting her arm through Felix’s. They said their goodbyes to Flora, bowed once more to Jonn, and began making their way to the Warp Dais that would take them to the portal and beyond the Apocalypse Horizon. 
 
    “Max, I will head over to my father’s manor immediately,” Flora declared. “I will talk some sense into him, and then I’ll be back before the Slayer returns. He’s not going to have his way.” 
 
    “No, he isn’t,” Max said. “Thanks, Flora. I’ll see you in a bit.” 
 
    The Defender nodded and strode away, her jaw clenched and her eyes grim. 
 
    “She’s not going to accomplish anything, is she?” Nesura whispered into his mind. 
 
    “If her father has any sense, he’ll keep her away until this whole mess is resolved,” Max agreed. “Which is for the best, really. Things are going to get really ugly around here.” 
 
    “I will keep trying to rally support behind you, Strident,” Jonn said. “Stripping someone of his free will is anathema to everything the Knights-Errant stand for. I will not abide this, and many share my sentiments. I just have to get them to make their voices heard.” 
 
    “Let’s put all that nonsense from the Slayer aside, for a moment, Jonn. I need to give you a clearer picture of what the situation is regarding the Apocalypse Horizon. We’ve put a pause on the incursion, but we now have two Dungeons to take care of before time runs out. One is in Benatown, and the other is in Graiatown.” 
 
    “Two. I see. And so far apart, too.” Jonn grimaced. “Do you think we can get to them in time?” 
 
    “Hopefully. I’m thinking of setting off first thing tomorrow, so do you know where I can get a bit of privacy? It’s been a long day, and I’d like to sleep without having to worry about waking up in chains.” 
 
    “I have set up a tent,” Jonn said. “It’s got my name written on its side, and no one will disturb you inside. You can have it for the night. I’ll spend the night at the Errantry Mansion. I might even be able to round up some cohort members for you.” 
 
    “Got it, Jonn. Thanks.” Max clasped hands with the Warmonger, and Jonn left, disappearing into the midst of the milling Knights-Errant. He turned his full attention to Stephens, who’d already laid out the Truesteel catalogue and pencil on his desk. 
 
    Max was now extremely rich. He restocked his normal arrows and ordered two quivers each of flame, frost, lightning, and earth enchanted ones, along with an enchanted bow that heightened the range and power of his shots. His half-plate armor had been battered and even outright punctured on one side, so he traded it in for a suit of full-plate that was enchanted for lightness and could be summoned in place over his body. Thinking of Felix’s anklets, he ordered a pair of enchanted boots that would not only boost his dexterity, but also triple his running speed. 
 
    Following that, he ordered another high-quality ring of holding, a potion rack capable of readying fifteen potions for quick access, and three dozen High Mana potions and High Health potions. He then asked about armor for Garlocke. 
 
    “Enchanted barding?” Stephens quirked his brow. “That’s an unusual request, since few Knights-Errant engage in mounted combat, but I believe we do have something in stock.” 
 
    The clerk pointed to a corner of the catalogue. 
 
    “We have a set of beast plate available,” Stephens said. “It offers resistance to most elements, and its dimensional enchantment allows it to fit its wearer. There’s been very little demand for armaments like that though, so it’s available for a much lower price than its enchantments would suggest.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll take it.” Max checked off the item. He ordered enough provisions to last two weeks and passed the catalogue back to the clerk. 
 
    “Goodness.” Stephens chuckled and shook his head. “You spent nearly an entire fortune in a single go. I could give you your change right away, from the limited coffers we have on site.” 
 
    “Works for me,” Max said.  
 
    Stephens reached beneath his desk, counted out six gold coins, and slid them over to Max. “A purchase of such magnitude deserves the highest priority, sir. I will have it processed immediately. Your items should arrive in a few hours, instead of by next morning.” 
 
    “Fantastic.” Max shook hands with the clerk. “I’ll swing by in the evening then?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Your purchases will be here by then.” Stephens bowed as Max walked away. 
 
    He spent some time at the tavern, digging into a plate of fried potatoes and steak and washing his food down with a mug of ale. It had been his first hot meal in nearly a week, and though the steak was a bit overcooked, the potatoes charred around the edges, and the ale somewhat watered down, he savored every bite and swallow of it. 
 
    “You’re going to have to kill him, you know, that Slayer fellow, and everyone who stands beside him,” Nesura said, nibbling on a piece of potato Max had dropped into his belt pouch. “I suggest you do so in as brutal a fashion as possible. Hack him into pieces and put his head on a sharpened stick. Do the same to his closest allies. Yes, that’d be a good start.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” Max raised his hand and signaled to the barkeeper for a refill. “It’s a shame. If he’s any good at all, I could have used someone like him to help me with the Dungeons, which will only be getting more difficult now, since I’m at Level 4.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, when are you going to use the Animus skill to bring me up to Level 4 too?” Nesura demanded. 
 
    “Why are you in such a hurry?” Max shot back. “Do you think you’ll develop a new spell or ability when you get to Level 4?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I know I didn’t when I attained Level 3.” Nesura snarled and squirmed in her seat. “Shouldn’t you be eager for me to gain power too? Then I’d be able to help you in battle.” 
 
    “You already do that with your Mana point reserves. But yeah, I’ll get you and Garlocke sorted out by tonight, because I’m going to need all the help I can get tomorrow.” 
 
    “When you’re preparing your Flux spells and abilities, do so with the mindset that you’re killing people, not monsters. Few of the souls here have any human blood on their hands, while yours are drenched crimson above the elbow. But I assure you, someone who kills for the first time in your name will often prove to be the staunchest of allies.” 
 
    “Complicity through bloodshed,” Max replied. “I’m very familiar with it.” 
 
    “Is that why you sent Flora, Marina, and the pretty boy away? You don’t want their loss of innocence on your conscience?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Max admitted. A tavern maid put a fresh mug of ale upon his table and smiled at him. He waved her away irritably. He’d broken a gold coin and put nearly a tenth of it on his tab with the barkeep. That was worth nearly an entire week of food and drinks. If she wanted a tip, she could collect it from that. 
 
    “They’re already loyal to you, Max,” Nesura whispered. “All you need to do to secure that loyalty and make it ironclad is to have them kill for you. And rut with Flora. She desires you, for reasons I cannot fathom, given how unattractive you are. But yes, rut with her. That would help a lot, too.” 
 
    “I have a better idea.” Max shoved Nesura deeper into the pouch and buckled the compartment flap over her head. “It involves you shutting up.” 
 
    Night had fallen by the time his ordered items arrived. Max had them transferred to his ring of holding’s secondary compartment and bade Stephens goodnight. He walked to the tent grounds and easily located Jonn’s tent beneath the moonlight and the flickering radiance of the torches and lamps scattered all across the base camp. The tent was a nondescript structure of olive-hued canvas.  
 
    Max opened the flap. The tent was empty, save for a neatly stacked bedroll. Jonn carried all his possessions on his person, it seemed, except for this tent and the bedroll. Max shrugged, ducked inside, and took out the sanctuary item. 
 
    “Better hide that somewhere here before you activate it,” Nesura said. “Monsters can’t affect a sanctuary item, but there’s nothing stopping another Knight-Errant from lighting it on fire and burning it and everything inside it to ash. Or dropping it into a vat of acid. Or…” 
 
    “Point taken,” Max said, shaking his head. He tucked the small wooden cabin figurine beneath the bedroll, hiding it from casual glances into the tent, and angled his Soul Lens upon it.   
 
      
 
    Lesser Sanctuary: Rare Enchanted item 
 
    Spatial distortion, rejuvenation, upgradeable 
 
      
 
    “How do I use it?” he asked Nesura. 
 
    “Direct some Mana into it, just like you would use that Focus Map of yours,” the familiar replied. 
 
    Max did so. The cabin pulsed with blue light, similar in hue to the radiance emanating from the Warp Daises. 
 
    And then Max was sitting upon a sturdy wooden chair at a table of carved logs. He blinked, slowly realizing that he had somehow been transported within the wooden cabin figurine. Relative to his senses, the cabin’s interior was rather spacious, measuring roughly eighteen feet by eighteen feet. Four sparse cots sat at one end of the cabin, and a magical fire crackled in a hearth a few strides away from the cots. 
 
    A narrow door sat at the other side of the cabin, and when Max approached, an amber screen flickered into view. 
 
      
 
    Exit Lesser Sanctuary? 
 
    Yes/No 
 
      
 
    Max shook his head and backed away. Nesura squirmed from his belt pouch, fluttered to the rafters, and hung upside down from them in true batlike fashion. She spread her wings and yawned. 
 
    “Ugh. Finally, a proper perch,” she said. “Maybe I’ll actually get a good night’s sleep. What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Max averted his gaze. “I was just wondering if you’d still be sleeping upside down if you ever get your old body back.” 
 
    “Which I would never have lost, if you weren’t such a dishonorable, cheating…” the bat began. 
 
    Ignoring her rant—something Max was becoming exceedingly good at—he took out the items he’d purchased and laid them out across the table. Next, he retrieved the spirit cores and put them on the table too. Nesura fell silent at the sight. 
 
    “How do I use the Animus skill?” Max said, looking to his Soul Lens and readying Animus as a Flux spell. “Do I just cast it, then chuck this spirit core at you?” 
 
    “No.” Nesura fluttered down from the rafters to flop onto the table. “You’ll need your Fabrication tool. Tap the spirit core with it to access its power, then cast Animus on me. You’ll have to reconcile the spirit core’s power with my soul within a certain amount of time.” 
 
    “What if I fail?” Max asked. “Does that mean the spirit core will be lost?” 
 
    “Yes, and you won’t fail, because I’ll guide you through the process. Animus was one of my abilities before you killed me. I fashioned bloodfang abominations with it, and they claimed hundreds of Challenger lives.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll follow your instructions to the letter, so if we mess up, it’s all on you,” Max said, retrieving Turanos and manifesting its anvil. 
 
    “What? No!” Nesura protested, but Max had already placed the spirit core on the anvil and tapped it lightly with Turanos. Bronze runes flashed into the air to hover in front of Max. 
 
      
 
    Spirit core disassembled 
 
    Animus available 
 
    Cast Animus on subject to commence Spirit Augmentation 
 
      
 
    “You impatient idiot!” Nesura cried, frantically flapping her wings against the table. Arcanum and Mana poured from her soul into Max’s, topping up his reserves. “Alright. Now, cast Animus on me.” 
 
    Max did so, pointing his index finger at the familiar and uttering the casting words of the spell. A slender beam of bronze light flashed forth and struck Nesura. Runes flickered into visibility above her head. 
 
      
 
    Spirit Augmentation underway 
 
    Arcanum: 40 
 
    Animus skill Level 1: 60 seconds to complete augmentation 
 
      
 
    “Great!” Nesura’s gaze flickered between the runes from the sphere to the ones above her. “That one. Take a bit off the top, then fit it into the fourth rune from the left above my head.” 
 
    Despite the vagueness of Nesura’s instructions, Max soon realized that he had no difficulty following them. It was a curious sensation, testament to the depth of the link between him and his familiar. He snatched the rune, did as Nesura said, and slotted it home. 
 
      
 
    50 seconds to complete augmentation 
 
      
 
    “Now, this one. You need to shave off the central portions,” Nesura said. “It goes alongside the second rune from the left.” 
 
      
 
    40 seconds to complete augmentation 
 
      
 
    Max worked swiftly, following Nesura’s instructions, and before he knew it, he was putting the final rune in place with about five seconds to spare. 
 
      
 
    Spirit augmentation successful 
 
    Nesura is now Level 4! 
 
      
 
    Nessy 
 
    Spirit Familiar 
 
    Level 4 
 
    Soul-Bound to Maximo Strident (Permanent) 
 
    Health: 7/7 
 
    Mana: 320/320 
 
    Arcanum: 200/200 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 1 
 
    Dexterity: 2 
 
    Fortitude: 1 
 
    Perception: 52 
 
    Abilities 
 
    Siphon Life 
 
    Fluffy but not so cute. Finally able to do something. Not much, though. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, there you go,” Max said. “You’ve got an ability.” 
 
    He focused on Nesura’s ability. 
 
      
 
    Siphon Life 
 
    Instantaneous Spell 
 
    Level 4 
 
    Mid-range projectile attack 
 
    Drains 4% of target’s Health. Half of the drained amount can be transferred to caster’s or owner’s Health point reserves 
 
    Mana Cost: 20 Mana 
 
      
 
    “Heh.” Max couldn’t help smirking. “What, you’re not going to thank your owner?” 
 
    Instead of unleashing a tirade of curses, Nesura turned to Max. Tears shone in her eyes, which startled him more than watching an ashen ghoul slay and devour Hector. 
 
    “Uh... what’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s one of my old spells,” Nesura whispered. “As a Queen of Blood, I used this to drain countless Challengers dry while they begged for mercy. Ah, their screams were music to my ears.” 
 
    “Well…” Max cleared his throat uneasily. “It seems like a really powerful spell to me. Taking away four percent of an enemy’s Health points might not sound much, but against a tough monster like a Warden, that adds up to quite a bit of Health, especially if you cast it again and again.” 
 
    Nesura sniffed, and to Max’s horror, she bowed to him, insofar as a bat could bow. 
 
    “Thank you for getting this back for me, Max,” she said. 
 
    “Right. You’re welcome,” Max replied and took out the Garlocke figurine. 
 
      
 
    Garlocke +3: Soul-Bound Summoning Totem 
 
    Consumes 40 Mana to call forth Garlocke, a laconic lizard, for 15 minutes 
 
      
 
    He took the second spirit core and placed it on the anvil. 
 
    “Do I need to summon Garlocke, or is it fine if I just work on his totem?” Max asked Nesura. 
 
    “You don’t need to summon him right now,” Nesura said, “but it wouldn’t hurt to do so when you’re done, just so you can check his status.” She nodded at the spirit core. “Go ahead and get started, Max. Tap the core with your Fabrication tool, then cast Animus on the totem. I’ll send over the necessary Mana and Arcanum right now.” 
 
    Max raised Turanos and tapped the spirit core first, bringing forth a cluster of bronze runes. Casting Animus on the totem had similar results. 
 
      
 
    Spirit Augmentation underway 
 
    Arcanum: 40 
 
    Animus skill Level 1: 60 seconds to complete augmentation 
 
      
 
    “Alright, now listen carefully,” Nesura said. “Take that rune, split it down the middle, and put it over there, just beneath the third one from the left.” 
 
    Max followed her instructions, finding the process smoother and easier than it had been the first time around. As he pushed the last rune into place, he abruptly realized that Nesura hadn’t been talking for the last ten seconds or so, neither out loud nor in his mind. 
 
    I just knew what to do, Max realized. He looked at the bat, and she wore a similarly bewildered expression on her inhuman features. 
 
    “You… you just drew on my knowledge and made it yours,” she said, before frowning. Max felt something slam shut upon the link between their minds. It wasn’t insurmountable by any means, and he knew it could push past the barrier with a thought, but he didn’t. 
 
    “Relax. I don’t care about your memories,” he said, before tapping his temple with a finger. “As for making your knowledge mine, I don’t think so. I can feel all those notions and concepts about spirit binding theory already disappearing.” 
 
    “Hmph. Well, it’s hardly surprising that your primitive human mind lacks the capacity to retain ideas and knowledge as sophisticated and exquisite as mine,” the bat scoffed. She raised a forelimb. “Anyway, you’ve successfully brought the scaly freak to Level 4. Congratulations.” 
 
      
 
    Spirit augmentation successful 
 
    Garlocke is now Level 4! 
 
      
 
    Max angled his Soul Lens at the totem. 
 
      
 
    Garlocke +4: Soul-Bound Summoning Totem 
 
    Consumes 30 Mana to call forth Garlocke, a laconic lizard, for 20 minutes 
 
      
 
    “That’s a bit odd,” Max commented. 
 
    “What is?” Nesura asked. 
 
    “You’re a bat, while Garlocke, for the most part, is this totem, an inanimate object,” Max said. “Why can’t I use Flux Fabrication and a spare Warden or Soul-bound item to enhance him?” 
 
    “He’s a spirit beast, not an item. The totem is merely an abstract embodiment of the cosmic energy that comprises his being,” Nesura explained. “And because he’s made entirely of cosmic energy, much like a monster is, he doesn’t have to worry about getting hurt or even killed, because the totem will just pull his scattered cosmic energy back together again over time.” 
 
    “That’s good to know,” Max said, picking up the totem and putting it on the table. “Let’s check on him, shall we?” 
 
    The raptor manifested in a wave of swirling smoke. He nodded to Max politely and flicked his tongue out at Nesura. 
 
    “Bats don’t taste nice,” Garlocke said. “In fact, they’re disgusting. I hate them.” 
 
    “Nobody asked you!” Nesura spat. 
 
    Max angled his Soul Lens at the raptor. 
 
      
 
    Garlocke 
 
    Spirit Beast: Raptor 
 
    Level 4 
 
    Soul-Bound to Maximo Strident 
 
    Health: 95/95 
 
    Mana: 14/14 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 24 
 
    Dexterity: 24 
 
    Fortitude: 22 
 
    Perception: 14 
 
    Abilities 
 
    Scything Reap 
 
    Lacerating Bite 
 
    Devastating Pounce 
 
      
 
    “I have grown stronger, like I said.” Garlocke blinked and cocked his head and looked at Max. “But you’ve made me stronger still. Thank you, Max.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome.” Max turned to the beast plate he’d bought for Garlocke and shook his head. It was a magnificently crafted harness of midnight blue steel, its plates interspersed with spikes. “I got this for you, but I’m not sure I thought things through. Do you need to put on this armor every time I summon you? That’s not very convenient.” 
 
    “No.” Garlocke walked over, tapped his snout on one of the harness sections. The armor vanished and reappeared over the raptor’s body, perfectly fitted with every buckle fastened and very stud anchored in place. “I know armor. I like armor. Thank you, Max.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’ll keep you alive a bit longer while you take hits for us,” Nesura said as she summoned a Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Heavy Barding +2: Crafted item 
 
    Fortification, Resistance 
 
      
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, Max, so here.” Nesura changed the words on the Soul Lens screen. “This is what the Resistance property means.” 
 
      
 
    Resistance 
 
    Reduces all elemental damage sustained by 5% 
 
      
 
    “It’s not much, but it’s still better than nothing.” Max shrugged, before rapping his knuckles lightly across Garlocke’s barding. “So what does this mean? The armor stays with you, even when you’re dismissed? And when I summon you again, you’ll appear with your armor on?” 
 
    “Yes.” The raptor cocked his head. “You find that odd. Why?” 
 
    “I guess I’m a bit surprised at how convenient magic is sometimes,” Max said. “But then again, I shouldn’t be. Most of the Dominion’s technology is fueled by Dungeon metal, which is magical. Without it, we wouldn’t have our trams, the canals, our miraculous farms, and so on. The Fyngian Continent’s desert would have swallowed us all up a long time ago.” 
 
    “You’d be fine.” Garlocke said. “You’ll kill many foes. Have much meat. Many wives and young.” 
 
    “Ugh. If the wives can somehow stand his face and choose that over starving to death.” Nesura made an overexaggerated gagging noise. 
 
    “Ugly and disgusting bats don’t get to comment on others’ looks.” Garlocke flicked his tongue out at Nesura again. A dull ache began to build behind Max’s eyes. 
 
    “Alright, alright. Enough, the both of you.” Max sighed. He nodded to Garlocke. “You can go get some rest now, Garlocke. I’ll probably need you in the morning.” 
 
    “Yes,” Garlocke said, dissolving into a swirl of smoke. 
 
    “I’ll bite that scaly freak’s eyes out!” Nesura raved. 
 
    “You’re done if he bites you back,” Max replied. “Now hush. Get some sleep.” 
 
    The bat scoffed and fluttered up to the rafters once more. She looked down at Max from her inverted perch. 
 
    “Max?” she said. 
 
    “What?” He looked up and met her gaze. 
 
    “Thanks again,” Nesura said. “Let’s keep killing more things and acquiring more power.” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” Max replied, but the bat had already covered her face behind her wings. Soft snores rolled from her. 
 
    Shaking his head, Max turned to the other items he’d laid out across the table. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The first purchase Max looked at were his new boots. Dark in hue, they were of a sturdy and sensible cut and design. Glowing runes lined the cuffs, but they were small enough to not be ostentatious, a fact which Max deeply appreciated. He detested many things, but one of the things he disliked the most were gaudy, over-adorned boots or shoes, favored by the perfumed popinjays that plagued the Oligarchic Palace. 
 
    A man’s footwear should be tasteful, by the Verdant Gods, he thought. 
 
    Max took off his old boots, set them aside, and pulled on his new ones, sighing wistfully as he did so. Every soldier appreciated a pair of comfortable, broken in boots, and Max’s had been very broken in and comfortable enough. But every soldier also knew about the pinching tribulations of new boots. Max winced as he tightened the laces and stood, expecting his feet to sting in protest. 
 
    To his surprise, the boots didn’t pinch at all. In fact, they were luxuriously comfortable.  He took a few tentative steps, finally noticing the added precision of his movements and the sharpness of his reflexes. 
 
      
 
    Boots of Swiftness +4: Crafted item 
 
    On equip: 
 
    +4 to dexterity, consumes 10 Mana to increase movement speed by 300% for 30 seconds 
 
      
 
    The largest piece of equipment upon the table was his new set of full plate armor. Max hadn’t worn full plate very often. During the war, he would only usually don it when riding with the shock cavalry of 118th Combined Arms Division. He lifted the pauldron and grinned. The armor’s plates had been painted the exact same tints of midnight blue and gold as Garlocke’s barding. It was likely more a product of Stephens’s thoughtfulness than mere coincidence. 
 
    Max picked up a steel band amidst the armor components and clasped it around his left wrist. A blue rune shone faintly on the band. He pulsed some Mana into it. The armor disappeared into swirls of midnight light, which then spun around Max’s body. A breastplate coalesced into being around his torso. Cuisses appeared across his thighs. Greaves sheathed his legs, while sabatons spun into being over his boots. Vambraces and rerebraces encased his arms, before gauntlets appeared over his fingers. The pauldrons manifested next, and then a gorget, segmented for mobility, crept up to cover his neck. 
 
    He tapped a stud on his gorget. A sallet helm swept over his skull. The visor slit was narrow, but the armor’s enchantment allowed him to see through the interior of the helm, granting him an unobstructed field of vision. 
 
    Max rolled his shoulders and took a few paces to and fro down the length of the cabin. The armor was light, weighing little more than a padded shirt and a pair of thick trousers. He brought forth a Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Full-plate of Excellence +4: Crafted item 
 
    Fortification +1, Ease +1, Summoning Equip 
 
      
 
    Max focused his will on his left vambrace. The armor dissolved once more into streams of blue light, which flowed into the band across his wrist. Grinning in satisfaction, Max turned his attention back to his other purchases. 
 
    He picked up a fire-enchanted arrow, twirled it in his fingers, then returned it to its quiver. The magical arrows were fairly straightforward. If he shot a monster with a flame arrow, it would be burned. A frost arrow would freeze the target, while a lightning arrow would shock it. An earth-enchanted arrow would spew magical acid over whatever it struck. Max placed a quiver of each element in the quick-retrieval compartment of his new ring of holding. 
 
    The enchanted bow was next. It was a shortbow like his old one, though it wasn’t ostensibly Hunnite in appearance. White and black runes ran down its ochre-hued length. Max tapped one of them. A golden thread extended from the top of the bow all the way to the bottom. The weapon bent into strung readiness. Max picked it up and rested his fingers experimentally on the magical bowstring. 
 
      
 
    Bow of Swift Barrage +4: Crafted item 
 
    Swift, Power, Sturdy, Ease 
 
      
 
    Its lightness and self-stringing function come from the Ease enchantment, I’m guessing, Max thought. The Swift enchantment would also add to his already prodigious rate of fire. Max could loose three arrows in a single breath. With this bow, he could bring that to five, maybe even six. He placed the bow and a quiver of mundane arrows in the swift retrieval compartment of his ring of holding. 
 
    A quick count of his new and remaining potions told him that he had thirty-nine High Mana potions and fifty-two High Health potions. They would stand him in good stead within a Level 4 Dungeon. He organized them into his potion rack, then placed them accordingly in his ring of holding. 
 
    That left his soul-bound items. Max picked up his Magus Staff and angled his Soul Lens at it. 
 
      
 
    Magus Staff +4: Soul-Bound enchanted item 
 
    On equip in offhand 
 
    Cast 24x Level 1 spells or 12x Level 2 spells or 6x Level 3 spells without Mana costs every 6 hours 
 
    +20% effectiveness for all spells cast in this manner 
 
      
 
    Max grinned and put the staff down. Thanks to the Magus Staff, his items, and Nesura’s Mana reserves, he had become a very potent spell-caster. The versatility of his Flux spell repertoire made that even more so. As he increased in Levels, he suspected he would begin to rely more and more on his spells than his blade. 
 
    Still, it never hurt to have the blade forms at his fingertips and a good sword at hand. With that, Max brought forth Stridentsong. To his surprise, the soul-bound sword had changed in appearance. Its hilt had become more ornate, its quillons now composed of complex weaves of golden metal. The blade itself had also grown in length by roughly half an inch and had lost its formerly black hue. It was now gold, with intermittent slashes of dark metal running down its length. 
 
    He gave it an experimental swing. The balance was more even, and the hilt fit more comfortably in his grasp. 
 
      
 
    Stridentsong: Soul-bound weapon 
 
    Dueling sword +4 
 
    Keen +1, Sure +1, Sundering +1, Projection 
 
      
 
    My Soul Lens used to classify it as a longsword, but now it’s a dueling sword, Max noticed immediately. The dueling sword was the weapon of choice for students of the Strident blade academy and users of the blade forms. Stridentsong had possessed the general dimensions of a dueling sword since Max’s arrival at Level 2, but at Level 4, its balance and length were now truly fitting of being deemed thus. 
 
    He focused on the Projection enchantment. 
 
      
 
    Projection 
 
    Imbue weapon with Mana to project a shockwave of equivalent power to a normal strike; 15 Mana per 5 feet 
 
      
 
    That gives me more options, Max thought as he dismissed Stridentsong. The last thing he needed to check was the soul-bound item he’d earned from defeating the Warden of Graywind Mage Tower. He withdrew the sphere of white light from his ring of holding. 
 
    At Level 4, Max could still possess one more soul-bound item, and none of his other ones could be further enhanced. He shrugged and laid claim to the contents of the white sphere. 
 
    A scabbard of burnished steel appeared in his grasp. Max turned the sheath around in his hands, more than a little bemused. Since he’d gotten Stridentsong, he hadn’t worn a sword belt. A quick study of the polished leather straps and adjustable silver buckles showed that the sheath could be attached to a belt along his waist or worn across his back. 
 
      
 
    Amplification Sheath +3: Soul-Bound enchanted item 
 
    Increases potency of sheathed weapon’s elemental imbuement by up to 30% over a period of 10 seconds 
 
    Enhanced potency lasts for 2 seconds after weapon is unsheathed 
 
      
 
    Circumstantial, but still useful. Max put down the scabbard and attuned it to his armor. A tendril of blue light extended from the steel band on his wrist and fell upon the scabbard, causing it to disappear. Grinning, Max donned his armor with a thought. As his helm snapped into place, he reached behind him. Sure enough, the Amplification Sheath was there, strapped securely across his back. 
 
    Nodding, Max dismissed his armor and swiftly organized his provisions and waterskins into the general storage compartment of his older ring of holding. 
 
    The next thing he needed to tend to were his Flux spells. Fighting awaited on the morrow, and his opponents would likely be Knights-Errant. As an Arcanist, Max had many more tactical options than Warmongers, Infiltrators, Defenders, or Elementalists. He looked at his Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Prowess 
 
    Persistent spell 
 
    Level 4 
 
    Increases physical attributes for 30 minutes 
 
    Mana Cost: 2 Mana per Level 
 
      
 
    At Level 4, he now had another four points to allocate to his physical attributes. He placed two points in fortitude, one in dexterity, and the last one in perception. Theoretically, he would be a physical match for any Warmonger at the same Level, with his blade forms possibly giving him the upper hand. He glanced quickly over his Circumvention and Cloak skills, both of which he’d reacquired from Felix at Level 3. With those, he was the equal of any Level 3 Infiltrator. Max hadn’t gotten a chance to copy Triple Shield, Aegis, or High Heal from Flora, which was a shame, but he did have Double Shield, Mid Heal, and Cleanse amongst his Flux spells. Cleanse had been one of the spells he requested Flora to demonstrate for the benefit of his Arcane Flux spell. 
 
    Max wasn’t nearly as effective as even a Level 3 Defender, but with Garlocke, his armor, and his other Flux spells, he should be more than capable of protecting himself. On that note, Max looked over his currently readied Flux spells. 
 
      
 
    Flux Spells: 8/10 readiness 
 
    Counter Spell: Level 3; Instant; 24 Mana READY 
 
    Earthen Wrath (optimized x2): Level 3; Enchantment, 4 Mana per 30 minutes READY 
 
    Firebolt (optimized x2): Level 3; Instant, 0 seconds; 4 Mana READY 
 
    Flame Strike (optimized x2): Level 3; Enchantment, 4 Mana per 30 minutes READY 
 
    Frost Blade (optimized x2): Level 3; Enchantment, 4 Mana per 30 minutes READY 
 
    Jolting Arc (optimized x2): Level 3; Instant, 0 seconds; 3 Mana initial cast, 4 Mana per second READY 
 
    Lightning Edge (optimized x2): Level 3; Enchantment, 4 Mana per 30 minutes READY 
 
    Stone Spear (optimized x2): Level 3; Instant, 0 seconds; 6 Mana READY 
 
      
 
    His arsenal of elemental spells was wider than that of any single Elementalist’s, but as Marina had demonstrated, the finer touches of elemental manipulation were beyond him. His Icelance was just that: a beam or spike of frost that cut into his enemies and froze their flesh. Marina could turn an Icelance into a platform of ice or a squall of razor-sharp splinters, depending on what the circumstances called for. She could manipulate ice as if it were an extension of her own will. Max couldn’t do that. 
 
    I’ll have to fight up close against Elementalists, where they have the fewest options, Max mused, before sitting down on a chair and shaking his head. And the same goes for the rest, I suppose. I’ll take on Warmongers with spells or arrows from afar, Defenders through stealth via the Cloak spell, and use my defensive spells to blunt the first strikes of Infiltrators and open them up to my retaliation. 
 
    Max swapped out Counter Spell for Double Shield and Earthen Wrath for Cloak, then took Frost Blade off readiness. He then readied Hasten and Momentum as Flux spells. When the fighting began, he wanted to move as quickly and strike as brutally as possible. The effects of Hasten, when added to those of his Prowess spell and his new boots, would make him lethally quick, and adding Momentum to the arrows fired from his new bow would make his shots devastating, even against enchanted plate armor or shields. Max reckoned that he could break through a Double Shield spell with a single Momentum-enhanced volley of arrows. 
 
      
 
    Momentum 
 
    Flux Skill: Ready 
 
    Instantaneous skill 
 
    Level 2 
 
    Adds 10% damage to projectile attacks 
 
      
 
    Hopefully I come across something that will allow me to optimize this spell later and increase its Level, Max thought, getting up and walking over to a small side room near the exit. It turned out to contain a wash basin filled with water and what appeared to be a latrine. A screen flashed into view as he approached. 
 
      
 
    Infuse 30 Mana to replenish water supplies and conduct sanitization procedures 
 
      
 
    Max whistled in awe. The sanctuary item was proving to be much more valuable than he’d expected it to be. Several minutes later, he was walking away, feeling much more refreshed, with his travel-soiled clothes strewn on the floor. His older ring of holding held spare garments somewhere within its depths. 
 
    Max stretched out on a cot, and before long, he dozed off, his last waking thoughts revolving over how to fight and kill other Knights-Errant. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite Jonn’s reassurances, there had been visitors to his tent during the night, and judging by the number of boot prints before the tent flap, there had been many of them. Fortunately for Max, not a single visitor had thought to rummage through the tent or look through the bedroll. Then again, they wouldn’t have any reason to push their search further beyond pulling the flap back and seeing that there was nothing save a bedroll within. 
 
    Rendered invisible by his Cloak spell, Max stood outside Jonn’s tent. He’d stowed away the sanctuary item in his belt pouch a few moments ago, after emerging from the magical cabin. He was fully armed and armored, with Stridentsong carrying a fully amplified lightning enchantment within the sheath across his back. 
 
    Max took a moment to survey the base camp at the Hisktown clock tower. The tent area was utterly deserted. Angry voices rose in clamor a short distance away from the clock tower. Max spotted Stephens herding the other Truesteel clerks toward the Warp Dais that would bring them back to the temporal portal and then beyond the Apocalypse Horizon. 
 
    Smart fellow, Max thought as he began making his way toward the commotion. Nearly two hundred Knights-Errant had gathered there, all of them clad in a motley array of esoteric armor, robes, and leathers. 
 
    “If they’re all dressed in a strange outlandish fashion, would it be fair to say they’re all wearing the same thing?” Nesura mused. “In a philosophical sense, I mean.” 
 
    “Don’t know, don’t care.” Max walked closer and swiftly spotted an obvious divide between the gathered Knights-Errant. A third of them rallied around Jonn, who stood at least a full head taller than nearly everyone else. 
 
    The rest were obviously aligned with a Knight-Errant wearing an intricate, form-fitting harness that was equal parts chainmail and scales of dark, riveted leather. The man’s face was hidden beneath a steel mask shaped into the visage of a grinning skull. A pair of curved swords hung from his waist. 
 
    “This is unconscionable!” Jonn said, his voice raised and his features drawn into a stern glower. “No one will stand for something like this!” 
 
    “No one?” the Knight-Errant in mail and leather asked. He glanced over his shoulder and spread his hands, the gesture encompassing his supporters, who obviously outnumbered Jonn’s. “Does this look like no one to you? And besides, where is he? Did he set off to another Level 99 Dungeon already? You were told to detain him when he got back, Jonn. The Guild doesn’t look kindly on those that disobey orders.” 
 
    “There haven’t been any orders from anyone in years,” Jonn retorted. “And now you see fit to give them?” 
 
     “There’s a crisis at hand, Jonn.” The Knight-Errant chuckled softly, his obviously enchanted mask somehow giving his voice a sonorous, echoing quality. “We all agree on that. And in times of crisis, why, there needs to be leadership. Of the decisive kind, coming from up top, not from someone who has repeatedly declined all rank and their corresponding responsibilities like you, Jonn.” 
 
    “What responsibilities does the Guild’s council actually have?” a woman with long white hair and violet eyes demanded. She wore dark robes and held a short staff in her right hand. A familiar ring glinted amidst the fingers of her left. 
 
    That can only be Trisha Weis, Velia Weis’s sister, Max thought as he continued approaching the Knights-Errant beneath the veil of his Cloak spell. Looks like she got her sister’s ring back. Good. 
 
    “The council gives neither word nor direction for months, if not years, content to collect the Guild’s fees and pursue their own devices,” Trisha continued. “What has the council ever done? What has the Guild ever done?” 
 
    “Why, for one, the council, through the Guild, has managed to gather us all here to address the pending apocalypse,” the masked Knight-Errant replied. “And as for responsibilities, well, we make the hard decisions, providing the resolve and courage to do what must be done.” 
 
    “There’s not a lot of courage in enslaving an innocent person,” Trisha said. “That geas item is a foul, foul thing. I can’t believe you actually kept it around instead of destroying it! You—“ 
 
    “Would you make such a decision, hmm?” the masked Knight-Errant cut her off. “Would you, in the face of overarching disaster, dare to employ such a fell device on an, as you say, innocent person?” 
 
    “Of course not!” Trisha spat. “I would never do such a horrible thing to—” 
 
    “Ah, so you don’t dare. You wouldn’t do something like that.” The Knight-Errant turned to Jonn. “And neither would Jonn. Both of you lack the courage and the conviction to take such a moral burden upon yourselves. But the council does not lack courage nor conviction. That is why we are leaders, and you are not.” 
 
    Scattered cheers arose among those on the masked man’s side. Doubt began to creep into the expressions of those standing with Jonn. Murmurs and angry mutters began to rise anew from the crowd. 
 
    “Why can’t we just help Max?” Jonn asked, silence descending upon the scene at the rising of his voice. “He’s made his way through two regions infested with Level 99 monsters and brought down two Dungeons already. He got his Soul Lens roughly a fortnight ago, and he’s already Level 4! Can you think of anyone else capable of such feats? Hasn’t he more than proven his prowess and competence by now?” 
 
    “He has, if he is in fact trustworthy,” the masked Knight-Errant said. “Like you pointed out, Jonn, this Maximo Strident, this stranger, comes out of nowhere, having received his Soul Lens from someone else, which, if I might remind everybody, is impossible. Then he rises to Level 4 in a matter of weeks? That is another impossibility! Meanwhile, this Apocalypse Horizon situation is unfolding all around us, and our brothers and sisters die. That Level 2 incursion claimed dozens of lives, and then the first foray here took two of our finest, while this Maximo Strident somehow survives hordes of Level 99 monsters and vanquishes two Dungeons? And on top of all of that, only he can resolve this crisis, as long as we all serve as his lackeys?” 
 
    “What are you getting at?” Trisha sneered. 
 
    “Has nobody considered the possibility that Maximo Strident isn’t what he claims to be?” The masked Knight-Errant gestured to the ruins of Hisktown beyond the clock tower’s immediate protection. “How are we absolutely certain this Apocalypse Horizon wasn’t caused by him? And how do we know he isn’t some kind of unprecedented type of monster that has emerged from a Dungeon to wreak havoc and destruction amongst us all?” 
 
    “If Strident wanted me dead, I would be,” Jonn said, shaking his head. “You’re talking madness. Strident isn’t a monster. He’s a Knight-Errant, just like any of us. He has a Classification—” 
 
    “That no one has ever seen before,” the masked man interjected. “And spells and abilities impossible for any Knight-Errant, regardless of Classification, to possess. This man is a walking collection of impossibilities. How can he be trusted?” 
 
    “Many things once considered impossible are now possible—at least in here.” Trisha raised an eyebrow as she conjured a swirling spiral of loose pebbles before her and sent them into a dizzying skyward dance. “Have you checked?” 
 
    The masked Knight-Errant waved dismissively at Trisha. “Spare me your parlor tricks.” He turned to Jonn. “Where is he? You were overheard offering him the use of your tent, and he was seen going in. Where is he now? He must be bound into obedience. There is no other way.” 
 
    “You know as much as I do.” Jonn folded his powerful arms across his chest. “Abandon this foolish enterprise. You discredit and dishonor yourself otherwise.” 
 
    “That ship has already sailed,” Trisha said. “Perhaps in trying to bring about a reckoning for Maximo Strident, you have brought one for the Venture Spears. It is as clear as day that the council is utterly depraved, and the Guild itself is completely defunct and has been for some time already. I withdraw my membership from the Venture Spears and call for its dissolution!” 
 
    Cries arose from the gathered Knights-Errant, more of them angry than approving. Max could see right away that Trisha’s bid had failed. She had too little political capital and too little renown to generate any real change in the world of the Knights-Errant. 
 
    Still, the conversation had given Max plenty of insight into the cultural and political layout of the Venture Spears, and by extension, the Knights-Errant as a whole. Individual power superseded rank, but not entirely. That was why Jonn, as a Level 7 Warmonger with a storied list of feats worthy of legend, commanded such sway amongst the Venture Spears, even without holding any formal rank or leadership position. 
 
    The not-entirely part lay in the fact that Knights-Errant were ultimately human, and whenever doubt reared its head, human society looked to its titled leaders for guidance. Max didn’t think that anything could bring as much doubt as the advent of the Apocalypse Horizon. After all, it threatened to bring humanity to extinction, and its consequences were concretely and unambiguously displayed in the ghoul-haunted ruins of apocalyptic Hisktown. In such a time, anyone with a formal leadership title could step forward and take charge, the weight of his or her own office enriched by contingent authority. 
 
    Contingent authority that could very well be, and almost always is, made permanent, Max thought grimly. The Hunnite War ended years ago, but the Oligarchs of the Valeris Dominion never did get around to revoking their wartime powers of summary execution, asset seizure, and unfettered surveillance of its own citizens. And they never would. 
 
    Max pushed his ruminations about Dominion politics aside and returned his regard to the situation at hand. The Venture Spears desired a leader that was both personally formidable and formally anointed. Jonn might be the former, but for reasons unknown, he wasn’t the latter, and judging by how things were unfolding, he never would be. 
 
    That was why Jonn would not prevail here. The Venture Spears already had their ideal leader: the Slayer, reputedly a formidable Knight-Errant and who held the position of Guild Master. And the Slayer was determined to push the message that Max was a dangerous, unknown quantity that had to be contained and controlled. Whether he actually believed it was irrelevant. He was able to make enough Knights-Errant believe the same or at least claim to hold such a belief. 
 
    “Ugh. What a pack of pathetic weaklings,” Nesura sneered. “You don’t need them, Max. We can take the next Dungeon by ourselves. You, me, and the scaly freak are more than enough.” 
 
    Max was tempted to simply slip away, but he knew that wasn’t an option. The Dungeons would only get deadlier and deadlier, and he didn’t share Nesura’s confidence that he could take them all by himself. He would need a cohort, composed of fellow Knights-Errant that matched his Level. Also, he would need to resupply in between Dungeons, and if he left now, irreparably damaging his standing amongst the Venture Spears, he would lose access to the Truesteel clan’s retail outlets and possibly the Errantry Mansion as a whole. 
 
    “Speaking of which, I guess Flora never made it back here,” Nesura said. “That’s not surprising, but probably for the best. I’ve actually grown rather fond of the earnest little girl. She doesn’t need to be here right now.” 
 
    Max ignored the familiar and returned to his thoughts. Even assuming he was capable of vanquishing one Dungeon after another, he would leave behind ‘safe’ zones filled with monsters the same Level as he was at the moment he cast Temporal Equalization upon each Dungeon. The Venture Spears could easily track him, their Levels rising as well. The last thing he needed was to worry about being hunted by other Knights-Errant while trying to deal with the Apocalypse Horizon. 
 
    There was only one thing to do. The Venture Spears needed a new leader, one that was both formidable and held actual office. They already had one, in the form of the Slayer, but Max would supplant him. 
 
    “And just how do you plan to do that?” Nesura asked. 
 
    “Well, I’m going to try talking first,” he said. “See if we can come to some kind of understanding.” 
 
    “You know that’s not going to happen,” the bat said excitedly. “So what are you going to do? Come on, say it. Say it. Alright, fine. Tell me what you’re going to do if talking doesn’t work? Here’s a hint, it won’t.” 
 
    Max sighed resignedly. “I’ll kill him and anyone who tries to stop me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The masked Knight-Errant wasn’t the Slayer. Someone standing at the zenith of the command chain could not afford to be seen arguing with dissidents, especially not one as esteemed as Jonn. Still, there was no doubt the Slayer was present in the crowd. 
 
    He would want to hear Jonn’s arguments, even if he’d already done so, now that Max was here and events had come to a head, and he would definitely want to be present in case Max made a move. After all, if the entire point of using the geas item was to etch an image of his prowess and dominance over the Venture Spears, he could hardly allow anyone else to subdue Max, at least not in his absence. 
 
    So the Slayer was here, somewhere. Max had never seen him before, but he still needed to try and find him in the crowd. 
 
    There was no reason for the Slayer to stand amidst his supporters. If Max were to turn up, he would hardly do so anywhere near those who wanted to apprehend him. Neither would the Slayer slip amongst those standing with Jonn and Trisha because once again, he had no reason to. Max would be a fool to try and seek refuge from them. Jonn’s supporters were outnumbered and worse, half-hearted. Most of them were there out of personal respect and admiration for Jonn, but that didn’t carry much weight when the ramifications of losing one’s Guild membership became apparent. 
 
    And that was happening right now to Trisha. 
 
    “Lady Weis,” the masked man said. “You’re no longer a member of the Venture Spears. This is Guild territory. Please vacate the premises. And no, you may not use the Warp Dais either, since that is Guild property, reserved only for members.” 
 
    “You’re asking her to walk through ghoul-infested territory by herself?” Jonn demanded. 
 
    “The monsters here are Level 2. Lady Weis is Level 4, isn’t she?” The masked Knight-Errant snickered. “Surely she’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I will be.” Trisha Weis spat on the ground in front of the masked man’s feet. “Eat shit, Pyreo. You’re lower than scum. I hope a monster wears your guts as a garland sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Send word to the Guild House in Hisktown,” Pyreo, the masked man, said to a Knight-Errant standing beside him. “Lady Weis is no longer welcome there. If she wants to return to the Errantry Mansion, she’ll have to deal with another Guild.” 
 
    “No other Guilds maintain houses in the Dominion’s southeastern quadrant,” Jonn protested. “At least let her return to the Errantry Mansion.” 
 
    “See? That’s your problem, Jonn.” Pyreo sighed. “You fall to begging and pleading right away. You might be a legend in the Dungeons, but here, in the real world, you’re just a sad old man who’s lived longer than he’s had a right to.” 
 
    Angry murmurs arose from those standing with Jonn, accompanied by uneasy mutters at the insults leveled against quite possibly the most esteemed Knight-Errant in this era. However, Max saw too many sycophantic smirks and agreeing nods in the crowd. 
 
    Things are looking pretty bad. Max swept his gaze around. The Slayer would want somewhere with a good vantage point, but he wouldn’t want to be seen lounging around lackadaisically atop some of the storefront stalls either, not when facing accusations of idleness and ineffectuality. When the Slayer revealed himself, he needed to do so in a prominent fashion that was also relevant to the issue of the Apocalypse Horizon. 
 
    Max’s gaze traveled to the clock tower.     
 
    “Yeah, he’s probably up there,” Nesura agreed. “So what’s the plan? You corner him there, cut his head off, and throw it all the way down here?” 
 
    “Not quite. I should talk to him first, like I said.” Max glared irritably downward at the similarly invisible bat. It was a wasted gesture, but perhaps Nesura could sense his intent through their mental link. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah whatever. Keep telling yourself talking will accomplish anything at all.” Nesura grunted. “Anyway, throwing his head down is suitably dramatic, but heaving his guts down afterward will definitely leave a much bigger impression.” 
 
    Nesura had more than a point beyond simple bloodthirstiness. In a worst case scenario, where Max was neither able to negotiate something with the Slayer nor supplant him as the Venture Spears’ leader, he would have to kill every council member present here and wreak as much horrific carnage as possible on any Knight-Errant within range of his blade and spells. 
 
    Deprived of leadership, stricken of morale, it would take weeks, perhaps months, before the scattered remnants of the Venture Spears would be able to organize any sort of retributive posse against him. There was every chance they would never muster the resolve either, unwilling to risk themselves to avenge those with whom they shared only the most cursory of ties, because that was what the Venture Spears were, a vague network of acquaintances rather than an actual organization or group of comrades-in-arms. 
 
    During that time, Max could still somehow garner supplies from Flora and perhaps bring her, Marina, and Felix back into his cohort once more. It wasn’t ideal in terms of venturing out into the Apocalypse Horizon and attacking the Dungeons there, since the others would burn out from physical and mental fatigue sooner rather than later. 
 
    Neither was it ideal in terms of his promise to Artur Brightblade to reform the Venture Spears and the Knights-Errant as a whole. The former mythic hero was a madman, but strictly speaking, his atrocities hadn’t come to pass yet. Also, Max sympathized with Artur’s goal of striking back against the Cosmic Logos, if indeed that was what the former hero was trying to accomplish through the Apocalypse Horizon. As far as circumstances and his abilities permitted, Max wanted to keep his promise to Artur. 
 
    I’m still going to kill him if things come down to that though. Max turned away from the quarreling Knights-Errant and made his way to the base of the clock tower. 
 
    To his surprise, he saw Trisha Weis striding clear of the crowd, heading out into apocalyptic Hisktown and beyond the immediate protection of the clock tower. She really was going to walk all the way back to the temporal portal and perhaps find some means to return to the Errantry Mansion on her own. The fact that Jonn hadn’t even managed to secure a concession for her to do so via the Venture Spears Guild house didn’t bode well for any influence the Warmonger might wield from this day forth. 
 
    Max shook his head and continued on his way to the clock tower. Trisha Weis’s fate wasn’t his problem. The sly, conniving bastard at the top of the tower was. Their paths crossed within ten feet of each other, and Max quickly realized something was wrong when Trisha’s eyes widened and her gaze snapped in his direction. 
 
    Trisha was obviously an Elementalist like her sister, and Elementalists relied more heavily on their Mana point reserves than Knights-Errant of any other Classifications. Perception was the attribute tied to Mana point reserves, so it wouldn’t be too unusual for Elementalists to favor enchanted items that enhanced their perception, even if they had no access to the Prowess spell. 
 
    This obviously applied to Trisha, since her perception was high enough to pierce through Max’s Cloak spell and detect him from ten feet away. She opened her mouth to speak, but Max had already broken out into a headlong sprint for the clock tower. His hand slapped against its incandescent green surface just as the first words left her mouth. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sure enough, somebody was standing at the bell tower, his gaze cast downward in the direction of the gathered Knights-Errant. He wore a suit of darkly burnished segmented armor plates from collar to heel. Ornate gauntlets sheathed his fists. He had no other weapons or armaments on his person, save for a nondescript leather pouch on his belt, buckled just beneath the small of his back. That didn’t mean much, of course, since enchanted weapons could be called into one’s grasp at the speed of thought. Stridentsong was one such example. 
 
    Max had appeared on the clock tower behind the armored and gauntleted man. He reached back to draw Stridentsong from the Amplification Sheath. 
 
    “Ah, Max. You’ve finally decided to join us, I see,” the man said, glancing over his shoulder and flashing an insouciant grin. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.” 
 
    “The Slayer, I presume,” Max said, dropping the Cloak spell and casting Prowess. He wrapped his hand around Stridentsong’s hilt and adjusted his grip on his Magus Staff. 
 
    “Indeed,” the Slayer said, finally deigning to turn around to face Max. He was a tall and powerfully built man, his frame embodying equal parts power, speed, and grace, just like Max’s. The Slayer kept his head shaved and waxed, and he wore a fastidiously groomed mustache above his upper lip. “We have much to talk about.” 
 
    “No, we really don’t,” Max replied. “This geas thing—give it up. Let whoever in your Guild who wants to help me do so. Until this Apocalypse Horizon issue is resolved, I’ll stay out of your way. Once it is, you’ll never hear from me again. That sound fair to you? I’m only going to ask once.” 
 
    “No, it actually doesn’t. Try to think of things from my position. Actually, I’m sure you have. You are, by all accounts, a very intelligent man after all.” 
 
    “Yeah, I have. I get this done without your help, and your time as Guild Master is over. So how about this? You help me. You, or your people, are involved every step of the way. By the Verdant Gods, I don’t care if you tell everyone you’re in charge or you call the shots. We fix the Apocalypse Horizon. You receive all the glory. People forget about me. Same result, but much better for you.” 
 
    “Stop insulting my intelligence, Max.” The Slayer laughed indulgently. “Surely you know why that wouldn’t work either. People won’t forget about you, not the Apocalypse Knight who saved the world. I’ll become a footnote in your legend, but long before all that, I’ll have lost my Guild.” 
 
    “Well, I tried.” Max shrugged. 
 
    “You’re sure you won’t consider just putting this on?” The Slayer produced a plain steel circlet from his ring of holding. “You won’t feel or know anything once this circlet of compulsion sinks its geas effect into you, and when this is all over, I promise I’ll give you a clean death to spare you the indignity of living out your days as a mindless puppet.” 
 
    Max recognized the steel circlet. He’d seen it before. In the aftermath of the Hunnite War, Oligarch Prince Sorbin Fendrech had snatched up thousands of prisoners of war—both Hunnite and Valerisen—and displaced citizens from the devastated towns in the northern quadrants of the Dominion. He’d then placed them in a massive underground complex, forced circlets of compulsion upon their brows, and compelled them to slaughter each other for his amusement. 
 
    As the Inquisitor Major of the Enforcers Special Investigations Unit back then, Max had unearthed Fendrech’s foul enterprise, and with Prince Irvin Vaustika’s backing, arrested Fendrech and brought about the dissolution of his assets and loss of his place among the Ten Oligarchs of the Dominion. 
 
    “Ah, a familiar sight, is it not?” The Slayer spun the circlet atop his index finger. “That’s another reason why I know people won’t forget you, Maximo Strident, Hero of Fristar Valley. You can claim otherwise all you want, but you’re not the type to fade into obscurity after your moment of glory is done. You will press ever onward to prominence, no matter whom you trample in your path.” 
 
    With that, everything snapped in place for Max. The Slayer was obviously referring to Fendrech. After the war, Max had held one of the most prestigious ranks amongst the Enforcers, but it was also a political dead end. Irvin had offered him a route toward princedom and a chance at becoming an Oligarch in the form of investigating and prosecuting Fendrech, and Max had jumped at the opportunity. 
 
    Irvin’s subsequent disappearance opened Max to retaliation from Fendrech’s former allies, which resulted in his demotion all the way to a backwater precinct in Hisktown. The prince only reappeared when Max became a Knight-Errant and swiftly pushed him beneath Jonn Crask’s wing. Irvin needed Max to do his dirty work for him, this time in the world of Knights-Errant, Dungeons, and monsters instead of the halls of the Oligarchic Palace. 
 
    As for what the dirty work entailed, Max was looking at him right now: the Slayer. 
 
    “You know Fendrech. The circlet is an enchanted item, taken from a Dungeon. You were his supplier.” Max stated. “The familial resemblance between your features and his means that you’re a relative, probably one of his dozens of bastard sons, and you have a grudge against Vaustika and me.” 
 
    The sneer that flashed across the Slayer’s face and the ice-cold hatred that filled his eyes wordlessly confirmed Max’s conjecture. A Level 4 Knight-Errant commanding a guild would prove a deadly foe, even for one of the Ten Oligarchs. Irvin had sent Max here, preemptively aligned with Jonn’s dissident faction and antagonistically arrayed against the Slayer’s, hoping that Max would once again work his magic and wreak death and devastation upon the prince’s rivals and enemies. 
 
    When all this was done, Max swore, he would kill Vaustika himself, the political fallout and laws of the Dominion be damned. Not even a full division of Enforcers would be able to stop him if he were Level 99. 
 
    “Why stop there? Why not kill every Oligarch and prince? Seize power over this nation, then extend your reign over the rest of this world?” Nesura whispered into his mind. “Let no living soul be spared the grasp of your iron fist.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Max told her. 
 
    “Well, what do you say?” The Slayer proffered the circlet. “Are you going to put this on by yourself?” 
 
    “No.” Max tightened his grip on Stridentsong. 
 
    “Well, I tried.” The Slayer mirrored Max’s shrug. His gaze flickered to the coruscating swirls of electrical energy running down Stridentsong’s length. 
 
    Max didn’t hesitate any further. He swept Stridentsong out in a looping, horizontal cut, pouring Mana into the blade to activate its projection ability at the same time. An arc of crackling electricity swept forward, slicing toward the Slayer’s neck. 
 
    Instead of ducking or somehow blocking the lightning blade, the Slayer simply hopped over the bell room’s guardrail and plummeted off the platform. Max’s electrical cut passed harmlessly through the bell room’s supporting pillars and dissipated in the air five feet from where he’d been standing. 
 
    Cursing under his breath, Max scrambled to the guardrail and looked down. The Slayer wasn’t falling to his death. Rather, he was gliding slowly to the ground, his descent slowed by a quartet of glowing blue tentacular appendages that originated from the pouch on his belt and which was projecting some kind of magical, gravity defying field around his body. 
 
    A sea of faces turned skyward to witness his descent. The Slayer waved languidly to his audience. 
 
    Damn it! Max turned around and touched the bell clapper. He appeared at the base of the clock tower, right in front of Trisha Weis, whose back was turned to him. The Elementalist’s gaze was directed outward, at the cluster of Knights-Errant surrounding her and Max. 
 
    They were Hunnites, Max quickly realized, judging from the cast of their features and the furs and bone charms adorning their armor. Even more telling were the shortbows trained upon him and the curved swords hanging from their belts. 
 
    “Maximo Strident!” Pyreo cried, pointing in his direction. The masked man’s proclamation carried over the collective voices of the gathered Knights-Errant. “Just the man we’re looking for!” 
 
    Max flickered his gaze briefly to the Slayer’s descending form. 
 
    “Scan the bastard,” he told Nesura. 
 
    “Gladly,” she said. 
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    “What?” Max growled. “How is he doing that?” 
 
    “Probably with some obfuscation charm or ward,” Nesura said. “Many Challengers use such items, especially in worlds where the Tides of Carnage have been unleashed. Also, looks like this fellow is like Jonn. He’s accumulated more than enough Victory Shards to surpass Level 4 a while ago, and getting to Phase 99 lets him do just that.” 
 
    “Tides of Carnage?” Max asked, then shook his head. He didn’t have the time to worry about that now, because two Hunnite Knights-Errant loosed arrows at him. Max swung Stridentsong around into a Thousandfold Thread defensive blade form. The enchanted sword cut one arrow out of the air, then smashed the other into splinters upon its pommel. 
 
    Max followed through on his blade form, performing a cross-step that placed him in front of Trisha and cutting down another arrow streaking toward her face. He leveled his Magus Staff and sent a Jolting Arc ripping from its tip. The lightning bolt roared toward a pair of the Hunnite archers, only for a Double Shield to slam into existence before them. Max’s Jolting Arc spell crashed into the twinned magical barriers, broke through the first layer, then dissipated against the second, leaving a network of cracks. 
 
    The Hunnites spread out, and Max took a quick head-count of them as they rapid-fired their bows. There were six of  them. Max conjured a Double Shield to cover his left flank, while he cut an arrow streaking in from his front out of the air with another Thousandfold Thread blade form. He’d counted on Trisha to hold his right flank, and the Elementalist had readily obliged, having evidently realized she was as much of a target as he was. 
 
    A wall of stone burst from the ground just before a volley of Hunnite arrows could slice home. Trisha swept her fist forward, and the stone wall erupted into a shower of broken rock that washed over a pair of Hunnite archers, tore rents in their flesh and armor, and sent them reeling. 
 
    “The Defender’s that one,” Nesura said, mentally pointing  out a Hunnite on Max’s left that had stayed a bit further back from the fighting. “He’s Level 3. The rest are Warmongers, all Level 2.” 
 
    Max’s Double Shield absorbed another volley of arrows from the paired archers on his left, and the one right in front of him bounced a shot off his breastplate. Max raised his Magus Staff again. A fresh Double Shield appeared over the archers on his left flank, but Max adjusted his aim and sent a Firebolt roaring toward the Defender. 
 
    The Hunnite Defender didn’t have time to erect another magical barrier. Max’s spell blasted off his hands and incinerated a fair chunk of his shoulder before striking an empty storefront and turning it into ash. The Hunnite shrieked in agony and fell over, flailing his cauterized stumps in the air. His Double Shields flashed out of existence. Max threw himself into a roll that brought him beneath a flashing arrow and within blade’s range of the archer in front of him. 
 
    Stridentsong swept through the Hunnite’s legs, severing them from the knees downward. A cry of horror began to rip from the archer’s throat as his body slid off from the stumps of his legs, but Max elbowed him in the mouth, washing his screams back down his throat with blood and broken teeth. The maimed Hunnite fell, bleeding and unconscious. 
 
    The remaining two had put aside their bows, drawn their swords, and begun a charge against Max. Using his Magus Staff, Max deflected the overhand chop of the first Hunnite to reach him, drove a steel-plated boot into his groin, then flashed Stridentsong across and diagonally down to hack off the sword-arm of the second. As the Hunnite screamed and clutched at the gushing stump of his arm, Max punched him in the temple with Stridentsong’s crossguard. The crisp snap of breaking bone rose into the air, and the Hunnite fell, his body convulsing even as his lifeblood puddled beneath him. 
 
    Max turned to the Hunnite he’d kicked in the groin. The man was struggling to stand, tears of agony leaking from the corners of his eyes. Max stomped on his back, breaking his spine. Another stomp on the back of the Hunnite’s neck dislocated the vertebrae and left his body twitching from nervous shock. 
 
    The Slayer landed gracefully beside Pyreo, in the midst of his supporters. He grinned as Max turned to him. 
 
    “How disappointing,” Pyreo said, gesturing at the fallen Hunnites. “And to think they were so excited to capture the vaunted Khankiller, Maximo Strident. They probably should have sent higher Level members of their guild.” 
 
    “In all fairness, Pyreo, nobody expected Max to get to Level 4 so quickly,” the Slayer said, his voice carrying crisply and clearly over the anxious mutters of the gathered Venture Spears. “Yet another impossibility to lay at his feet.” 
 
    “Brothers and sisters, here is the man over whom there has been so much contention,” Pyreo said. “Look at what he has done to our fellow Knights-Errant. They attacked him with the intention to subdue and restrain. He struck them with intent to maim and kill. Can we give such a person free reign when the apocalypse looms over our heads?” 
 
    Confused mutters arose from the Knights-Errant, but Max heard more than a few cries of “no” from their midst. 
 
    “Alright, I guess we’re going to kill a lot of people after all,” Nesura said. “Put the fear of the Blood God in these fools so they leave us alone while we save the world.” 
 
    “You’re probably right.” Max cast Flame Strike on Stridentsong, then drove the blade into his Amplification Sheath. He took Garlocke’s figurine in his fist. 
 
    “Excellent.” She sighed in contentment. “I do love hearing humans scream.” 
 
    “Hold!” Jonn’s voice boomed through the air. The Warmonger strode through the ranks of the Venture Spears, a trio of Knights-Errant following closely on his heels. Jonn pointed, and the Knights-Errant behind him broke off to the fallen Hunnites, the telltale white radiance of Healing spells emanating from their hands. 
 
    “Enough blood has been shed today,” Jonn said. “We cannot afford to fight amongst ourselves, not when our doom draws closer with each passing moment.” 
 
    The Warmonger pointed to the clock tower and projected a Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Temporal Equalization Complete 
 
    Time to next temporal destabilization: 14.15.28.27 
 
      
 
    “We have a bit over two weeks to prevent the next monster incursion from occurring,” Jonn said. “And to accomplish that this time, we need to vanquish two Dungeons, not one.” 
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    “The Slaughterhouse of Infinite Blood lies in Benatown, while the Kraken’s Wrath is in Graiatown,” he continued. “The two Dungeons are in opposite directions, with a vast distance between them. Time is short, brothers and sisters. Let us put all our efforts toward resolving this crisis. There can be nothing more important.” 
 
    “I agree, Jonn,” the Slayer said. “There is nothing more important than putting an end to the Apocalypse Horizon. That’s why Max should be more than willing to lay down his life and submit to the geas. Think, brothers and sisters, the monsters in this region are Level 2, the same as he was when he conquered the Dungeon here. Thanks to the more inquisitive ones in our ranks, we all know that the ones in Misktown are Level 3, which is presumably what his Level was before he did the same.” 
 
    “What is he getting at?” Nesura asked. “And why aren’t we killing people yet?” 
 
    “Nothing good.” Max glanced pointedly at the Defenders healing the fallen Hunnites. Healing spells were extremely potent, and he didn’t doubt that some would survive and possibly have their limbs reattached or regrown. “And we aren’t killing anyone else because now, we’ll have to go through Jonn to do that. That’s a bit beyond me.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Nesura agreed. “Jonn Crask is not to be trifled with.” 
 
    “What Level will the monsters in Benatown or Graiatown be by the time he’s done?” the Slayer continued. “What Level will the subsequent Dungeons be as he keeps this up? Wouldn’t it be better for everyone if his Level increases no further? A region filled with Level 4 monsters is nigh impassable, and a Level 4 Dungeon can only be conquered by the best and brightest amongst us. Why did he let himself progress so much? Wouldn’t the sensible, most selfless thing for him to do was to stay at Level 2 while others slew the monsters and accrued Victory Shards in his stead?” 
 
    “Max must continue accruing power, as do we all, because we know that Artur Brightblade is the engineer of this calamity,” Jonn said. “If we keep the Dungeons and monsters within the Apocalypse Horizon at Level 2, our progress will stagnate, and we might not have the power to oppose Artur Brightblade when we finally do confront him.” 
 
    “Ah, but do we know that Artur Brightblade is indeed behind all this?” the Slayer retorted. “All we have is the word of Maximo Strident, who by his actions has proven to care less for his fellow Knights-Errant and the fate of the world than his own gain!” 
 
    “Felix Straya gives his word too,” Jonn said. “He has also met Artur Brightblade and witnessed Strident’s ascension to our ranks.” 
 
    “The jinx?” Pyreo laughed. “Where is he now? And how is he trustworthy at all? His reputation speaks for himself. The man is a disgrace. He’s only been successful when he’s with Maximo Strident, which puts his credibility in question. How do we know he isn’t the victim of some compulsion spell or that his will hasn’t been subverted by a monster?” 
 
    “Like you want to do to me with that circlet of compulsion?” Max shouted at the Slayer. 
 
    “It’s for the best,” the Slayer replied, holding up the geas item, so that the sun’s rays danced off its metallic surface. “And if you weren’t so selfish, cowardly, or perhaps a creature from the depths of a Dungeon, you would be able to see that. ” 
 
    “Seize him!” Pyreo roared, pointing at Max. 
 
    The closest Knights-Errant began reaching for their weapons and encroaching upon Max. He tightened his grip on Garlocke’s totem and swept his gaze over the closest Knights-Errant. Max decided he would kill the bearded Warmonger wielding a battle-axe first, followed by the Elementalist behind him, then the Defender beside the Elementalist. An Infiltrator in a dark brigandine suit vanished abruptly from view. Max raised his Magus Staff and— 
 
    “No!” Jonn interposed himself between Max and the approaching Knights-Errant. His sheer presence halted them in their tracks. The Cloaked Infiltrator reemerged into visibility and took a few steps back, sheathing his short sword. 
 
    “This is madness, Guild Master,” Jonn implored the Slayer. “Please, put aside that horrible thing in your hand. Strident is a Knight-Errant. His goals align with those of everyone else here.” 
 
    “No, they actually don’t,” the Slayer said. “We want to stop the Apocalypse. I’m not even sure what he wants. Dungeon metal? Victory Shards? More enchanted items? Or perhaps he’s here to sow discord between you and I, Jonn. Look at us now, blades pointed at each other’s throats. All he has to do to make all this go away and let us save the world is to put on this circlet.” 
 
    “You’re the source of all this discord, Slayer!” Trisha Weis cried. “You’re the one who started all this talk about Maximo Strident being unreliable, untrustworthy, and possibly some kind of monster! You’re the one who brought in these Hunnites and let them attack him and me! And you’re calling him selfish for not wanting to fix your mess?” 
 
    “I raised questions that had difficult answers, Lady Weis,” the Slayer replied. “You asked what my duties were as Master of the Venture Spears. This is one of them.” 
 
    “I’ve got some difficult answers for you!” Max said, pointing to the circlet in the Slayer’s hand. Every eye turned toward him. “If you’re Valerisen, you’ve heard of me! I’m Maximo Strident, Hero of Fristar Valley, and prosecuting officer of the Fendrech Atrocity!” 
 
    Murmurs arose anew from the Knights-Errant. Many of them exchanged confused glances. A few, sharper on the intake, swept their gazes to the Slayer’s circlet, horrified comprehension dawning in their eyes. 
 
    “Nobody here cares about the affairs of the Mundanes,” Pyreo spat. “They’re beneath us!” 
 
    “No, they’re not,” Jonn rumbled, an undertone of anger creeping into his voice for the first time. He glared at Pyreo, and the masked man flinched from Jonn’s regard. 
 
    “Everything we do, every monster we fight and Dungeon we conquer, we do it in defense of those you so contemptuously call Mundanes,” Jonn said. “If you have forgotten that, Councilor Pyreo, then you have truly lost sight of what it means to be a Knight-Errant.” 
 
    “After the war, Sorbin Fendrech compelled four thousand, two hundred, and seventy-three people to kill and eat each other over a period of three months,” Max continued. “He used a geas item on each of his victims, just like the one the Slayer is holding right now!” 
 
    Gasps of horror and groans of disgust arose from the Venture Spears. They turned to the Slayer and Pyreo. 
 
    “Like you said, Max, there were thousands of these at play.” The Slayer twirled the circlet on his index finger. “If you’re trying to say I supplied Fendrech with his toys, you’d be making a farfetched leap of logic indeed.” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything about you supplying Fendrech,” Max said. “You did. But that’s beside the point. Sorbin Fendrech committed an unconscionable atrocity, one horrific enough that his fellow Oligarchs stripped him of his title and sentenced him to indefinite imprisonment. And now here you are, waving around something used to commit one of the gravest crimes known to mankind and telling everyone that salvation rests upon it.” 
 
    The smirk fled the Slayer’s features. He arrested the circlet’s twirl upon his finger, seizing it tightly within his fist instead. 
 
    “You’ve been calling me all sorts of things, Slayer,” Max continued. “Selfish, cowardly, a Dungeon monster, of all things. Nearly everyone here has scanned me by now with your Soul Lens. Does it say I’m a monster? I have nothing to hide, unlike you, Slayer. When I scanned you, your real name is hidden, as is your Classification.” 
 
    Surprise flashed across the eyes of many of the Venture Spears. A few of them raised their left wrists, as if to angle their Soul Lenses at the Slayer, but they lowered them swiftly beneath the Slayer’s glare. 
 
    “Come on, what’s the big deal?” Max asked. “You lot think it’s rude to scan him when you’ve already scanned me hundreds of times already? Here. I’ll do it for you.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare, Max—” Pyreo began. 
 
    Max projected a Soul Lens screen.    
 
      
 
    The Slayer 
 
    Level 6 UNKNOWN 
 
      
 
    “See? Unless your name is ‘The’ of House ‘Slayer’, which I seriously doubt, it’s clear to everyone that you’re hiding your name and your Classification,” Max said. “Why? The former, I can understand, especially if your name ends with Fendrech, but the latter? Why hide your Classification, Slayer? Are you sure you aren’t a monster?” 
 
    “Our Guild Master’s record as a Knight-Errant is well-documented!” Pyreo said. “Everyone here knows how deserving he is of the renown he enjoys this day. Many of you have personally witnessed his feats against monster incursions and within the depths of Dungeons!” 
 
    “I’m just saying that between you and me, Slayer, I’m the more transparent one,” Max said. “But enough about me. Let’s talk a bit more about you. That circlet in your hand represents depravity beyond comprehension. Yes, Fendrech tortured and killed only Mundanes, but as Jonn said, aren’t Mundanes the whole point of what we do? Aren’t Knights-Errant supposed to protect Mundanes from Dungeons and monsters? That you can wave around a symbol of their suffering so casually speaks volumes about what you think being a Knight-Errant is all about.” 
 
    “You’re a shitty Knight-Errant, Slayer,” he finished. “And you don’t get to tell me what to do when it comes to Dungeons.” 
 
    The bearded Warmonger who’d been advancing on Max lowered his weapon, then returned it to his ring of holding. He sighed and shook his head. 
 
    “My nephew’s friend was one of those taken by Fendrech. Poor lad,” he said. “I don’t care if the world’s ending. I won’t have anything to do with a geas item.” 
 
    “Strident has a point,” the Elementalist behind the bearded Warmonger said. She was a stout woman wearing a dark gambeson much like Marina’s. “He’s got nothing to hide. Maybe we haven’t seen his Classification before, but there are so many new things here in the Apocalypse Horizon, with our Soul Lenses at Phase 99. I don’t think he’s a monster. The very idea is ridiculous.” 
 
    “Mister war hero has been getting things done, hasn’t he?” the bearded Warmonger spoke up once more, before turning to the Slayer. “Why don’t we just let him keep it up, boss? No reason to fix something that isn’t broken, right?” 
 
    “But things are broken around here,” Max said. “They’re very broken when a Guild Master can garner support when he demands that a member give up his life. Those of you standing with the Slayer, shame on you. You’re a weak, pathetic, and cowardly lot who give Knights-Errant a bad name.” 
 
    “Wow. For a moment, I thought you’d actually manage to talk your way out of this,” Nesura chortled into his mind. “Good job, Max. Looks like we’re still going to kill some people today after all.” 
 
    Max shoved Nesura’s words to the back of his mind. Jonn’s bringing up the idea of what it meant to be a Knight-Errant had opened up an invaluable opportunity, and Max wasn’t about to let it slip away. 
 
    He glanced at the fallen Hunnites, who were now sitting in a sullen, groaning heap. Jonn’s Defenders had actually managed to save all their lives and reattach their limbs, though they were obviously still in pain. It was a testament to not only magic, but the skill of those who supported Jonn. Max had thought at least a few of the Hunnites would have ended up dead. 
 
    “They’ll be feeling the phantom agony of their wounds for a while,” Nesura snickered. “Healing spells work wonderfully, but they have no effect on the mental aftershock left behind by grievous injuries.” 
 
    “I don’t have time for this,” Max said, sweeping his staff over in a gesture that encompassed the crowd. “You don’t have time for this. The world is ending, like this bearded fellow said, and I’m the only one who can stop that. I would ask that all of you either help me or get out of my way, but I now see that’s no longer an option.” 
 
    He leveled his staff at the Slayer. 
 
    “The Venture Spears are broken, perhaps largely because of this scumbag here,” Max said. “But I suspect that things haven’t been working very well for some time already. I can’t do my job as a Knight-Errant like that, because there will be those who won’t get out of my way, and I can’t count on any help from you lot, at least not until some things change.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Strident?” Jonn asked. 
 
    “The Slayer needs to be out of the picture,” Max said. “He’s not only untrustworthy but also utterly unworthy. We’re here to save the world. Do we want someone waving an object of utter evil around and demanding that he be allowed to use it without any objections?” 
 
    “Object of utter evil?” Pyreo scoffed. “What makes it so? The mere fact that others like it were used on a hapless bunch of Mundanes by another Mundane? Jonn, everyone here respects you, but I think it’s you who’s lost your way. Mundanes aren’t our burden. We are better than them. The Dungeon metal that we bring back fuels their way of life. Our blades and spells keep monsters at bay, letting them breed like the vermin they are. True, the Mundane prince who committed such atrocities is no saint, but we are not beholden to his victims and the world they reside in.” 
 
    “The Dungeons are our domain, along with all the wealth and wonders they offer,” the Slayer said. “No Mundane might set foot within them, without disastrous consequences, such as our friend Maximo Strident here. Let us not forget that the Apocalypse Horizon did not exist until he, as a Mundane, chose disastrously to go into what was then known as the Forlorn Dungeon. But let us not belabor that point. As my dear friend Councilor Pyreo said, Mundanes are not our concern. We don’t serve them. In a just world, they should be serving us, but they aren’t, and we don’t begrudge them that lack, for we Knights-Errant are generous by nature and too gallant and adventurous to quibble about such follies.” 
 
    “And as gallant and adventurous folk, how can we discount the use of any tool, no matter what history it has in the world of the Mundanes?” The Slayer held up the circlet. “As Knights-Errant, we stand above them, and the fate of the world lies in our hands, not theirs. We would do anything, even give our lives to protect it, for that is our burden and our glorious duty. Yet this former-Mundane, a false Knight-Errant in truth but now also in deed and spirit, balks when he is called to serve? He is not our peer, brothers and sisters. He deserves none of our regard, and in light of his refusal, none of our respect. We must seize him and use him like the tool he is, for the sake of the world.” 
 
    Angry, confused, and frightened voices rose from the Venture Spears. Jonn turned to Max, only for the worry in his eyes to turn into confusion, since Max began to laugh. His mirth was loud, and it pealed over the scattered discussions breaking out across the crowd, pushing them back down into silence as all eyes fell upon him once more. 
 
    Letting go of Garlocke’s totem, Max strode past the bearded Warmonger and clasped the shoulder of a bewildered Defender, a red-haired young man with nervous eyes. 
 
    “You. Is everyone in your family a Knight-Errant?” he asked. 
 
    “Uh, no. My parents aren’t. Neither are my siblings,” the Defender replied. “I’m the only one in my—” 
 
    “Thanks.” Max pointed to a young woman in leather armor. Nesura’s scan indicated that she was an Infiltrator. “What about you?” 
 
    “My husband is a Mundane.” The Infiltrator shook her head. “As are my children.” 
 
    Max repeated the question a few times, choosing Knights-Errant at random. Most of them had Mundane relatives. One or two didn’t, but they had friends and loved ones who were Mundane. 
 
    “The scumbag over there says that Mundanes live in a different world from us, but that’s not true,” Max said. “We’re all people. We just do different things. But I want you to think about his tone, about the utter contempt he has for Mundanes. If we’re not all that different from Mundanes, doesn’t that contempt extend to you, too? If you think the Slayer cares for you just because you’re a Knight-Errant, think again. If it suits his purposes, he’d put that circlet on your head just as readily as he wants to do to mine!” 
 
    “The greater good calls for—” Pyreo began. 
 
    “You want to talk about the greater good?” Max shouted over the masked Knight-Errant. “Let me tell you what would have done the most good. The Slayer, being such a formidable Knight-Errant with so much clout, should be lining up the best and brightest of you lot to help me. And then when I’m at the same Level, he could probably jump in too. If he’s as good as many of you believe him to be, we’ll be cruising through Dungeons and keeping the monster incursions away with ease.” 
 
    “But he isn’t doing that, and you know why?” Max continued. “He’s afraid that you all won’t let him get by on his reputation and name anymore if he isn’t the one resolving this crisis. From what I’ve heard, he hasn’t been doing much at all for a few years already. If he doesn’t get in front of this as the star of the show, he’s done. But he can’t be the star of the show because he can’t cast Temporal Equalization. So what does he do? He wants to make a puppet of the one who can.” 
 
    “Baseless conjecture!” Pyreo spat. “We want you to surrender to the circlet because you’re not trustworthy, Maximo Strident!” 
 
    “Am I not?” Max spread his arms. “You all know of me, even as a Mundane. And back then, I knew some of you. Charles! Stop hiding behind that big fellow! I arrested you for public indecency last year! You’d better not be urinating in public anymore, no matter how drunk you are!” 
 
    The shamefaced Warmonger named Charles had the decency to bow his head and shuffle his feet. 
 
    “Hey, yeah.” A bald Defender in a chainmail shirt pushed his way to stand before Max. “My name’s Vengar. I remember you. You were that Enforcer who held Raighast off until my cohort could subdue him. You saved a lot of lives that day. I read up on you later. Ebon Heart medalist. Stars of Glory. Hero of Fristar Valley, by the Verdant Gods. I wondered what you were doing in a backwater like Hisktown.” 
 
    “He’s no damned monster,” the bearded Warmonger said, before turning to the Slayer and growling. “For shame. I can’t believe I even entertained that idea, even for a second.” 
 
    “As I’ve been trying to tell everyone, he’s one of us,” Jonn said. “Strident is a Knight-Errant. And an excellent one, by any measure. He saved my life.” 
 
    “Technically, he’s also already saved the world once,” Trisha interjected, pointing to the clock tower. “A Level 2 monster incursion nearly broke the cohorts guarding the Forlorn Dungeon. I don’t know how many of you have seen Level 3 monster incursions before, but they’re utterly devastating. Probably nigh unstoppable. Maximo Strident stopped that, and the proof is right before your eyes.” 
 
    “I guess that makes me pretty trustworthy,” Max said, drawing a few scattered chuckles from the crowd. He pointed at the Slayer again. “And since we’re on that topic, how about this? I keep hearing that your Guild Master hasn’t been doing much in the last few years, but he doesn’t seem to be the type to sit back and drown himself beneath ale and wenches. So what has he been up to? How did he get to Level 6? That’s a lot of dead monsters, isn’t it?” 
 
    “What are you trying to insinuate, Maximo Strident?” Pyreo growled. 
 
    “Those circlets Fendrech used came from Dungeons. Someone had to kill monsters, many monsters, for them,” Max said. “All those enchanted items needed to be stored and transported somehow, and who’s going to question a Guild Master moving about with rings of holding filled with geas items?” 
 
    “A baseless accusation, Maximo Strident, and a foul one,” the Slayer said. 
 
    “Now you’re calling it foul?” Max shot back. “I thought you didn’t care about Mundanes. But maybe you do when talking about them might leave festering smears on your not-so-pristine reputation. Let’s get back on track. What’s your name, Slayer? It isn’t Fendrech by any chance, is it? Why don’t you take away whatever charm is blocking our Soul Lenses from scanning you so we can see for ourselves?” 
 
    “Even if our Master is related to Sorbin Fendrech, that proves nothing,” Pyreo hissed. “Keep spouting such vile insinuations, Maximo Strident, and I’ll cut out your tongue.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome to try.” Max beckoned to the masked Knight-Errant. “When I’m done with you, no Defender’s going to be able to put your pieces back together again.” 
 
    “Gentlemen!” Jonn said, placing himself between Max and Pyreo. “We are all brothers and sisters here. Words will suffice.” 
 
    “Oh, I have many words to describe the Slayer, but one’s especially fitting.” Max glared at the Venture Spears’ Guild Master. “Untrustworthy. If you lot aren’t seeing this by now, then you’re hopelessly stupid and completely useless here, and you should get out of the Apocalypse Horizon, and take those idiotic Hunnite bastards with you. That’s right, Slayer. That last part was addressed to you and your lackeys. Get out, and take those idiotic Hunnite bastards with you.” 
 
    Murmurs arose from the Knights-Errant again. A fair number were now looking upon the Slayer and Pyreo with hostility and suspicion in their eyes. Most of those still standing with them shuffled uncertainly. Only thirty or so Knights-Errant remained staunchly on the side of the Slayer. They glared murderously at Max. 
 
    “Oh please, let’s kill some people today,” Nesura pleaded into his mind. “I want to see more human blood! I want to feel souls leave their bodies! Come on, Max! Stop being so verbally persuasive.” 
 
    “Your Guild Master demands your loyalty!” Pyreo bellowed. “Is this how you repay his patronage? His protection? The resources of the Venture Spears you’ve enjoyed over the years?” 
 
    “What protection? What resources?” Trisha cried. “Like I said, what has the Guild done for any of us these last few years? Maximo Strident brought up a good point. Where did our membership fees go? Were they used to hire Hunnite mercenaries to plunder Dungeons for geas items?” 
 
    The murmurs from the crowd escalated into angry mutters and pointing fingers. Several Knights-Errant shook their heads in disgust and began making their way to the Warp Dais that would take them to the temporal portal. Many others turned and looked to Max and Jonn for guidance. 
 
    “The Venture Spears are broken,” Max said, his voice cutting through the clamor of the crowd. “Perhaps they’ve been broken for a while, like I was saying. But that’s none of my concern. What matters is fixing the Apocalypse Horizon, and to do that, I need your help.” 
 
    “Alright, lad.” The bearded Warmonger grunted and cracked his knuckles. “I’m on board. What do you need?” 
 
    “The Venture Spears have no place here, but we can’t be disorganized,” Max said. “If you’re going to stay here, you’ll have to follow my lead. I’m open to ideas, of course, provided they’re good.” 
 
    “A new guild, then?” Vengar asked. “Works for me. What shall we call ourselves?” 
 
    Max glanced at Jonn, who gave him a resolute nod. The answer seemed obvious. 
 
    “The Apocalypse Knights, of course,” he said. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Knight Commander,” Trisha said, her words drawing the collective regard of the gathered Knights-Errant. “With the Apocalypse Knights supplanting the Venture Spears here, we need a title for our new leader. The Apocalypse Knights seek to accomplish a specific goal. It is not technically a guild, so we’re not led by a Master. Knight Commander seems fitting, especially for the Hero Fristar Valley.” 
 
    “I like it,” Jonn declared. He clasped Max on the pauldron. “Everyone, I present to you Knight Commander Maximo Strident, leader of the Apocalypse Knights!” 
 
    Scattered cheers arose from the Knights-Errant. It wasn’t exactly thunderous applause and unanimous adulation, but it was more than enough, Max thought, as he studied the crowd. Relieved clarity was present in many eyes, and cautious optimism marked many faces. Perhaps one out of ten Knights-Errant wore an expression and sported body language that was dubious, but as far as Max could tell, none exhibited outright hostility except for the thirty or so Slayer loyalists now crowding around their Guild Master. 
 
    Trisha Weis seized the moment well and came up with a fairly punchy but appealing title on the spot, Max thought, meeting the Elementalist’s violet gaze. She had a challenging look in her eyes and a subtle curve to her lip. By declaring preemptively her membership in the Apocalypse Knights, she’s framed herself as a founding member of the group and given herself de-facto authority that I might not be able to countersay. I really shouldn’t underestimate her. 
 
    “She reminds me of my elder sister, Vllatraxinas Trillia Fengthela Vix,” Nesura said. “Mistress of Lies, Lady of Pain, Dominator of—” 
 
    “Hush,” Max sent through their mental link. He raised his right fist. The excited muttering and cheers died down within a few heartbeats. 
 
    “Thanks, Jonn. Thanks, Elementalist,” Max said, specifically not using Trisha’s name. The Elementalist’s eyes flashed, but she sent a polite nod his way. “Alright. We’re here to fix the Apocalypse Horizon, which means I need a constant  rotation of fresh cohort members. These cohort members need to be the same Level as me, which means that I expect the whole lot of you to engage in constant monster-hunting.” 
 
    The Knights-Errant exchanged glances and nodded in approval. They had likely already started doing that in the few days when Max was tackling Graywind Mage Tower. 
 
    “All of you have been at this longer than I have, and I’m not one to micro-manage, so figure out how to increase in Levels and power as quickly as you can by yourselves,” Max continued. “There are Level 3 and Level 4 Knights-Errant among you. Let them provide what guidance they may. I want you to use whatever Dungeon metal you accrue here to upgrade your equipment and items.”   
 
    “Mister Strident,” Stephens pushed his way through a cluster of Knights-Errant. Max spotted the rest of the Truesteel clerks gathered near the clock tower. “I believe I may be of assistance. I have been authorized by Lord Truesteel himself to negotiate and enter into business arrangements and deals on his behalf.” 
 
    Guess he doubled back after seeing how I put the Slayer in his place without too much bloodshed.  
 
    Max grinned at the clerk. “Sounds like a plan. We’ll hash out the details later.” 
 
    “Our staff can also assist with rostering efforts,” Stephens said. “We can compile summaries and detailed dossiers of the Levels, abilities, and records of the Apocalypse Knights for your perusal. These will help you choose your immediate cohort or coordinate your hunting sorties.” 
 
    “And how much will such assistance cost us?” Trisha asked, in an obvious attempt to solidify her perceived leadership status as one of the Apocalypse Knights. 
 
    “Consider it a complimentary service, in light of the potential profits that an arrangement between the Truesteel clan and the Apocalypse Knights would generate.” Stephens adjusted his gold-rimmed spectacles and smiled. 
 
    “Yeah. You’ll probably have to kill her later,” Nesura whispered into his mind. “The Blood Gods know just how many times I’ve tried to kill my sister.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it does not come to that,” Max replied, before returning his attention to Stephens. “Great. Have your staff start getting some names and numbers from the Level 4 Knights-Errant here. They have two hours. I’ll review the findings, select my cohort, and get going from there.” 
 
    “Maximo Strident!” the Slayer called. The Master of the Venture Spears wore a mask of simmering rage across his face. “I have had enough of your insolence! You will surrender yourself to a geas now, or I will—” 
 
    “You’ll what? Cry some more?” Max replied. “Why are you and your flunkies still here, Slayer? As far as the Apocalypse Horizon is concerned, the Venture Spears are done. Get out.” 
 
    “The Venture Spears are the biggest Valerisen guild. We’re never done,” Pyreo said, spreading his arms and addressing the crowd. “Consider your next steps very carefully, brothers and sisters. When this situation with the Apocalypse Horizon is done, what awaits beyond the portal? Everyone here hails from the towns in the southeastern quadrant. All of you added up don’t even comprise one tenth of the Venture Spears’s full membership. Would you want to leave this place only to be confronted by many of your former brothers and sisters for your treachery?” 
 
    Max laughed again. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the Hunnites who’d attacked him making their way surreptitiously through the crowd to the Slayer’s side. 
 
    “Come on. Your Guild has been around for what, a bit more than a decade? A few words from me and its presence here has fallen apart,” Max said. “Does anyone here actually think any guild member will be motivated or loyal enough to pick a fight with an Apocalypse Knight?” 
 
    A bark of laughter ripped from Vengar. The bald Defender shook his head. 
 
    “No, definitely not.” Vengar turned to the Slayer. “Maybe if the guild actually did anything for us, it’d be a different story, but the way I see it, my years of membership fees not only went down the drain, but also probably into something nefarious. Walk away, Slayer, and I’ll be willing to let this go. I can only speak for myself, but I’m sure many of us share the same thoughts. Press the issue though, and you can expect quite a few of us to suddenly become very curious about how you’ve been using our gold.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t be here if not for the Venture Spears’s information network and logistical support!” Pyreo cried, jabbing his finger at Vengar. “The Warp Daises, the Voice Throwers, the—” 
 
    “All those are property of the Truesteel Clan, extended by the grace of Lady Flora Truesteel, who I daresay will be reconsidering her membership as a guild member after the events of today,” Stephens said. “As for how word got out, I imagine it was mostly due to Mister Crask’s efforts. His renown and diligence spread knowledge of the Apocalypse Horizon across the Errantry Mansion. The number of Knights-Errant here will swell in the days to come, no thanks to the Venture Spears.” 
 
    “The Truesteel clan has always been a collection of opportunistic snakes,” the Slayer said bitterly. “All of you can expect consequences for your treachery.” 
 
    “Shut up and get out, Slayer,” Max said, reaching for Stridentsong’s hilt again. “Last chance.” 
 
    The Slayer opened his mouth to retort, only for harsh laughter to break out amidst the ranks of the sycophants clustered around him. A tall, heavily armored man strode to the front and lifted the visor of his horned helm. Eyes with a distinct Hunnite cast glared at Max from within the depths of the helm. 
 
    “Khankiller,” the man said, his voice laden with a heavy Hunnite accent. “Hail and well met. Good job on besting my brothers just now. I didn’t think I would ever need to reveal myself, but I didn’t expect you to take apart the Slayer’s grasp over his guild so easily either. But I suppose I needn’t be too surprised. After all, I have seen years of partnership with him, and he has consistently disappointed me, while your name still strikes fear in the hearts of my people.” 
 
    Nesura swiftly scanned the armored Hunnite. 
 
      
 
    Guyuk Altaigiin 
 
    Level 5 Warmonger 
 
      
 
    The scan didn’t go unnoticed, of course, but Guyuk merely smiled. 
 
    “Ah, Khankiller, I’ve always liked you, but now I like you more already,” he said, sweeping his gauntleted hand in a gesture that encompassed the gathered Valerisen Knights-Errant. “None of the pearl-clutching sensibilities this lot possess tie you down. No mincing about scanning another, then immediately breaking their own etiquette as soon as it suits them. You care not! You see what you want, and you take it!” 
 
    Max knew what Guyuk was talking about. It was social taboo amongst Valerisen Knights-Errant to scan one another without permission, and Max had offended Flora when he’d done that to her shortly after he received his Soul Lens. Yet when Max revealed himself to the crowd, he’d registered more than a hundred Soul Lens scans washing across his soul. 
 
    “A hundred and seventy-three, to be exact,” Nesura added unhelpfully. 
 
    “As I was saying, Master Slayer has disappointed me for many years already, but today, he’s actually brought things to the precipice of disaster,” Guyuk continued. “Though I did anticipate his bungling, especially when I realized you, Khankiller, were at the center of this, which is why I decided to attend to this matter personally.” 
 
    Many things clicked together in Max’s head at the Hunnite’s words, like he’d finally found the missing piece to a puzzle long unsolved. Fendrech’s atrocity had involved many—perhaps too many—Hunnite prisoners-of-war, and the findings of the field investigators reporting to then-Inquisitor Major Maximo Strident had insinuated that the timeline for the Oligarch’s deviant indulgences spanned far before the advent of the Hunnite War. Dozens of financial trails leading to dead ends flashed across Max’s mind, as did the grisly remains of countless potential witnesses, silenced before they could be interrogated or offer testimony. 
 
    The Slayer hadn’t been Fendrech’s supplier. He was perhaps but a facilitator, making sure Warp Dais routes stayed open so that slaves, both Valerisen and Hunnite, could find their way into Fendrech’s grasp and feed his appetites with their suffering and deaths. Guyuk had been the procurer, perhaps of both human flesh and geas items. 
 
    Max’s gaze flashed to the circlet, still in the Slayer’s hand. Guyuk’s presence here only meant one thing. The Fendrech Atrocity that Max had extinguished with steel and law had been but one of many. Others, perhaps his peers, shared the former Oligarch’s appetites, which explained the sudden disappearance of Irvin Vaustika’s backing and Max’s swift professional disgrace and demotions. 
 
    It’s still going on, he thought, seizing Stridentsong’s hilt so tightly his knuckles hurt. 
 
    “What are you doing?” the Slayer hissed at Guyuk. 
 
    “You knew this was a possibility when you insisted on placing the Khankiller under a geas and started waving a circlet of compulsion around,” the Hunnite replied. “Of course he would make that connection and rattle you so much that a multitude of your peers now no longer consider you beyond scrutiny. Who knows what they might uncover if they start digging around once they leave the confines of this dreary realm? I cannot risk our partnership coming to light.” 
 
    “What? What’s going on, Max?” Jonn asked. “Who is this Hunnite? What is he talking about? Is this about the Slayer’s use of our membership fees? What partnership do they—” 
 
    The legendary Warmonger’s eyes widened in dawning horror. 
 
    “Did the Slayer really have something to do with Fendrech?” Jonn asked, choking over his words. 
 
    “I didn’t have any proof until now,” Max replied, pointing at Guyuk and the Slayer with his Magus Staff. “Everyone! There it is, right before your eyes. The Slayer has been, and still is, working with the Hunnites to traffick human chattel. Fendrech was but one of their clients!” 
 
    Cries of horror and disgust arose from the gathered Knights-Errant, but confusion and disbelief still reigned in too many eyes. Max didn’t expect anything different. After all, he’d needed a legal team of a hundred counselors, investigators, and forensic specialists—all hired on Irvin’s dime—working for months to successfully prosecute and convict Fendrech beyond a reasonable doubt. He had no such thing here in the Apocalypse Horizon. But then again, this wasn’t a court of law, and he knew exactly what Guyuk meant when he’d mentioned his intolerance of risk.  
 
    “Apocalypse Knights!” Max cried. “Arm yourselves for battle!” 
 
    Confused mutters arose from the gathered Knights-Errant, but they swiftly turned into cries of alarm as Jonn produced his halberd from his ring of holding. 
 
    “Listen to Strident!” the legendary Warmonger said. “We’re under attack!” 
 
    First one, then another Knight-Errant was galvanized into action. Blades, spears, axes materialized from rings of holding. Hands were raised, elemental energies dancing across their palms. Dozens of Shield spells flashed into existence, encasing the area around the clock tower in a protective bubble. 
 
    “No! No!” the Slayer protested. He seized Guyuk by the shoulder guard. “What have you done? You’ve ruined everything!” 
 
    The Hunnite brushed the Slayer’s hand away roughly and sneered. 
 
    “Your precious guild will still be around even without the rabble gathered here today,” Guyuk said. He began walking away. More than a few of the sycophants around the Slayer followed in the Hunnite’s wake, which meant that if Max were to tear away their helm visors or peel back their hoods, he would almost certainly find Hunnite features beneath. 
 
    “Now, come along if you still want to live. Replacing you will be troublesome, but not enough that you can afford to test my patience any further,” Guyuk said.  
 
    Max cast his gaze past the Hunnite’s shoulder, where a cluster of Knights-Errant stood. A Warp Dais lay at their feet, the bluish light emanating from its surface indicating its readiness. Guyuk glanced over his shoulder at Max before he stepped onto the Warp Dais. 
 
    “I’ve given instructions to my men to take you alive, Khankiller,” the Hunnite called, his voice rising above the increasing clamor and confusion of the newly formed Apocalypse Knights. “I don’t doubt you’ll survive this next little bit regardless, but it never hurts to be sure. After all, I don’t want the world to end anymore than you do, and if it means keeping you alive until we sort things out, hey, that’s a price I’m willing to pay.” 
 
    Guyuk’s boot heel came down upon the Warp Dais. He vanished in a flash of blue light. The Slayer followed next, pushing his way past the others, followed by Pyreo. Soon, the entire entourage of Knights-Errant that had stood by the Slayer was gone, leaving behind the Warp Dais. 
 
    “Where did they go?” Trisha asked. “What’s happening?” 
 
     “Jonn, could you try to keep everyone calm and ready for now?” Max said, pointing to the clock tower. “I’m going to find a better vantage point. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Max,” Jonn replied. “I’ve got this.” 
 
    Max made his way to the clock tower, even as Jonn began bellowing for order. Trisha followed closely on Max’s heels. 
 
    “That Hunnite just now. He’s the orchestrator of… whatever you call this?” she asked. “Scheme? Plot? Ambush?” 
 
    “No. At least not until now,” Max said, gratified that Trisha seemed to quickly realize that the Apocalypse Knights would soon be attacked, presumably by a force of Hunnite Knights-Errant. “He was here to keep an eye on how the Slayer would run the show. He didn’t like what he was seeing, so he took over.” 
 
    Max touched the side of the clock tower and materialized just beneath its bell. Trisha appeared beside him a heartbeat later. Taking out his looking glass, he swept its lens across the omni-directional vantage point the clock tower’s bell room provided. Scarcely a heartbeat had passed before his gaze fell upon what he’d expected to see: a dust cloud, kicked up by what could only be a force of cavalry, at least three hundred strong. Behind that cloud was a column of armored infantry. A quick estimate placed their numbers at around four hundred, perhaps even five. 
 
    They were heading from the direction of the stone maze, where the portal out of the Apocalypse Horizon lay, and they’d already crossed Hisktown’s outskirts. Soon, they would be funneling into the main streets toward the town’s central district. There was no slipping past them, not that Max had any intention to, anyway. He had two Dungeons to take care of, and he wasn’t about to leave the Apocalypse Horizon without seeing to them, the Slayer’s and Guyuk’s schemes be damned. 
 
    “What... who are those?” Trisha asked, pointing at the approaching Knights-Errant. 
 
    “The Hunnite said he couldn’t risk anyone here digging around when they got out,” Max said. “Figure it out for yourself.” 
 
    He touched the bell clapper and began jogging back to Jonn as soon as he returned to ground level. Jonn had managed to somewhat calm the Apocalypse Knights down. Many of them even now stood in cohorts. They were far from an organized force, Max realized. 
 
    We’ve got a bit over two hundred Knights-Errant here, at most, he thought. I don’t know anything about them, and the Hunnites will be here in a few minutes. That’s not enough time for me to come up with any tactics. 
 
    For all intents and purposes, Max had roughly two hundred light infantry scattered across the relatively open terrain of Hisktown’s central district against a column of heavy cavalry and a block of heavy infantry. All involved were presumably Knights-Errant, which meant that as far as individual capabilities went, every Hunnite was a match for an Apocalypse Knight. Every military sensibility told Max that the Apocalypse Knights stood no chance against such a force. The cavalry charge would smash open any defenses they managed to muster, the infantry advance would break them, and then the cavalry would circle back once more to finish them as they routed. 
 
    An old adage in the halls of Northstar Military College came to his mind: If the tactical field doesn’t favor your odds, go to strategy, and vice versa. In other words, if a battle was unwinnable, the general should think about winning the war instead. Max made his strategic decision immediately. 
 
    “Jonn, about seven hundred Hunnites are coming to kill us all,” he said. “They will arrive in under twenty minutes. There is no way we can hold them back here, so I need you to round everyone up and bring them to the Hisktown Enforcer precinct building. The walls are thick there, with many choke points and fortifiable positions. There will be ghouls along the way, but with you and so many Level 4 Knights-Errant around, they shouldn’t be a problem. Do you know where it is?” 
 
    “Yes. I grew up in Hisktown. I’ll get everyone moving, Strident,” Jonn said. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “The Hunnites have a mounted force. They’ll catch us if we simply withdraw on foot.” Max grinned. “I’m going to buy us some time.” 
 
    “By yourself?” Jonn hefted his halberd. “I’ll come with you.” 
 
    “No, Jonn. I need you to make sure everyone stays on track,” Max said. “The Hunnites are coming from the portal, which means that they’ve secured that area already. Anyone who takes the Warp Dais by the clock tower is going to fall right into their hands. Everyone here heard what Guyuk said. He’s taking no prisoners. There’s no slipping past the Hunnites, no trying to reason with them. I need someone to remind the Apocalypse Knights of that and keep them from going to their deaths. That someone can only be you, Jonn.” 
 
    Jonn clenched his jaw. He nodded reluctantly, before raising his halberd and calling for the Apocalypse Knights to follow him. The milling crowd rallied to the cry of the legendary Warmonger, and despite their misgivings, began to trail in his wake as he led them from the clock tower and toward the ruins of Hisktown. The now-visible dust cloud and clamor of distant hooves made their departure easier for them. 
 
    A few Knights-Errant lingered: Vengar, Trisha, and the bearded Warmonger. Nesura scanned him. 
 
      
 
    Ike Flunder 
 
    Level 4 Warmonger 
 
      
 
    “I heard what you’re planning to do, Strident,” Ike said. “I agree. Jonn has the clout to keep the mob in line, but it’s a different story for me. Nobody’s going to miss my presence there. You want to hold off those Hunnite bastards, right? Let me help.” 
 
    “And me,” Vengar said. “You’d be crazy to go up against so many by yourself.” 
 
    “Count me in too,” Trisha produced an oaken staff from her ring of holding. The other ring on her hand, the powerful enchanted item called Elemental Barrage, blazed with ochre light. 
 
    Instead of replying, Max summoned Garlocke. The Knights-Errant stepped back as the raptor emerged from the cloud of black smoke that preceded his materialization. 
 
    “Food?” Garlocke asked as he cocked his head and stared at Trisha. “This one smells tasty.” 
 
    “No, Garlocke,” Max said, grinning at the sight of Trisha’s face going pale. “But I think you’re going to have something to eat very soon.” 
 
    He turned back to the Knights-Errant. “I have a spirit beast that I can use as a mount. That means I’ll be moving fast. Really fast. If you can’t keep up, you’d better go with the rest.” 
 
    Ike produced a figurine of a dark horse. Smoke poured from the summoning totem to coalesce into a massive ebon-hued, eyeless horse, replete with saddle, stirrup, and reins. 
 
    “I’m a bit of a horseman myself,” the Warmonger said. “I can take another on ol’ Darkstride here, assuming he or she doesn’t mind sharing the saddle.” 
 
    Vengar turned to Triss, who shrugged and took out a disc of black stone from her ring of holding. It was roughly twice as wide across her shoulders. The Elementalist released the disc, allowing it to float down to her ankles. She climbed atop it. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about me keeping up, boys,” Trisha said as the disc carried her into the skies. 
 
    Max recalled Trisha’s sister, Velia. The deceased Flame Elementalist had possessed a disc that allowed her to fly through the air too. Either Trisha had one of her own, or she’d inherited that very same disc from her sister, just like she did with the Elemental Barrage ring. 
 
    “Guess I’m doubling up with Ike,” Vengar said. The Defender produced a crossbow from his ring of holding and held it up to Max’s gaze. “I haven’t done a lot of horseback archery, but with my bow, it can’t be all that difficult.” 
 
    Unbidden, Nesura scanned the Defender’s bow. 
 
      
 
    Repeating Hail: Rare enchanted weapon 
 
    Crossbow +4 
 
    Repeating, Accuracy, Phantasmal Shot +1 
 
      
 
    Max thought back to what he’d seen atop the clocktower. The Hunnite cavalrymen were heavily armored in typical cataphract fashion. If Max had a regiment of arbalesters protected by pikemen at his command, he’d wipe them out in short order. But he didn’t. 
 
    And the Hunnites are probably all Knights-Errant anyway. Mundanes won’t be able to stop them, Max thought.  
 
    He nodded to Vengar. “Get mounted, then. I’ll be riding out to meet them now. Trisha, stay out of reach and just drop stones on the cavalry. If you can make the terrain underfoot nasty for them while still keeping your distance, do that too. Ike, I’m going to assume your spirit beast mount is faster than heavily armored horses. Move through the side streets to bypass the cavalry and let Vengar harass the infantry with his bow. If any cavalry break off from their main formation to try and screen you off, hit and run. Don’t let them surround you.” 
 
    Max sent out a cohort request, which all three Knights-Errant acknowledged and accepted. 
 
      
 
    Trisha Weis, Level 4 Elementalist has joined your cohort 
 
    Ike Flunder, Level 4 Warmonger has joined your cohort 
 
    Vengar Nost, Level 4 Defender had joined your cohort 
 
      
 
    A surge of strength washed over Max’s soul as the cohort links coalesced. 
 
    “Alright. Move out!” Max cried, striding over to Garlocke and swinging onto the raptor’s back. Vengar and Ike mounted the shadowy horse, while Trisha ascended into the skies.  
 
    Garlocke’s barding came with a saddle, stirrups, and reins that could be extended from the underside of the helmet. The raptor glared sidelong at Max when he tried to reach for them. 
 
    “Really?” Garlocke said, the single crimson eye he’d turned upon Max filled with disapproval. 
 
    “He’s your spirit beast,” Nesura said. “You can command him with your mind. By the Blood Gods, if you grant me access to his soul, I can command him with my mind.” 
 
    Max couldn’t think of a faster way to have Garlocke turn on him. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” he said to the familiar, before turning back to Garlocke. “You know what I’m trying to do. Use your best judgment.” 
 
    “Yes,” the raptor said, breaking out into a trundling trot that soon turned into a canter. Just as Ike and Vengar began to move, Garlocke accelerated into a full gallop. 
 
    “We’ll be right behind you, Strident!” Ike called as Garlocke blasted off like an arrow toward the rapidly approaching dust cloud. 
 
    The Hunnites couldn’t have come through the portal any earlier than last night, because that was when the items I’d ordered arrived, Max thought as the ruins of Hisktown whipped by. Which means that Felix, Marina, and Flora probably made it back to the Errantry Mansion safely. 
 
    Max wondered how Guyuk had managed to amass nearly seven hundred Hunnites near Hisktown’s border without anyone noticing or kicking up a furor. The answer came swiftly to him: the Slayer. As far as anyone knew, a Warp Dais within the Apocalypse Horizon couldn’t establish any connection to one without. But there were virtually no limits in distance for Warp Daises located in the same timeline. 
 
    It was highly unlikely that the Hunnites had come through the same Warp Dais in the Venture Spears’s Hisktown guild house. The local Enforcers, decrepit and corrupt though they were, would raise an unholy row. After taking a Warp Dais prepared by the Slayer in the depths of the Errantry Mansion, the Hunnites had probably emerged somewhere in the Dungeon Wastes further out from the border and beyond eyeshot of the watchtowers. It would take them little more than an hour of marching to reach the portal, go through, and secure the stone maze. 
 
     Once they’d emerged from the stone maze, they would have taken another hour, perhaps two, to traverse the plains and Hisktown’s outskirts. From there, it would be a short, headlong ride to the clock tower, assuming they moved en-masse while maintaining battle formation.   
 
    Which they did, Max thought, his mouth twisting in annoyance. Looks like this lot might not actually be Knights-Errant, just Hunnite soldiers with Wargear. They might have Keshik among them. 
 
    For better or worse, Hunnite Knights-Errant tended to be as individualistic and as irreverent as their Valerisen counterparts. That was why the war between the Khanate and the Dominion had involved virtually no Knights-Errant fighting on either side, save for the occasional rogue operator.  
 
    However, the Khanate had still been significantly more successful in enticing its lesser Knights-Errant into its army by granting these individuals titles, riches, and prestige. Hunnite Knights-Errant who formally enlisted as Khanate soldiers were known as the Keshik. 
 
    The Keshik were Level 1 Knights-Errant who served in the Hunnite army as elite units that used their spells in concert. In the Hunnite war, they’d wreaked horrific devastation amongst the Valerisen ranks. A battalion of regular troops augmented by Keshik was nigh unstoppable, often requiring overwhelming numbers or fortuitous strategies to defeat. 
 
    As an Enforcer, Max had encountered Keshik only once, in a single battle where he’d lost two hundred soldiers in taking out a ten-strong Keshik unit. The confrontation had been terrifying, with Max himself barely surviving the experience, but now that he was a Level 4 Knight-Errant himself, things were very different. 
 
    But Guyuk might not even be a member of the Khanate military. He could just be a powerful and influential Knight-Errant, like the Slayer. He thought back to the six Hunnite Knights-Errant that had tried to apprehend him at the Clock Tower. Most of them were Level 2, with a single Level 3 in their ranks. They were either the best among their forces or simply considered competent but not valuable enough to be indispensable. 
 
    So I’m riding either against a column of professional soldiers with highly trained elites in their midst or seven hundred Knights-Errant who are Level 2 on average, Max thought grimly. And I have to get through two Dungeons in two weeks or the world ends. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Garlocke said through their mental link. “We will rip them. We will tear them. We will spill their blood. We will eat their eyes.” 
 
    “Huh. The scaly freak’s attitude is commendable, at least,” Nesura added. “But those are some pretty grim odds, Max. You sure you know what you’re doing?” 
 
    “Yes,” Max replied. Nesura’s mental regard turned pointed. Skepticism rolled off her psyche to wash over his. He glanced irritably down at the bat tucked in his belt pouch. “Alright, I have a few rough ideas.” 
 
    Nesura stared back, her inhuman eyes delivering a deadpan look with startling expressiveness. 
 
    “Fine,” Max grunted and looked away. “My rough ideas don’t go much beyond hurting them and slowing them down.” 
 
    Nesura delivered a mental shrug that danced annoyingly over his mind. Max frowned and swore to himself that he would learn how to do the same, if only to pay the familiar back in spirit. 
 
    “That’s what you need to do, right?” she asked. “To make sure your Apocalypse Knights don’t die here and now.” 
 
    “Hunnites excel on open terrain,” Max reasoned. “Being dragged into street-by-street fighting is the nightmare of every Hunnite general, especially when the streets are infested by Level 2 ghouls.” 
 
    “Which won’t really pose a threat to the Apocalypse Knights, most of whom are Level 3 or above,” Nesura said. “Well, except for those Truesteel weaklings anyway. Most of them are Mundanes. That fellow with the gold-rimmed spectacles is a Level 1 Defender.” 
 
    “Heavy cavalry and infantry won’t be able to maintain their formation in Hisktown’s streets. The latter’s armor might help in close combat, but that doesn’t amount to much when every shadow or corner might contain a hiding ghoul,” Max continued. “Valerisen Knights-Errant, especially this lot, must have seen dozens of Dungeons to get to this Level. Tight spaces, broken roads, and strange shadows are what they’re used to.” 
 
    “Turn their strengths into weaknesses, which you then bring your strengths against,” Nesura mused. “You would have been a fine Blood General for my family. My sister would have liked you. She has a thing for ugly, hulking men. You could have been her thrall and champion.” 
 
    “Bat is ugly. I bet sister is ugly too,” Garlocke interjected. 
 
    Max sighed and ignored the inevitable tide of obscenities that poured from  Nesura’s mouth. He readied his staff. The first of the Hunnite riders came into eyeshot as they thundered down Hisktown’s central avenue. They wore sleek armor of dark steel plates. As they spotted Max, the foremost cavalrymen unhitched lances from their saddles. 
 
    “Well, I wanted to see humans die today,” Nesura huffed after being ignored by Garlocke. “Looks like I’ll get my wish.” 
 
    “Hmm. Human meat.” Garlocke licked his chops. 
 
    Sensing Trisha’s presence through the cohort link, Max glanced up. The Elementalist was soaring thirty feet overhead, a quartet of Stone Spears spiraling behind her, their tips directed earthward. She gestured, and the Stone Spears hammered down toward the front ranks of the Hunnite riders.  
 
    Multiple Single and Double Shields flashed into existence to meet her spells. Trisha’s Stone Spears broke through one barrier after another in rapid succession, but by the time they got through to their targets, they’d been reduced to little more than showers of pebbles. 
 
    Seeing this, Nesura performed a sweeping scan of the Hunnite riders as they continued their advance, unhindered by Trisha’s onslaught. A multitude of names flashed across Max’s mind, most of them preceding the words “Level 2”, with a rare few coming before “Level 3”. 
 
    Max didn’t know whether to be relieved or even more worried at the information. Keshik units were usually composed of tight-knit Level 1 Knights-Errant. He now knew that their Levels were rarely above that because they were dedicated, professional soldiers who killed humans rather than monsters, which meant that they accrued no Victory Shards. 
 
    The presence of Level 2 and Level 3 Knights-Errant meant that these riders weren’t professional veteran soldiers of the Khanate royal army. They were either members of a rival guild or a regiment fresh out of basic and vocational training. The latter was more likely, given the Hunnites’ neat, yet stiff advancing formation. Of course, that also meant that the Apocalypse Knights were up against more than thrice their number of enemies. Still, the higher average Level of the Apocalypse Knights would stand them in good stead against their foes, both human and ghoul. 
 
    The orderly Hunnite advance could also suggest a third worst-case scenario: that they were a cohesive, professionally militarized fighting force of powerful Knights-Errant. Max wasn’t sure how Guyuk would have managed to procure such a formidable asset. Even the Khans themselves hadn’t been able to recruit Knights-Errant en-masse into their armies. Surely a mere Hunnite guild leader couldn’t have that much more resources and influence. 
 
    Max shoved his speculations to the back of his mind. Battle was at hand. 
 
    The appearance of Shield spells meant that there were Defenders amongst the cavalrymen. Spells hurled from afar by a single attacker would accomplish nothing. Neither would Vengar’s bow. No, Max would have to take the fight to them, engage three hundred riders blade to blade. 
 
    Garlocke sensed his intent. The raptor put his head down and increased his pace. Wind howled across Max’s ears. He pressed the stud on his gorget. A sallet helm flashed across his skull, visor already lowered. 
 
    An approaching wall of couched lances faced him. Garlocke didn’t slow his pace as he brought Max into a path that would see them both colliding head-on into a cloud of sharpened steel. Max stood in his stirrups and raised his Magus Staff. One of the foremost riders raised his hand. It was a tiny detail that Max would have overlooked if not for his Prowess-enhanced dexterity and perception. A blink of an eye later, a Double Shield flashed into existence, a preemptive measure to catch any spell Max would have cast. 
 
    Except Max didn’t cast any spells. A Shield spell barred passage in only one direction, preventing projectiles or enemies from passing through toward its caster while allowing the caster and his allies to traverse it freely with their weapons or spells. For all intents and purposes, the Double Shield in front of Max was a solid wall, albeit a translucent one made up of white magical light. 
 
    Garlocke kicked off mid-sprint into a skyward vault. He landed on top of the upper edge of the Double Shield, his toe claws scraping against the barrier of white light. The foremost ranks of the Hunnite cavalry thundered past beneath him, their couched lances slicing into nothing. A sea of startled faces swung upward to look at the raptor and Max. 
 
    Then Garlocke kicked off once more, this time from the Double Shield before its caster had the presence of mind to dispel it. The raptor plummeted earthward, a blurring streak of midnight plate and black scales into the heart of the cavalry formation. He struck home before any Hunnite could raise a spear, his massive frame slamming into a horse, crushing it into a pulp, and throwing its rider clear. 
 
    Cries of alarm arose from the Hunnites, interspersed by whinnying screams from the horses that suddenly found a raptor in their midst. The beasts bucked and reared, their hooves flailing. Their riders hauled on the reins, fighting to regain control. 
 
    Max drew Stridentsong from his back. Its blade roared with a fully amplified Flame Strike. 
 
    He started killing. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The closest Hunnite rider died, hacked in half at the diaphragm. The four cavalrymen on either side of him perished as well as an arc of fire sliced through their bodies. Projected by Stridentsong’s power, the flames carried on, its passage incinerating and bisecting another three Hunnites and turning another’s eyes into charred ruins before its fury was spent. 
 
    Garlocke’s jaws snapped shut on a man’s face. A swift yank tore the entire head off. The raptor chewed twice, filling the air with the crisp sound of breaking bone, then a moist slurp as he swallowed. Even as he ate, Garlocke’s forelimbs reached out in two different directions to place one toe claw into the throat of a Hunnite rider and the other through a cavalryman’s chest cavity. 
 
    Max pivoted in his saddle and decapitated a Hunnite with a Moonlit Reflection Arc. A swift Weeping Loom smashed a rider’s hastily raised shield apart, allowing Max to punch Stridentsong through the Hunnite’s cuirass and into his heart. 
 
    Scarcely a heartbeat had passed, and already a dozen Hunnites had fallen. Unbidden, Garlocke surged forward, bashing apart the pair of suddenly riderless horses before him and carrying Max into the midst of more foes. The riders at the heart of the formation were still struggling to bring their lances to bear. The cannier amongst them had already abandoned any such attempts and were instead reaching for their sabers. Neither category of Hunnites was having much luck, mostly because, Max realized, the horror that horses felt at Garlocke’s presence was so primal and transcendent that no amount of horsemanship could curb the beasts’ flailing and thrashing. 
 
    As Max watched, a stray hoof dashed a Hunnite’s brains from his skull. He leveled his Magus Staff and sent a Level 3 Jolting Arc ripping through the clustered, panicking ranks of the cavalrymen. Horses and men died alike as the potent spell tore through their bodies and cooked their internal organs within their torsos. Stridentsong rose and fell, drawing human blood and trailing viscera or brain matter each time. Garlocke slashed open abdomens and bit off heads, as he brought Max deeper and deeper into the midst of the Hunnites. 
 
    It took a full thirty seconds before Max began to encounter any real sort of resistance. A Hunnite rider lashed out with a saber. Max parried with his Magus Staff, angling its tip so that it deflected the saber’s blade upward. Stridentsong flashed forth to sink into the cavalryman’s armpit, before arcing loose to open the throat of another Hunnite. A javelin glanced off Max’s helm, ringing his ears. He hurled a Firebolt in the direction from where it came. The spell set everything ablaze in its path, turning at least eight riders and mounts into shrieking torches. 
 
    Another saber swung toward him. Max hacked its wielder’s arm off at the wrist, then split the man’s skull with a downward swing of Stridentsong. Garlocke tore a Hunnite’s heart free from his rib cage and fed the bloody organ to his maw. At the same time, the raptor smashed his tail into a horse’s side, breaking every bone in the beast’s body and bowling the carcass into the midst of three riders with javelins in their hands. 
 
    A blade clattered off Max’s backplate. A short mace banged on his vambrace, the impact nearly making him drop his Magus Staff. A Firebolt scored a furrow across Garlocke’s flank, drawing a roar of pain from the raptor. Max rammed Stridentsong into a Hunnite’s mouth. He sent more Jolting Arcs and Firebolts slicing through the enemies’ ranks. Screams filled his ears. Garlocke kept pressing forward, his fangs and claws now clogged with horse and human meat. 
 
    A Hunnite locked blades with Max. Max crashed his helm into the rider’s face, caving in the Hunnite’s nose. He crushed another man’s larynx with the tip of his Magus Staff. A Sunflower Scatter blade form opened a Hunnite’s chest. A Swaying Willow Guard swept a cluster of javelins out of the air and into the faces of three enemies harrying him from the left. A warhammer crashed into Max’s side. His armor flexed, but held. The impact forced the breath from his lungs and filled his mouth with the taste of his own blood. 
 
    Garlocke ate the skull of the warhammer’s wielder. Despite his barding, the raptor’s cheeks and side now bore dozens of dripping wounds. A saber hacked off Garlocke’s left forelimb. The raptor roared and ripped out the swordsman’s throat with his teeth. Max inhaled, forcibly drawing breath into his lungs and driving back the darkness that threatened to close in upon his vision. 
 
    A ring of crimson light spiraled around his right shoulder, then manifested into the snarling visage of a woman with canine fangs. Max recognized that face. It had been Nesura’s before her death. A trail of blood-hued light speared from the woman’s open mouth to strike a Hunnite in the chest. The man reeled in his saddle, before being swallowed by the swirling melee. Some of the pain in Max’s side faded. 
 
    Was that Nesura’s Siphon Life spell? he thought. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” the bat whispered into his mind. 
 
    The world became a small, noisy, and bloody place for Max. A Hunnite’s head flew free above the path of a Moonlit Reflection Arc. Crashing Iron parted a man’s ribs and spilled his viscera over the back of his horse. Stridentsong parted a rider’s face, then tore into another’s spine. A Stone Spear blasting from the tip of his Magus Staff punched through a trio of torsos. 
 
    A javelin struck him in the side with just enough force to punch through the plate and sink an inch into his flesh. A handaxe bashed against his visor, snapping his head back. A lance tore a strip of flesh free from Garlocke’s shoulder. Still the raptor pressed forward with Max on his back. Max cut and blasted. Garlocke bit and clawed. They killed and killed. 
 
    And killed. 
 
    And suddenly they were through, emerging from the back of the Hunnite cavalry formation in a whirlwind of blood and scattered limbs. Ranks of startled infantry blanched at the sight of Max astride Garlocke as the raptor strode toward them. 
 
    Barked orders rang from a Hunnite in the second rank of the infantry. A spear wall rose to bar Max’s path, as a multitude of Shield spells rose on his flanks to cut off any attempt to circle away. 
 
    A crossbow bolt sliced into the throat of the Hunnite who’d shouted the orders. Max’s gaze drifted to his left. Astride a magical mount, Ike and Vengar were galloping across the roofs of the buildings running parallel to Hisktown’s main street. Vengar pulled the trigger of his bow repeatedly. His hail of bolts cut down another two Hunnites before more Shield spells rose to block the projectiles. 
 
    A boulder as large as Garlocke crashed through the Shield spells in front of Max and tumbled into the Hunnite spear wall, breaking shafts and scattering men. A swift upward glance told Max that Trisha was overhead once more, her hands ablaze with ochre light. More boulders began to coalesce behind her. 
 
    Max bid Garlocke continue his advance. The raptor plunged into the midst of startled infantry, but instead of scything necks and faces and opening up bowels with his remaining toe claws, he pushed forward, concentrating more on barging his way through than killing. Astride a mount amongst infantry, Max was a much more prominent and easier target than he’d been amidst the cavalry. But men were lighter than horses and therefore easier for a two thousand pound raptor to trample or knock aside. 
 
    There were more infantry than cavalry, as Max had estimated, but caught mid-march and unbraced, the Hunnite foot soldiers scarcely had the time or presence of mind to take more than a dozen swings at Garlocke before the raptor was bursting through their rear ranks and striding free, leaving a trail of broken and cloven bodies in his wake. 
 
    As Garlocke pulled away from the Hunnites, Max dismissed Stridentsong and brought forth a Health potion from his ring of holding. At the same time, he cast Mid Heal on the raptor. The spell stemmed the worst of the bleeding but was hardly enough to restore Garlocke’s missing forelimb. 
 
    “Hmm. Good,” the raptor rumbled as Max ripped the javelin in his side free and tipped back the contents of the Health potion. “Human flesh is tasty.” 
 
    “Glad you liked it,” Max said, feeling the agony of his wounds recede. He cast Mid Heal again on Garlocke, closing more of the raptor’s wounds. 
 
    Max had truly caught the attention of the Hunnites now. If he’d just stayed on the fringes and cast spells from afar, they would have simply ignored him and continued their pursuit of the Apocalypse Knights. But he’d carved a bloody path through them. Knowing Hunnite culture, Max was sure that the more formidable Knights-Errant in their midst were now clamoring to challenge him. The Hunnite advance would halt, at least long enough for them to detach a dedicated force of elites to hunt Max down. 
 
    Nesura had been cackling for a while by now, her mirth and delight ringing through the back of Max’s mind as he cut his way through the Hunnites. 
 
    “What’re you laughing about?” he demanded. 
 
    “See for yourself,” she replied, projecting a Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Tides of Carnage have been unleashed 
 
    Condition: Bloodshed amongst Knights-Errant (fulfilled) 
 
      
 
    “What does this mean?” Max asked. “Bloodshed amongst Knights-Errant? Something has happened because I killed another Knight-Errant? That’s ridiculous! I can’t have been the first one to do something like that!” 
 
    “Beyond the Apocalypse Horizon, your world is still stuck in Phase 4. The Cosmic Logos introduced the Tides of Carnage in Phase 10, something that only unfolds after internecine slaughter amongst Knights-Errant,” Nesura explained. The familiar adjusted the Soul Lens screen. “And you’re the first to kill another Knight-Errant here, where it’s Phase 99.” 
 
      
 
    Sagas: 
 
    Beast-Slayer 
 
    Defeated a monster 1 Level higher solo 
 
    +5% damage and status effect intensity and duration to monsters 
 
    High Mage (pending) 
 
    Convert 10 spells to thought-casting 
 
    -10% to all Mana Costs; +10% to effects of all spells; -10% casting time of all spells 
 
    Progress: 1/10 
 
    Ignominy 
 
    Utterly humiliated and defeated a higher-Level monster 
 
    Acquire spirit familiar 
 
    Intrepid Errantry 
 
    Defeated multiple monsters 1 Level higher solo 
 
    +10% Victory Shard acquisition 
 
    Killer 
 
    Slew 20 fellow Knights-Errant 
 
    +20% Carnage Shard acquisition 
 
    Slaughterer 
 
    Slew 50 fellow Knights-Errant 
 
    +30% Carnage Shard acquisition 
 
    Kinslayer 
 
    Was first to slay a fellow Knight-Errant in this world 
 
    +50% Carnage Shard acquisition 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to a world awash in the Tides of Carnage!” Nesura cried, her voice filled with unhinged joy. “Let slaughter commence! Kill and be killed! Seas of blood! Mountains of skulls! An eternity of screams and murder!” 
 
    “Eh. Doesn’t sound too bad,” Garlocke said, still carrying Max away from the Hunnites. 
 
    “Wait. Stop, Garlocke. Turn around,” Max instructed. The raptor slowed to a halt, then dutifully wheeled about, so that Max was facing the back of the Hunnite formations. 
 
    The Hunnite Knights-Errant were in disarray, probably because they’d also just received the notification regarding the Tides of Carnage upon their Soul Lenses. Many of them were staring at amber screens and muttering to one another, too startled to pursue Max. 
 
    Nesura summoned another Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Carnage Shards: 106 
 
    Level 2 attained in Carnage Classification 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations, Max!” she said. “Every Classification has a Carnage counterpart. The Arcanist’s is the Exploiter Carnage Classification. Knowing you, you’re going to love it.” 
 
    She adjusted the Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Exploiter 
 
    Knight-Errant adept at corrupting the Carnage spells and abilities of other Knights-Errant. Relies primarily on the Subvert 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 creature or familiar 
 
    3)     gains boosts to physical attributes from existing status afflictions on self or cohort member 
 
      
 
    Max’s gaze flickered to the subversion strength of the spell.  
 
    If it’s anything similar to my Arcane Flux spell, a subversion strength of two probably means that I need a single cast of Subvert to affect a Level 2 spell and more than that for higher Level spells, he reasoned. This could be useful, but I don’t think any of the other Classifications have spells or abilities that debilitate, afflict, or summon. 
 
    “See? That’s where you’re wrong, Max,” Nesura said.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Trisha, standing on her flying disc, swooped down beside Max. The Elementalist’s eyes were wide with horror as she looked down at her hands. 
 
    She’s never killed another human being before, and it’s just sinking in now for her, Max thought.  
 
    “Get back into the skies,” he said to her. “We don’t know when the Hunnites will come to their senses, and some of them have javelins.” 
 
    “I…” Trisha met Max’s gaze. She gulped a few times before she could speak coherently. “Our Soul Lenses…” 
 
    “I know. You’ve got a Carnage Classification now. And Carnage Shards, too.” Max resisted the urge to reach out and shake her by the collar. “It has to do with the fact that we’re in Phase 99 here, while the world in our timeline has been stuck at Phase 4 since Pureheart’s Sacrifice.” 
 
    “But why…?” The Elementalist was hyperventilating. “Why did this happen? What did I...” 
 
    Max caught her wrist in a grip that wasn’t incapacitating, yet uncomfortable enough to make Trisha wince. 
 
    “This happened because I killed another Knight-Errant!” he barked. “You did too, and if you don’t get up in the skies right now, the friends of those you killed will come over and kill you as well!” 
 
    Trisha blinked a few times, before mutely ascending upon her flying disc once more. She was a Level 4 Knight-Errant after all, which meant that at the end of the day, she was still a seasoned veteran of many Dungeons and slayer of thousands of monsters. 
 
    Still, monsters disappear after they die. People don’t. Max sighed as he turned his attention back to the milling Hunnites. A trio of riders had emerged from the midst of the infantry, each of them clad in plate armor that was slightly more ornate than that worn by most of the cavalrymen. 
 
    The foremost bore a glaive in his right hand. He wore no helm. A dark topknot swung wildly from his shaven skull. The rider to his left hid his face behind a fully visored helm. A tasseled spear hung loosely by his side, held in a relaxed grip that spoke of sublime skill. The third was a swordsman, twirling a saber in each hand. He wore an open faced winged helm. 
 
    “Khankiller!” the top-knotted glaive-wielder called out in a thick Hunnite accent. “Find within yourself the courage to face us, the Three Fangs of the Steel Hearts!” 
 
    “Three Fangs? Steel Hearts?” Nesura mused. “The latter’s the name of another Knights-Errant guild, I’m guessing, and the Three Fangs are what these clowns call themselves.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Max agreed, before raising his voice. “Just the three of you are coming for me? What about the rest of your friends?” 
 
    “There is no need for our lesser brothers and sisters to lose their lives beneath your superlative skill, Khankiller,” Topknot said. “I, Bataar Arbangiin, will see to your apprehension.” 
 
    “As will I, Gansukh Arbangiin,” the spearman added. 
 
    “And I, Oktai Arbangiin,” the swordsman said. “We will present you, limbless and mewling to our Master, Guyuk Altaigiin, while the others proceed to spill Valerisen blood in this Winds-forsaken place.” 
 
    “Great. Brothers,” Max muttered beneath his breath, surreptitiously casting Lightning Edge over Stridentsong and ramming the blade into his Amplification Sheath. 
 
    “I’ll help you, Max!” Trisha called. The Elementalist began to descend. 
 
    “No,” Max replied. “I’ve got this. Join up with Vengar and Ike and see if you can find Jonn. You know where he’s heading. The three of you should be able to move faster than the rest of these clowns. Get there first and repel the Hunnites.” 
 
    “We’re alive, alright,” Ike called, cantering his mount into view. He and Vengar had emerged from a side alley, and they were standing about fifty feet behind Max. “I know my way around Hisktown, so finding Jonn won’t be a problem for us, but are you sure you don’t need help with these three? They’re not like the rest of the poor bastards you hacked your way through.” 
 
    Nesura helpfully scanned the Arbangiin brothers. 
 
      
 
    Bataar Arbangiin 
 
    Level 4 Warmonger; Level 1 Torturer 
 
      
 
    Gansukh Arbangiin 
 
    Level 4 Defender; Level 1 Desecrator 
 
      
 
    Oktai Arbangiin 
 
    Level 4 Infiltrator; Level 1 Afflictor 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be fine. Get moving. I’ll be right behind you. This won’t take long,” Max said, frowning as he read off the Soul Lens screen. Those are their Carnage classes, I’m guessing. I should find out what their abilities are. 
 
     “Won’t take long?” Bataar growled. “Your arrogance will be your undoing, Khankiller. I, Bataar, have slain ten Level 4 ogres with my own hands! I have vanquished a hundred Level 3 Dungeons alone! I am—” 
 
    “Wasting my damn time,” Max snapped. “If you three want a fight, I’ll give you your last one.” 
 
    He looked past the shoulders of the Arbangiin brothers. The rest of the Hunnites were moving once more. The going would be significantly tougher and trickier for them once they got past the central area and the clock tower, since the northern parts of Hisktown consisted of small, narrow streets. The Hunnites also didn’t know where the Apocalypse Knights were withdrawing to. There were undoubtedly trackers in the Hunnite ranks, but having them do the work was still more time bought for Jonn to bring the Apocalypse Knights to the precinct building and entrench themselves there.   
 
    The Steel Hearts, eh? Max rolled the name of the Hunnite guild over in his head. The Hunnites here were all Knights-Errant, but judging from how they’d advanced in fairly standard military formations, they’d also all undergone some form of military training. Perhaps in the wake of the war, the Khagan—the Khan of Khans—had finally decided to take the less-formidable or newer Knights-Errant of his people in hand and induct them formally into his armies. The Dominion’s Oligarchs, in contrast, had always been either unable or unwilling to do the same.  
 
    That possibility carried with it several implications. First, it accounted for the fact that the Steel Hearts were composed of semi-trained, relatively low-Level Knights-Errant led by a smaller core of high-Level elites. Second, it meant that Guyuk was indeed a formal member of the Khanate’s military, probably the equivalent of a general or at least a colonel. Last, if all that were true, a foreign army had somehow traversed Dominion territory and was now moving to kill Valerisen citizens. 
 
    No ‘somehow’ about that, Max thought sourly. The Slayer helped the Steel Hearts get here through Dominion soil. That’s treason on top of all his other crimes. 
 
    “Look, the three of you are on horses,” Max said as the Arbangiin brothers drew closer. “My mount far outclasses yours. I say we fight on foot, for fairness’s sake.” 
 
    “Your honor, at least, matches your confidence, Khankiller,” Bataar growled. He glanced at his brothers, who nodded back at him. “Very well. We shall dismount and do battle.” 
 
    Max glanced over his shoulder at Vengar and Ike. 
 
    “Go! What’re you waiting for?” he barked. 
 
    Ike pulled on the reins of his mount, and the shadowy horse wisped from sight as it wheeled, only to reappear on top of a building, its riders still astride its back. 
 
    “Stay alive, Max!” Vengar said, before Ike’s mount broke out into a full on gallop across Hisktown’s rooftops. Upon her flying disc, Trisha sped off as well, trailing after them. Max severed the cohort link as the Hunnite brothers dismounted and continued their approach. 
 
    Max hopped off Garlocke as well. He patted the raptor’s side. “Good job back there, Garlocke. We’ll be done here in a bit. Just get ready to move.” 
 
    Garlocke dipped his head in wordless acquiescence. Max walked away from the raptor and toward the Hunnites. He came to halt ten feet from them. They stopped as well. 
 
    “I, Bataar Arbangiin, shall face you first, Khankiller!” Bataar said, striding ahead of his brothers, his glaive held at the ready. 
 
    “No, I don’t have the time for this.” Max beckoned to the Hunnites. “I’ll take on all three of you at once. Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    Bataar and Oktai’s eyes widened in outrage. Gansukh’s face was hidden, but every line in his suddenly stiffened body language screamed offense. Max couldn’t care less for their hurt feelings. 
 
    “He wants to be treated like a monster,” Oktai growled. “Not as an enemy warrior, nor as a human being.” 
 
    “Exactly. You’re Hunnite scum,” Max spat. “I don’t consider your kind human beings either, so that puts us on the same page.”     
 
    “I wonder when his mind will break,” Gansukh hissed as he leveled his tasseled spear and took up a position behind Bataar’s left flank. “Right after we remove his limbs and nail him to our Master’s chariot, or when the reality of his situation finally sinks in?” 
 
    “He won’t have a mind left to be broken after our Master steals his will,” Oktai said, circling away from his brothers. The Infiltrator vanished from sight mid-stride. 
 
    A crimson aura blazed briefly over Bataar’s body, indicating that the Warmonger had renewed his Prowess spell. Bataar fell into a battle stance, glaive blade held high. 
 
    “Prepare yourself, Khankiller!” the Warmonger growled. “I—” 
 
    Max didn’t wait for Bataar to finish speaking. He leveled his Magus Staff at the Warmonger and unleashed an amplified Firebolt. 
 
    Predictably enough, the fiery projectile slammed into a Triple Shield brought forth by Gansukh. Cracks formed across the twinned barriers of white light, but they held. Max ripped Stridentsong from the Amplification Sheath and swept the sword across in a horizontal arc. The blade of coruscating electricity projected from Stridentsong’s path sliced into the weakened Double Shield spell and broke the magical barriers into luminous shards. 
 
    Bataar managed to catch the projected Lightning Edge spell on the blade of his glaive. A metallic chime rose into the air as the polearm negated the physical force of Max’s attack. The energies of Max’s amplified lightning spell rolled down the length of Bataar’s glaive and coursed up his limbs, sending the Warmonger into agonized convulsions. 
 
    Max advanced, hoping to capitalize on the situation as Bataar reeled back. He was met instead by a flurry of spear thrusts from Gansukh. The Defender’s weapon was obviously enchanted, its lethal tip manifesting a trio copies of itself with every strike, so that Max found himself parrying four spears with every passing breath. A Thousandfold Thread blade form picked apart the first flurry, and a Weeping Loom blade form bashed aside Gansukh’s flickering spear. 
 
    But the Defender had bought enough time to conjure another Triple Shield, slamming the magical barriers down in place just as Max began his riposte. Stridentsong bounced off twinned walls of light, just as Bataar shrugged off the numbing effects of the electricity tearing through his body. The Warmonger stepped forward and brought his glaive down in a tremendous, overhead chop. The glaive’s blade passed seamlessly through Gansukh’s Shield spell. Unbalanced by his failed riposte, Max couldn’t parry the blow. He threw himself backward instead, hoping to tumble beyond the reach of Bataar’s blade. 
 
    He was a split-second off the mark. The glaive bit into his helm, and it was only a desperate twist of his head that had the Hunnite’s blade slicing diagonally through his visor and leaving a stinging line across his brow rather than cleaving into his skull. 
 
    As the shorn pieces of Max’s helm clattered to the ground, Bataar emerged from his brother’s Shield Spell and thrust out with his glaive. Max spun away from the path of the curved blade and slammed his Magus Staff against the armored back of Bataar’s left wrist. The blow wasn’t enough to hurt the Warmonger through his thick armor and Prowess-enhanced fortitude, but it managed to reposition the glaive off-center enough for Max to bind its shaft with Stridentsong’s tip. 
 
    Playing out the Swaying Willow Guard blade form, Max twirled his sword, bringing Bataar’s glaive with it in small rotations that had the Warmonger stumbling forward a single step, lest he lose his grip on his weapon. That single step, combined with the fact that Bataar’s glaive had been spun extremely off-center, was enough for Max to step within the reach of the Warmonger’s longer weapon. 
 
    Max slammed the remains of his ruined helm into Bataar’s bared face, crushing his nose in a welter of blood amidst the crunch of breaking bone. The Warmonger reeled back once more, his face a bleeding mess, but as Max advanced to follow up, he felt a chill on the back of his neck. 
 
    Without thinking, he spun on his heel and brought Stridentsong across in a mighty, diagonal upward cut through the seemingly empty space behind him. The blade ripped through armor, then struck steel. Oktai flashed into visibility, a deep furrow over his breastplate and with his right arm trembling and nerveless, the blade it was holding still ringing from having clashed against Stridentsong. 
 
    Oktai backpedaled frantically as Max leveled his Magus Staff at him. Gansukh slammed down another Triple Shield between Max and the Infiltrator, obviously predicting a Jolting Arc or Firebolt to rip from the tip of Max’s staff. 
 
    But Max delayed casting his spell at Oktai. Instead, he spun his Magus Staff in his hand, so that its tip was now obviously facing Gansukh. A sphere of flame built ominously in the air before the staff. Having just cast a Shield Spell, Gansukh needed time to cast another one, so instead he thrust his left hand forward and brought forth the golden shield of the Aegis spell. 
 
    Max cast Arcane Flux twice, in rapid succession. 
 
      
 
    New Spell Acquired 
 
      
 
    Aegis 
 
    Flux Spell: Not ready 
 
    Instantaneous Spell 
 
    Level 4 
 
    Creates golden shield that reflects up to 150 points worth of damage 
 
    Mana cost: 45 Mana 
 
      
 
    He then swapped out Stone Spear for Aegis as one of his Flux spells before casting Aegis and summoning his own golden shield ten feet in front of him, but with its reflective surface facing him instead of outwards. 
 
    Dismissing Stridentsong, Max loosed an amplified Firebolt spell from his Magus Staff at Gansukh’s Aegis while also throwing a Jolting Arc from his now-free right hand at the same target. The Defender’s eyes widened in confused astonishment as Max’s fire and lightning spells struck his Aegis, then rebounded back at their caster. 
 
    But Max was already diving out of the way, his Prowess-enhanced reflexes carrying him into a rolling dive out of the path of his reflected Firebolt and Jolting Arc spells. Flame and lightning roared past Max, struck his Aegis spell, and rebounded once more to impact against Gansukh’s golden shield. 
 
    The spells reflected again, then another time off Max’s Aegis. Upon their third impact on Gansukh’s Aegis, the golden shield broke apart. A smaller sphere of blue light pulsed into being across the Defender’s body, likely generated by an enchanted item of some sort. The Firebolt spell blasted through it, expending most of its strength. Still, what was left was enough to scorch the surface of Gansukh’s mask and turn his breastplate red-hot. Before the smell of flesh cooking underneath superheated metal could even begin to rise into the air, Max’s Jolting Arc struck home. 
 
    Gansukh shrieked as lightning coursed through his burned body, sending his limbs into convulsions strong enough to pop them from their joints. The Defender was flung back into a rolling tumble that skipped his body against the unyielding ground and left him in a broken, shattered pile twenty feet away from where he’d been standing. 
 
    “Brother!” Bataar cried, spitting out a mouthful of blood. The Warmonger raised his glaive and advanced on Max, but Max simply ignored him, choosing to charge at Oktai instead. With Gansukh down, the Triple Shield protecting Oktai had disappeared. The Infiltrator shook his right arm and lashed out with his left blade as Max closed in. 
 
    Max picked apart Oktai’s sword stroke with a deft basic parry, disengaged Stridentsong from the Infiltrator’s blade, and stabbed him through the upper arm. Oktai grunted in pain. He arced his right blade across in a forced, clumsy cut. Max blocked it easily upon his Magus Staff. His riposte opened Oktai’s throat, and a follow-through backhand swept Stridentsong’s edge between the gaps of the Infiltrator’s breastplate and his belt. Stridentsong cut through flesh, viscera, and spine, before emerging on the other side of Oktai’s torso. Max turned away as the top half of the Infiltrator slid away from its bottom half to crash upon the ground. 
 
    Bataar shrieked with fury at the sight of his bisected brother. Max struck him with an amplified Firebolt that tore a hole through his torso, but the Warmonger, berserk with grief, didn’t slow his charge. An amplified Jolting Arc blasted off Bataar’s left arm at the shoulder. The sudden loss of one limb tore the glaive from the grasp of his remaining hand. 
 
    Screaming, the Warmonger hurled himself into a Prowess-enhanced diving tackle that was too swift and powerful for Max to dodge. The breath left Max’s lungs as Bataar slammed into his midriff and smashed him down onto the ground. The Warmonger clamped his gauntleted hand around Max’s throat, his grip strong enough to flex Max’s gorget and constrict his airway. 
 
    Dropping Stridentsong and his Magus Staff, Max hammered at Bataar’s forearm with his right fist. At the same time, he jammed his left thumb into one, then the other of the Warmonger’s eyes, bursting them into jellied ruins. The Hunnite still wouldn’t release Max. He alternated between shrieks of fury and fervent chants in his native tongue while he continued choking the life from Max. 
 
    Aren’t these idiots supposed to keep me alive? Max thought frantically as his darkness began to close in on the edges of his vision. The Hunnite had managed to attain a full mount on Max, and his massive frame and heavy armor meant that no amount of twisting or squirming would pry any usable leverage to Max’s advantage. Max thundered his left fist again and again into Bataar’s face, breaking bone and shattering teeth, but the Warmonger wouldn’t relent. 
 
    Just as Max felt the involuntary spasms of asphyxia begin in his core, a giant lizard maw clamped down on Bataar’s head and pulled it from his torso with a wet, ripping, and popping sound. A toe claw cut the Warmonger’s hand from Max’s throat, and suddenly he could breathe again. 
 
    For many moments, Max did nothing but suck in sweet, sweet air, forcing it down his bruised throat and into his tortured lungs. Eventually, he recovered enough to look up and see Garlocke feasting on Bataar’s innards. The raptor gave a disturbingly human shrug. 
 
    “I like meat,” he said. “There’s a lot on this one.” 
 
    “I know,” Max replied, coughing as he struggled to his feet. “Enjoy.” 
 
    “I will.” Garlocke lowered his snout again into the wreckage that had once been Bataar. Wet, crunching sounds emerged. Max walked past the raptor and his meal and toward where Gansukh had fallen. The Defender was still alive, but the halves of his body had twisted too far in opposite directions for them to ever recover. 
 
    Gansukh trembled and gasped as he tried and failed repeatedly to cast a Healing spell on himself with hands that would no longer respond. Max absently used Arcane Flux to copy High Heal from the dying Defender as he approached. The man’s horror-filled eyes were visible through the slits of his helm as Max leaned over him and placed Stridentsong’s tip at his throat. 
 
    “No…!” the Hunnite began. “Please! I…” 
 
    Gansukh’s pleas turned into wet gurgles as Max slid Stridentsong into under his jaw, angling the blade so that it reached his brain. Max twisted his sword to scramble the contents of the Defender’s skull, before withdrawing the blade and taking a step back from the twitching corpse. 
 
    That’s three less elites amidst the Hunnites. Dealing with the rest is going to be easier now, he thought, realizing how lucky he’d been not to run into any of the Three Fangs or other elites during his rampage through the Hunnite ranks. A single Level 4 Knight-Errant in his path would have stifled his progress, allowing the lower-Level Hunnites to take his flanks and slay him. 
 
    At the same time, that also confirmed the fact that the Hunnite force was indeed primarily Level 2 Knights-Errant. They were numerically superior, but with the higher average Level of the Apocalypse Knights, this entire situation was far from unwinnable. The Hunnites might be better organized and disciplined, but the Apocalypse Knights outclassed them in terms of individual prowess. Victory revolved around the disparity in numbers, and there were many stratagems and tactical options to deal with that. First, he would— 
 
    “Loot the bodies,” Nesura prompted. 
 
    “What?” Max asked, snapping his thoughts back to the present. He dismissed Stridentsong, retrieved a Health potion from his ring of holding, and tipped its contents down his throat. 
 
    “These Knights-Errant are Level 4, which means they’ve gone through numerous Dungeons and possess a collection of enchanted items,” Nesura said. “They’re yours, now.” 
 
    Max returned his gaze to Gansukh’s corpse. The Defender’s spear, thrown from his grasp to land a few feet away, was crumbling into ash. The same thing was happening to his mask. 
 
    “Yeah, their soul-bound items are gone, but who knows what else you might find?” Nesura said. The bat leaned out of Max’s belt pouch and pointed her nose at Gansukh’s ring of holding. “That’s a good place to start. This fellow’s boots are enchanted too. Can’t miss out on that.” 
 
    Max scratched his head, discomforted at the ghoulish notion of stripping and looting the bodies of his enemies. As Militant Major of the Enforcers 118th, he’d ordered the summary execution of more than one soldier for looting and pillaging. He turned to Garlocke. 
 
    “Have a care about what you’re chewing, alright?” Max asked. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” Garlocke spat a gore-streaked ring of holding onto the ground. “I understand.” 
 
    “Huh. The scaly freak can be thoughtful when he wants to, after all,” Nesura mused. “Anyway, Max, get to it. Grab this idiot’s enchanted items so we can get out of here.” 
 
    Max understood the reason for Nesura’s haste. Inhuman movement flickered in the corners of his vision. The shadows wreathed across the streets danced with the passage of feral, lurking things. He was a fair distance from the clock tower’s immediate protection, and with all the blood spilled in his wake, it was no wonder that the ghouls had begun to take an interest. 
 
    He turned his gaze down the main street, where the Hunnite troop columns had traversed. The bodies of those he’d slain had been brought along by their comrades, perhaps draped over the backs of small horses or placed within some kind of item with a spatial enchantment. After all, there was no reason why a lifeless corpse couldn’t be stored within a ring of holding. Still, puddles of blood, viscera, and scattered limbs littered the main street, left behind by the Hunnites. 
 
    Max slung his Magus Staff and began ripping the boots from Gansukh’s feet. Rigor mortis hadn’t set in yet, so the process didn’t take him more than a few heartbeats. He stored the boots in his ring of holding’s secondary compartment, then did the same to the dead Defender’s left bracer. 
 
    Next, he jogged over to Oktai’s bisected body. One of the Infiltrator’s swords was nowhere to be seen. It was probably a soul-bound item that had disappeared upon his death. Max tore off Oktai’s belt, sheathed the remaining sword in it, and stored the whole bundle in his ring of holding. The Infiltrator’s cuirass was relatively undamaged and, according to Nesura, a fairly potent enchanted item. Max undid the buckles and straps, rolled the upper half of Oktai’s body out from its confines, and placed the cuirass within his ring of holding. 
 
    “Don’t forget to take his ring of holding,” Nesura reminded Max. “There’s nothing quite as delightful as desecrating the corpses of your foes and claiming their possessions as yours.” 
 
    “I’m not doing any desecrating,” Max said as he walked over to where Garlocke was finishing up his meal. 
 
    “I don’t know, Max.” Nesura chuckled. “That looks pretty desecrated to me.” 
 
    Max sighed and nodded, conceding the point. The familiar was absolutely right this time. 
 
    “Stuff.” Garlocke said, before swallowing a particularly moist and crunchy mouthful of meat while pointing at the bloody, bile-covered pile at his feet. 
 
    “Thanks, Garlocke,” Max said, wincing as he swept his ring of holding over the items salvaged from Bataar’s remains and tried not to think about how many of them had been regurgitated. The slain Warmonger’s ring of holding, an amulet, and a steel band were among the items that vanished into Max’s ring. 
 
    Garlocke belched, filling the air with a charnel stench. 
 
    “Good meal.” The raptor nodded. “But others want to eat too.” 
 
    Max downed another Mana potion and renewed Garlocke’s summoning duration, while he swept his gaze around the buildings on either side of Hisktown’s main street. Crimson and devourer ghouls had emerged into full view now, with a dozen or so of them already picking through the scattered human debris left in the wake of the Hunnite force. Hungry eyes fell upon Max, and soon one, then another ghoul began slinking toward him. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Max said, mounting Garlocke. The raptor belched again as Max’s weight sank into the saddle. 
 
    “Ugh. Disgusting.” Nesura fanned her nose with a wing. “That’s why we Lamians only drink blood. Eating human flesh is so uncouth.” 
 
    “The last thing you ate was a piece of fried potato,” Max pointed out, unslinging his Magus Staff and calling Stridentsong back into his grasp. “Actually, that’s not true. You snuck a bite out of my smoked beef and bread this morning. I think you also put away an entire pickle that was twice as long as you.” 
 
    “What’s your point?” Nesura asked, a dangerous edge in her voice. 
 
    “You tell me.” Max reached out through the mental link he shared with Garlocke, imprinting the location of the Enforcers precinct building and the side routes to take there. The raptor snorted in assent. 
 
    “I will drink blood again someday,” Nesura promised. “I will feast on the souls and screams of mortals once more!” 
 
    “We’ve got to stay alive first,” Max pointed out as Garlocke broke into a gallop. A trio of ghouls loped into the raptor’s path, but Garlocke barged them aside effortlessly, sending the monsters tumbling away. More ghouls began to converge on the remains of the Three Fangs. 
 
    “You should have left that last one alive for the ghouls, simply because it’s funnier that way,” Nesura said. 
 
    “Maybe,” Max replied absently, leaning forward in the saddle as Garlocke increased his pace. The raptor took a sharp right from the main street and plunged into the dingy, narrow side avenues. Max let Garlocke find the way while he looked at his Soul Lens. “Tell me more about the Tides of Carnage.” 
 
      
 
    Carnage Shards: 142 
 
      
 
    I got thirty-six Carnage Shards after killing the Three Fangs, which means they were worth twelve each. All three were Level 4, Max thought. Looks like the number of Carnage Shards I get for every Knight-Errant I kill is thrice that of his or her Level. 
 
    “The Tides of Carnage are simply another incentive the Cosmic Logos offers for engaging in bloodshed, only this time among Knights-Errant instead of against monsters,” Nesura explained. “Carnage Classifications aren’t fully realized Classifications. They merely provide methods for Knights-Errant to kill, torture, and violate each other. In some worlds, the Challengers have fallen so deep into the Tides of Carnage that the Cosmic Logos has dispensed with the use of Crucibles, that is, Dungeons, and is content with the slaughter arising amongst the Challengers.” 
 
    “Carnage Shards. They increase the Level of my Carnage Classification, just like Victory Shards do for my main Classification. Is that right?” 
 
    “Yes, but your Carnage Classification’s Level cannot exceed that of your main Classification’s,” Nesura continued. “Also, Carnage Shards can be converted into Victory Shards too, at a ratio of five to one. This means that hypothetically speaking, a Knight-Errant could increase in Level by exclusively killing other Knights-Errant.” 
 
    “And grow in power by looting the victims’ enchanted items,” Max reasoned. 
 
    “There are no victims in this, Max, no innocents who deserve to be spared from slaughter or violation. You have to extinguish that concept in your mind. There is no right or wrong in this multiverse, only the weak and the strong. Monsters, humans—they are all prey under the right circumstances. Feed them to the fires of your ambition, and fuel your ascent to power.” 
 
    “Let’s get back to the point before I feed you to Garlocke,” Max said. “The Three Fangs had different Carnage Classifications. I’m guessing each main Classification has a corresponding Carnage Classification?” 
 
    “Correct. As an Arcanist, yours is the Exploiter Classification. Its potential comes to fruition through the strength of others, which isn’t too dissimilar from your main Classification. But here’s a quick rundown for your benefit. Warmongers become Torturers. Infiltrators are Afflictors. Defenders turn into Desecrators, and Elementalists get the power of the Enslavers.” 
 
    Nesura continued. “Torturers use the Debilitate spell, which slows and weakens their victims. Infiltrators can afflict a host of status effects through the mere touch of their hands or weapons. Desecrators use the Corrosion spell to heighten their targets’ vulnerability to all manner of physical or elemental attacks. Enslavers destroy the souls of their victims and bind the broken fragments into elemental homunculi. And yes, you can acquire all those abilities for yourself through Arcane Flux, which you should absolutely do, by the way.” 
 
    “Yeah, that makes sense,” Max agreed. A growl rumbled through Garlocke. The path ahead was blocked by a cluster of devourer ghouls. The monsters gibbered and flexed their claws as the raptor approached. 
 
    “Break through them,” Max ordered. “We don’t have the time for this.” 
 
    “Ghoul flesh tastes bad anyway.” Garlocke kicked off into a powerful leap, closing the distance between him and the monsters just as they began loping forward. The raptor’s powerful frame blasted through the foremost ghouls and crashed down upon the ones further back. His toe claws scythed through the monsters beneath his feet. A quick bite annihilated the torsos of two devourer ghouls. 
 
    And then they were breaking through, leaving behind broken, torn, and trampled monsters in their wake. Max wondered briefly if the Apocalypse Knights had managed to find their way to the precinct building. 
 
     His question answered itself soon enough. Garlocke turned a corner while still traveling at breakneck speed, and there it was, Hisktown’s precinct building. It had three-stories above ground, with two basement levels, the lowest of which was where the holding cells and interrogation rooms sat. A ten-foot tall steel fence surrounded its outer perimeter, but most of it had been torn down or trampled into the ground. The thick stone walls sported huge, gaping holes, and the ruins of a steel portcullis and doubled oaken doors flanked the main entrance. 
 
    Jonn stood beneath the archway of the entrance, though. The Warmonger’s expression brightened with relief as he caught sight of Max. Garlocke slowed his pace to a canter, then came to a full halt in front of Jonn. 
 
    Max dismounted Garlocke and let the raptor’s summoning unbind. 
 
    “Take a breather,” he said, clasping Garlocke on the flank. “Good work out there just now.” 
 
    The raptor snorted in assent, then vanished.  
 
    Max turned to Jonn. “What’s the situation?” he asked, slinging his Magus Staff and dismissing Stridentsong. 
 
    “Ghouls didn’t put up much of a fight. We’ve cleared this building and moved everyone inside. Some cohorts are doing a double check. Others are disposing of the human remains and ghoul detritus we’ve found inside. The Truesteel staff are safe, for the moment. Weis, Flunder, and Nost arrived a few minutes ago. Sounds like you really did a number on the Hunnites.” 
 
    “Well, there are still too many of them left. Besides you, are there any other influential Knights-Errant among us? You know, those who can make other people do what they’re told?” 
 
    “Nost is one. There are a few others,” Jonn replied. “Should I round them up?” 
 
    Max nodded. “Bring them here. The Hunnites will take some time to track us here. I’ll give them an hour tops.” 
 
    “Yes. Our passage was far from subtle,” Jonn agreed. “Alright, Strident. I’ll be back.” 
 
    With that, the Warmonger turned and strode into the precinct building. 
 
    Max sighed and walked over to a pile of rubble that had once been a statue of one or the other Oligarchs of old. He found a flat and secure surface amidst the stacked stone and sat down. 
 
    “You’re fatigued,” Nesura said. “No Health or Mana potions for that.” 
 
    “I know,” Max replied, taking a chance to check the state of his armor. His helm had been rendered completely useless. He pressed the stud on his gorget to dismiss the ruined helm. Dents and creases covered his breastplate, vambraces, and cuisses, but none of the damage was severe enough to render the armor ineffective. Still, it was a testament to the punishment he’d gone through that such marks had been left upon his heavily enchanted armor. 
 
    Repairing this is not going to be easy, nor cheap, he mused. 
 
    “A Knight-Errant with an Artificer Classification could help,” Nesura said. “Too bad your world doesn’t have any.” 
 
    “Can’t I do it myself, somehow?” Max took out Turanos and twirled the delicate hammer across his fingers. 
 
    “Well, I see you acquired the Fabricate skill somewhere along the way, which gives you access to Flux Fabrication, but that’s not the same thing as the Forge spell,” Nesura explained. “Without it, you won’t be able to create enchanted items from Dungeon metal or use Dungeon metal to repair your damaged ones.” 
 
    “Wait. You’re saying that I can create enchanted items from scratch, using Dungeon metal?” 
 
    “Yes, but as I said, you’ll need the Forge spell first. Only Artificers and fairly rare special-condition monsters possess it. So I wouldn’t count on acquiring that spell anytime soon. And even if you do, I don’t know if you’ll be able to do much with it. As far as I can tell, you’re very adept at breaking apart and combining spells through Flux Conjunction, have little to no aptitude with Spirit Augmentation, and are at best mediocre at enhancing soul-bound items or creating runic inscriptions with Flux Fabrication. Creating an enchanted item with Forge is a far more complex process.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Max shrugged. “I can get by with tools, but I was never really a craftsman of any sort.” 
 
    “By the way, Max, I suppressed this so that it wasn’t distracting you while you were fighting, but now that you’ve got a few free moments, you should really address it.” 
 
    “What?” Max asked, just as the familiar projected a Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Heroic Mosaic: 2 pieces attained 
 
      
 
    Two? Max frowned. He’d acquired another piece of the Heroic Mosaic, it seemed. A disturbing realization sank in. “Wait. You can suppress information from my Soul Lens? 
 
    “Yes, among other things,” Nesura said too quickly. 
 
    “What other things?” Max demanded, glaring at the bat. 
 
    “There’s no time for that,” she snapped. “Anyway, what I can do isn’t important right now. I’m unable to act against your interests in any way, remember? When I suppressed this Soul Lens notification, it was to help you.” 
 
    “Yeah, fair enough.” Max sighed and focused on his Soul Lens. A soft white light pulsed from its surface. He let it fill his vision. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The stench of blood and spilled bowels filled his nostrils. Max blinked. He was in a small stone chamber. Light washed weakly off the single lantern hanging from the ceiling. Butchered corpses were strewn all across the floor. A quick glance at their wounds told Max that they’d all been slain by a sword. A more-than-cursory look revealed that their killer had been a masterful swordsman. 
 
    Artur stood at the far end of the room. His blade, the mythical Brightened-Edge, dripped with blood. Another corpse lay at his feet. Max swept his gaze once more over the dead, taking in their motley armor and varying array of weapons. These were Knights-Errant. Artur, for whatever reason, had slain his fellow Knights-Errant in this recollection. 
 
    Soft sobbing arose from the other end of the room. Mira Pureheart was there, radiant and beautiful. She carried a small child in her arms, and she was talking soothingly to the child. Behind her was a row of small, lifeless bodies, all of them chained to the wall. 
 
    “Too late,” Artur muttered. The hero’s eyes were wide with grief and horror, and his hands were shaking with the aftermath of spent rage. “We were too late.” 
 
    “Not for this one,” Mira said, stroking the child’s battered brow gently. 
 
    “No,” Artur agreed, then sighed. “How could they do this? They were Knights-Errant! How could they use their power to—” 
 
    “Hush, my love.” Mira approached Artur. She reached out and placed her hand on his cheek. “Look away from them. Look at whom we saved instead.” 
 
    Artur nodded and forced a smile on his face. 
 
    White light washed over Max’s vision once more, and when it faded, he was outside the precinct building again. His Soul Lens flashed. Nesura projected a screen. 
 
      
 
    Subvert (Heroic Resolve implemented) 
 
    Instantaneous spell 
 
    Level 2 
 
    Subversion Strength: 2 
 
    Mana Cost: 14 
 
    Strip the unworthy of their undeserved gifts, let others take their place 
 
      
 
    “Huh.” Max turned to Nesura. “Do you know what this means?” 
 
    “I’m not sure myself,” she replied. “I’ve never come across this Heroic Mosaic and Heroic Resolve nonsense before. I suspect it’s a concoction of Artur Brightblade, just like the Apocalypse Horizon and all the temporal stabilization clock towers are.” 
 
    “That vision…” Max shook his head. “I believe it enacted a memory in which Artur Brightblade slew fellow Knights-Errant who’d engaged in some manner of horrific atrocity.” 
 
    “Seems to me that the atrocity involved the trafficking of children for the purposes of sport and food,” Nesura said. “Not really my thing. I prefer the blood of adults by far.” 
 
    Max grunted. He focused his will on the words beneath the spell’s Mana Cost. 
 
    Strip the unworthy of their undeserved gifts, let others take their place. 
 
    His Soul Lens flickered. 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    “By the Blood Gods!” Nesura shrieked. The bat flapped her wings excitedly as she read the words on the screen. “This is impossible! The Cosmic Logos would never allow something like this! It… this…” 
 
    “Spit it out,” Max snapped. 
 
    “This is proof,” Nesura eventually managed to say. “Incontrovertible proof that your Heroic Mosaic does not originate from the Cosmic Logos’s design, but from Artur Brightblade. I’ve never heard of Transcendent Gems either, and your memories tell me that Artur gave you your Soul Lens at one.” 
 
    “That’s correct,” Max said. “I don’t know where the one he brought me to is, though.” 
 
    “You might very well run across another,” Nesura said. “We’ve already established that Artur created the Apocalypse Horizon in defiance of the Cosmic Logos. This is his realm, for all intents and purposes, and we’ve already speculated what his goals might be. You’re the only one with the Subvert spell and the ability to transplant Soul Lenses, which means Transcendent Gems are relevant only to you. As Artur’s chosen agent, you will find one of these things sooner or later, as long as you keep—” 
 
    “Playing out this sick scenario he’s embroiled the entire world in,” Max finished. “Just to be clear, Nesura, I intend to stop Artur Brightblade, even if it means killing him. He’s not an ally, and he’s definitely not my patron deity.” 
 
    “As far as the Apocalypse Horizon is concerned, he is a deity,” Nesura retorted. “And whether you like it or not, he is your patron. Don’t forget that without his intervention, you would have been eaten by an ashen ghoul, and your world would have ended by now.” 
 
    Max growled. He wanted to protest, but Nesura was right. Nobody forced him to go along with Hector and Viktor into the Forlorn Dungeon, and nobody made him kill that Level 0 shelled hopper and bring about the unfolding of the Apocalypse Horizon. Artur had saved Max’s life then, and Max owed the mythical hero that much, at least. 
 
    The sound of boot heels scuffing across stone drifted to his ears, and Max turned to the entrance of the precinct building. Jonn emerged, leading a half-dozen other Knights-Errant. Vengar was amongst them. He tilted his head in Max’s direction. Max acknowledged the gesture with a slight nod. 
 
    “They’re here, Strident,” Jonn said. “These are the most influential members of the Venture Spears.” 
 
    “The Venture Spears are no more, Jonn,” Vengar spoke up. “At least not in here. We’re the Apocalypse Knights now.” 
 
    “That is true, Nost,” Jonn agreed, before turning expectantly to Max. “What do you need from us?” 
 
    “Alright, listen up.” Max got to his feet and met each of the gathered Knights-Errant’s gazes. “First, I need to make sure. Does everybody here know what’s going on? As in, why we’ve all come to the precinct building and the fact that there’s a force of Hunnites who want to kill us.” 
 
    “I’ve already explained the situation,” Jonn said. “To sum it up, the Slayer is in league with Guyuk Altaigiin, the Master of another guild, the Steel Hearts. They are implicated in the Fendrech atrocity, especially in light of the Hunnite’s statements and the fact that he has cut us off from the portal and wants to kill us all.” 
 
    “This also means that simply handing you over to the Hunnites won’t work,” a dark-haired woman in a thick green robe said. “The Slayer and the Hunnite want you alive but us dead.” 
 
    “What Irina Hanzel means is that for better or worse, we’re in this together,” Jonn interjected.  
 
    Irina nodded respectfully to the Warmonger, but when she turned to Max, her eyes were bright with anger and worry. “What have you gotten us into, Maximo Strident?” she asked. “Aren’t we here to shut down the Apocalypse Horizon or whatever this place is called? How did we end up fighting Hunnites instead? This all unraveled because you wouldn’t submit to the Slayer’s geas item!” 
 
    “Before you start accusing Max for being selfish, ask yourself this question, Irina. Would you have?” Vengar said. “Asking someone to lay down his or her life is an impossible request. We’re not zealots or fanatics.” 
 
    Irina clenched her jaw and folded her arms. “I know. It’s just that I have a daughter I want to go home to. I’m not going to die here. I refuse to!” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” Max said. Irina’s eyes flashed anew with anger, but Max raised a hand to forestall the words that threatened to spew from her mouth. “No, I’m not mocking you. It’s good you have no intention of dying here today, because that will make it easier for you to kill people, which you’ll have to do, if you want to survive.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s true,” Vengar said bitterly, his gaze downcast. 
 
    “Now that we’re on the same page regarding the situation, here is what I have to say,” Max continued. “I can call myself the leader of the Apocalypse Knights all I want, but the truth is that I’m a newcomer and stranger to this world. I know only a few people, and very few people know me.” 
 
    “I’d say we all know of you now,” Trisha said, pushing her way to the forefront. “You were amazing out there, Max. You killed so many Hunnites.” 
 
    “I’m sure everyone will have more than they can stomach of killing by the time we’re done,” Max said. “Let’s get back on track. People don’t know me, so they won’t listen to me. Hopefully that will change down the road, but for now, this is how things are. It’s different for you all though. People know you, and they will listen to you. So now, I need you all to listen to me. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Yes.” Jonn nodded gravely. “I trust Strident with my life.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’d go that far, but having seen him in action, I’d say Max is a better Knight-Errant than I’d ever be,” Vengar said. “He definitely knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    “I agree,” Trisha said. “We’re outnumbered three-to-one by the Hunnites. If Max weren’t here, I’d say we’re doomed.” 
 
    “Just tell us what you want us to do,” Irina said. “I’ll try to make it happen.” 
 
    “Great.” Max took a step back, called Stridentsong to his grasp, and used the enchanted sword’s tip to scratch a brief diagram of the precinct building, which he knew by heart. “Our first priority is beating the Hunnites. It’s not enough to survive or hold them off in a sustained siege. We have about a fortnight to reach and destroy two Dungeons. I want the Hunnites all dead or gone by the end of tomorrow at the latest.” 
 
    “Let’s kick things off with some good news,” Max continued. “The Hunnites outnumber us, but their average Level is around 2, with a few Level 3 or Level 4 Knights-Errant scattered sparsely throughout their ranks. And as of now, they have three fewer Level 4 Knights-Errant amongst them.” 
 
    “Great. Twenty-two of us are Level 4. The rest, numbering an exact one hundred and eighty, are Level 3,” Irina reported. “In terms of Levels, we’re at an advantage.” 
 
    “Here’s the bad news,” Max said. “The Hunnites move and fight like a professional army, or at least one that has undergone roughly two to three years of training and drilling. They are more accustomed to casting their spells in concert or executing tandem tactics on a larger scale than a four-man cohort. If the Apocalypse Knights fight them head-on, we’ll be annihilated not only because there are more of them, but also because they work together better than us.” 
 
    “Let me follow that up with yet more good news.” Max grinned at the downcast expressions of the Knights-Errant. “The Steel Hearts have undergone training, but two or three years is not enough to forge a regiment that functions like an elite military force. Also, their troop composition only contains heavy infantry and cavalry, which can be very effective in the right situation, but inefficient and unwieldy for many others. What I’m trying to say, ladies and gentlemen, is that the Hunnites have an army, but their army is a fairly new and poorly conceived one. They might have been ferocious raiders or adequate Knights-Errant, but they’re lousy, inexperienced soldiers.” 
 
    “They lost their composure when you dived into their midst and began cutting your way through,” Trisha said, her voice laden with awe. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s how I know.” Max grunted. “If they’d kept their formation and coordinated their efforts, they would have killed me in moments, Level disparity and my spirit beast mount notwithstanding.” 
 
    “If we manage to unsettle them, we can take away one of their biggest strengths: their superior discipline and organization,” Vengar deduced. 
 
    “For a short period of time,” Max pointed out. “Two years of training and drilling are still two years of training and drilling. Given any time at all to rally on an open field, and you’ll be facing Prowess-enhanced spear walls and cavalry charges, overlapping and impregnable fields of Shield spells, and full-scale elemental bombardments, while unseen blades cut down those on your flanks with every passing moment.” 
 
    “So to win, we’ve got to unsettle them, then beat them before they come to their senses,” Irina said. “Sounds easy enough, except for everything you just mentioned. Trisha and Vengar wouldn’t shut up about your exploits. Are you going to do the same thing here again? They’ll see you coming, and you won’t have nearly as much success.” 
 
    “You’re right. I won’t be attempting another rampage through their formations. Nobody will,” Max replied. “I’ve got another way to make them lose their focus. I just need your help in the second part, in which we decisively crush them in battle.” 
 
    “Tell us what to do, Strident,” Jonn prompted. “This talk of killing other people makes me sick to my stomach, but I will do what needs to be done.” 
 
    Max pointed to his diagram with Stridentsong. “The precinct building was constructed to withstand a siege. Obviously, it couldn’t keep Level 99 ghouls out, and nor will it stop an army of Knights-Errant, unless it were defended by another force of Knights-Errant, even one much smaller. The Hunnites might have brought siege equipment in their rings of holding, or they might have enough Elementalists in their ranks to act as magical artillery. I need all the Defenders or anyone who has enchanted items capable of enacting magical barriers up front and center when the Hunnites first arrive. Withstand the bombardment with Shield spells or enchanted items.” 
 
    The gathered Knights-Errant listened grimly but attentively as Max pointed out key structural points in the building that could not be allowed to fall, lest everything collapsed into debris and ruin. 
 
    “After the bombardment, infantry and dismounted cavalry men will advance,” Max continued. “I want Elementalists making the Hunnites pay in blood for every inch of ground they cover. There is a barbican just before the west wing of the building begins. It’s still in fairly good shape, and its ramparts will offer good firing angles.” 
 
    “They will have Defenders, and they’ll try to take out our Elementalists with their own or with archers,” Irina pointed out. 
 
    “That’s what the barbican is for as well. Pull half of the Defenders to the barbican immediately after the initial bombardment ceases. Have them cover the Elementalists. The elevated height and the defensive parapets will provide good cover, even better with Shield spells,” Max said, before pointing Stridentsong in turn at the main entrance and the various breaches around the perimeter of the building. “The Hunnites have just enough numbers to surround the building, so the foot advance will come from all sides. This is where the Warmongers and Infiltrators come into play. Repel the enemy at these points. Do not let them get a foothold in the building. This will be close, bloody work, but it will be brief.” 
 
    “How? Why?” Irina demanded. 
 
    Max smiled. “Because that would be about the time my plan to unsettle them starts to take effect.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What exactly is this plan?” Vengar asked. “Do you intend to hide somewhere out there with a strike force to attack the enemy from the rear once they’ve committed to this siege?” 
 
    “A good idea in theory, but not here.” Max looked at the Defender. “You know your tactics, Vengar. I’m impressed.” 
 
    “I, uh… read a few military novels. That’s all.” The Defender smiled sheepishly. “And please, if you don’t think my idea will work, that’s good enough for me. You don’t need to explain anything.” 
 
    “No, I will, because this segues into my plan,” Max said. “The reason why a strike force won’t work is because it won’t have the numbers to deal a decisive, crushing blow to the enemy. We’re outnumbered as is, and we’ll need almost our entire strength concentrated in the precinct building. Another reason is that there are ghouls everywhere out there. There’s no hiding from them, and fighting them will reveal the strike force’s position immediately.” 
 
    “Ghouls. Ugh.” Trisha grimaced. “Why couldn’t this region feature a less disgusting kind of monster?” 
 
    “The presence of ghouls helps a lot, actually,” Max said. “They’re feral, near-mindless creatures that are drawn to carrion and spilled blood. Guess who’s had plenty of blood spilled and is carrying loads of carrion, in typical Hunnite fashion?” 
 
    “You’re hoping that ghouls will decide to attack the Hunnites when they start laying siege to us?” Irina asked. 
 
    “I’m not hoping,” Max corrected her. “I’m going to make it a sure thing. I’ll head out shortly and start riling up ghouls and stringing them around behind me. It shouldn’t take too long before I have an entire host on my tail. I will lead them right into the Hunnites.” 
 
    “Who are mostly Level 2, just like the ghouls,” Vengar said. “Once they start laying into the Hunnites, a ghoul attack on that scale will draw even more of the monsters in.” 
 
    “That is when I need you all to launch a counterattack with everything you’ve got. Break the back of the Hunnite army and force them to rout,” Max said. “Once that happens, pull back into the precinct. The ghouls will hunt down any stragglers. Are there any Level 4 Infiltrators around?” 
 
    “I’m one,” a slim man with a shaved head stepped forward. He’d been listening quietly this entire time. The Infiltrator wore a long, dark coat. Bandoliers of knives criss-crossed his chest. The bulk of his sleeve-cuffs suggested the presence of hidden daggers. “Name’s Tevor Hendricks. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “When the rout happens, most of the Level 2 Hunnites will fall prey to the ghouls. The Level 3 or Level 4 elites among them will fare much better, and they might even be able to rally their comrades-in-arms,” Max said. “I need the best Infiltrators to hunt down these individuals, kill them, and withdraw.” 
 
    “There are another five of us,” Tevor said. “I’ll organize things with them.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Max turned to Jonn. “Jonn, you have the most important role at the end of this battle.” 
 
    “What is it?” Jonn asked. “I’m ready for anything.” 
 
    “I’m going to set up a Warp Dais and attune it to the one at the portal,” Max said. “After you’ve done all you can here, I’ll need you to get to the portal and fight your way through to the Errantry Mansion. The Slayer might or might not be already there, depending on how paranoid Guyuk is. Whatever the case, I’ll need you to rally more Venture Spears, reconnect with Flora, and do whatever it takes to re-establish our supply lines. The Hunnites almost certainly have a presence around what we used to call the Forlorn Dungeon. We’re depending on you to eliminate it so the Truesteel clan can move their merchandise freely once more.” 
 
    “I understand.” Jonn grimaced with distaste. “I am the best candidate for such a task.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Max said. “Take at least ten of the Level 4 Apocalypse Knights with you to ensure you manage to break through. I would have sent you earlier, but I thought we’d need you here to see off the immediate threat first.” 
 
    “I assume you’ll be setting off for the Dungeons as soon as you can?” Jonn asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Max said. “The moment the rout occurs, I’ll get going, taking the most likely candidates. Right now, it’s looking like you, Trisha, Vengar, and Ike. We don’t have any time to lose.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Jonn nodded. “Is there anything else, Strident?” 
 
    “Yes, in fact.” Max cracked his knuckles. “We don’t have much time, but once everything’s in place, I want everyone to at least start looking at their Carnage Classifications and their new spells. The Hunnites won’t be shy about using them, and there’s no need to hold anything back against the bastards.” 
 
    “That curious spell of yours, Strident,” Jonn said. “I remember it’s called Arcane Flux. Why don’t you use it now to learn ours?” 
 
    “That was exactly what I was going to say next.” Max grinned. “Practice makes perfect, after all, so you might as well practice on me.” 
 
    “I read the description of mine in my Soul Lens,” Trisha murmured uneasily. “I need the freshly slain corpse of another Knight-Errant to use it.” 
 
    “You’ll have more than enough to work with soon,” Max said, before turning to the others. “Vengar, how about you?” 
 
    The Defender shrugged, raised his hand, and uttered a few words. A beam of sickly green light flashed from his fingers to strike Max on the chest. 
 
      
 
    Level 1 Corrosion in effect 
 
    +20% to damage taken from all sources for 5 minutes 
 
    Time remaining: 04:59 
 
      
 
      
 
    Max winced and cast Arcane Flux. 
 
      
 
    New Spell Acquired 
 
      
 
    Corrosion 
 
    Flux Spell: Not ready 
 
    Instantaneous Spell 
 
    Level 1 
 
    Target takes +20% more damage for 5 minutes 
 
    Mana Cost: 16 Mana 
 
      
 
    Jonn was next. The Warmonger was unused to casting any spell besides Prowess, but he managed to work through the chants and gestures of the Debilitate spell. A gray radiance pulsed from his palm to wash over Max. 
 
      
 
    Level 1 Debilitate in effect 
 
    -20% to all physical attributes for 5 minutes 
 
      
 
    Max staggered at the sudden heaviness in his limbs and the sense of lightheadedness swirling across his temples. He cast Arcane Flux. 
 
      
 
    New Spell Acquired 
 
      
 
    Debilitate 
 
    Flux Spell: Not ready 
 
    Instantaneous Spell 
 
    Level 1 
 
    Reduce target’s physical attributes by 20% for 5 minutes 
 
    Mana Cost: 16 Mana 
 
      
 
    Tevor stepped forward. The Infiltrator’s fingertips were awash with a crimson-black radiance. He touched Max’s forehead and withdrew. 
 
      
 
    Level 1 Affliction (Poison) in effect 
 
    Status: Poison, -10% to all physical attributes, lose 10% of maximum Health every minute for 5 minutes 
 
      
 
    Max staggered away and doubled over, gagging. A sudden fever coursed through his veins and drove him to his knees. Still, he managed to cast Arcane Flux. 
 
      
 
    New Spell Acquired 
 
      
 
    Affliction 
 
    Flux Spell: Not ready 
 
    Instantaneous Spell 
 
    Level 1 
 
    Afflicts target with bleed, poison, or rot upon touch 
 
    Mana Cost: 16 Mana 
 
      
 
    Max took a deep breath, swapped out Lightning Edge for Debilitate as a Flux spell, then cast it on himself. He immediately felt his limbs become even heavier and weaker. 
 
    So the effects of multiple Carnage spells add up, Max thought. I wonder if that’s still true when they all come from the same person.  
 
    Max cast Debilitate on himself again, only for his Soul Lens screen to flicker. 
 
      
 
    Failure. Target is already affected by your Debilitate spell. 
 
      
 
    I guess that answers the question, Max thought, glancing at Jonn. But if four lower Level Warmongers all cast Debilitate on someone like Jonn, they could probably take him quite easily. This means that if we’re going to go up against other Knights-Errant who’re comfortable using their Carnage spells, we’ll need to change up our tactics accordingly.  
 
    “Alright, that’s enough,” Vengar said. The Defender stepped forward and cast Cleanse, which Max also copied with his Arcane Flux. The weakness and fever swiftly left Max’s system as Vengar helped him to his feet. “That was quite a demonstration.” 
 
    “As long as it got the point across,” Max said, after taking a deep breath to center himself. “Those spells were only Level 1 spells, but look what they did to me, a Level 4 Knight Errant. They’re very powerful. Be sure to use them.” 
 
    “They are unpleasant, but like you said, we can’t afford to hold ourselves back,” Jonn said. 
 
    “Great. Now, get everyone ready,” Max said. “The Hunnites will be here soon.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    True to Max’s estimation, the Hunnites arrived within the hour, pouring through the secondary avenue that led from Hisktown’s central district to the precinct building. The cavalrymen dismounted, and with adequate military efficiency, the entire force fanned out to encircle the entrenched Apocalypse Knights. 
 
    Fifty or so of the Hunnites hung back. A dozen ballistae emerged from their rings of holding, and it wasn’t long before the siege weapons were braced, calibrated, loaded, and aimed at the precinct building. A third of the ballistae were aimed high, in anticipation of any Apocalypse Knights who thought to fly to safety. 
 
    Shortbows flashed into armored fists. Quivers were strapped to hips. Hunnites with their hands, staffs, or wands wreathed in elemental energies moved closer to the front. Barked commands rising from Hunnites in slightly more ornate armor had the encircling force assume a besieging posture. 
 
    The first of the ballistae loosed its shot, accompanied by the dreaded whizz of dozens of steel bolts slicing through the air. Shield spells flashed into existence over the precinct building to intercept the projectiles. Ballistae bolts cracked and broke against the barriers of magical light. But then another volley fell upon the Shield spells, then another. Cracks spread across the barriers. 
 
    By the time the Hunnite Elementalists were ready to attack, the outermost layers of the Shield spells had already fallen. Firebolts, Icelances, Stone Spears, and Lighting Bolts flashed from the hands of nearly two hundred Hunnites at the same time. The concerted elemental energies created a horrific shriek that tore through the air and filled the skies with colorless light. 
 
    The Shield spells crumbled beneath the onslaught. More magical barriers flashed into existence, the canny Defenders among the Apocalypse Knights having staggered who amongst them would rise to the precinct building’s defenses. The second wave of Shield spells broke apart as well, but they’d bought enough time for yet another layer of magical defenses to be erected. 
 
    Eventually, the Hunnite Elementalists broke through the defenses of the Apocalypse Knights, but the spells that did make it through the barriers were few and sparse. Singular Firebolts scorched the surface of the precinct’s thick walls. Icelances flash-froze fortified stone, while sparks crawled everywhere and the occasional Stone Spear dug thumb-size divots on the building’s sides. 
 
    Barked commands had the ballistae crew loading their weapons once more, and the Hunnite Elementalists gathering their will for yet another focused bombardment. 
 
    Max saw all this as he raced across rooftops astride Garlocke, a gibbering, howling contingent of ghouls on his tail. It hadn’t been too difficult whipping the monsters up into a ravenous frenzy. Judging from what he’d observed, many of them had already been riled up by the scents of spilled blood and voided bowels that suffused the air. Apocalyptic Hisktown was a place of fresh death this day, and every breeze whetted the monsters’ appetite. 
 
    The armored formation of Hunnites were perhaps too daunting a target for the bestial, feral cunning of the ghouls, but none of them could resist the sight of a lone rider and his taunts, allowing Max to lead them on a merry chase. And the more they chased, the more frenzied they became, and the more attention their gibbered shrieks drew. 
 
    Five minutes into the siege, the Apocalypse Knights had already weathered ten rounds of ballistae and magical bombardment, and still the precinct building didn’t seem much worse for wear. The main entrance had been slightly widened by a Stone Spear and perhaps a non-essential section of the frontal wall had been flash-frozen into terminal brittleness and would crumble at the slightest impact. Scorch marks covered the building, but it still stood, ruined, derelict, but defiant. 
 
    Meanwhile, Max had hundreds of ghouls following him. The scouts and trackers among the Hunnites had noticed his antics, of course, but not even the boldest commander in their ranks wanted to detach a force to intercept Max. 
 
    Speaking of commanders, where is Guyuk? I don’t see him anywhere, Max thought. The tactics employed by the Hunnites had, up till this point, been methodical but uninspiring, entirely in line with standard military doctrine. Given time, the siege would grind the Apocalypse Knights into dust, but Max believed that Guyuk didn’t have that much time. 
 
    The portal to the Apocalypse Horizon was within Dominion territory, placing the Hunnites behind enemy lines. Even with the Slayer facilitating their passage via Warp Daises running through the Errantry Mansion, their supply lines and access to reinforcements were precarious at best. 
 
    No. Guyuk had to accomplish his goals swiftly, which were to silence every witness within the Apocalypse Horizon and subvert Max’s will with a geas item, leaving him free to go about the business of dealing with the Apocalypse himself or delegate the task to the Slayer. This would also allow him to withdraw the bulk of his forces,  thereby remaining inconspicuous and avoiding the reignition of open war between the Khanate and Dominion, something Max doubted the Khagan would appreciate, given the current fragility and brittleness of both nations.   
 
    The Hunnites are going to advance soon and hope to storm the building by force, Max thought as Garlocke careened around a corner, attracted the interest of another dozen ghouls, and began moving through a walkway connecting two tall buildings. Ghouls swarmed in the raptor’s wake, like a writhing carpet of rotting flesh and flashing claws. 
 
    “This is fun,” Garlocke rumbled. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re enjoying it,” Max replied. “Just a bit longer, Garlocke.” 
 
    “I can do this for hours,” the raptor replied, leaping onto the side of a warehouse and clambering its near vertical wall, always one step ahead of the claws and fangs of the pursuing ghouls. 
 
    Several minutes followed as Garlocke brought Max through a multitude of street-level avenues, alleys, and lanes, which meant that Max couldn’t see the siege. When the raptor was racing across rooftops once more, Max realized that the Hunnites had begun their advance. Armored warriors marched upon the precinct building in all directions. 
 
    The Apocalypse Knights’ Elementalists unleashed their fury, turning the tables so that this time, it was the Hunnite Defenders who had to call forth Shield spells over the advancing soldiers. The Apocalypse Knights didn’t have the upper hand in this exchange either. Boulders, storms of razor sharp ice, and balls of fire cascaded upon the Hunnites, smashing through Single Shield or Double Shield spells by the dozen. But there were far more than dozens of Shield spells shimmering into existence every heartbeat. An Icicle Burst spell might be able to crush six or seven Double Shield spells, but in the face of twenty, it was as lethal as a scattered shower of frost. 
 
    Max witnessed several Elementalist spells he didn’t recognize. Massive spikes of stone materialized in the air before crashing down upon the Hunnites. Tongues of fire descended from the heavens. Clouds of crackling electricity washed across the ground. These could only be the mightiest spells of the Level 4 Elementalists amongst the Apocalypse Knights. 
 
    The Level 4 spells were slightly more successful, occasionally breaking through concerted Shield spells to blast clusters of Hunnites into oblivion. But by and large, their effectiveness was stunted by the sheer number of Single Shield and Double Shield spells flashing into existence every moment. 
 
    “You’ve got an army of your own following you, Max,” Nesura said. “I don’t care how much fun the scaly freak is having. You’re going to get surrounded and cut off soon if you keep this up.” 
 
    Nesura was right. The situation had become increasingly precarious. Sooner rather than later, a ghoul would catch Garlocke. Then another one would, and the raptor would be slowed enough for the monsters to pile on and swarm him. It was just about time to lead the monsters toward the Hunnite siege lines. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s go!” Max commanded. The raptor grunted his asset. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course the Hunnites saw him coming. They weren’t stupid—nor were they incompetent. Their scouts had been observing him for many minutes already, and they’d even held back a reserve force of cavalrymen to intercept him and break whatever monsters he’d managed to corral. 
 
    Max rounded a corner into a narrow avenue and began the final approach against the siege lines the Hunnites had established around the precinct building. Sure enough, a contingent of cavalry was there, lances already couched and mounts already at a canter. A heartbeat later, that canter turned into a gallop as the Hunnites began a full-scale heavy cavalry charge against Max. 
 
    Max saw right away that he wouldn’t be able to repeat his previous stunt with Garlocke, as barriers of magical light flashed into existence across the shields of the foremost riders, extending no higher than a few inches or so above the top of their helms. Whoever was commanding the Hunnite force wasn’t the most imaginative strategist or tactician. Still, he was rational and pragmatic enough to learn and adapt on the fly. 
 
    What the Hunnite commander couldn’t have anticipated, however, was the sheer number of ghouls Max had managed to provoke into a ravenous frenzy. 
 
    The resolve and fury in the eyes of the leading cavalrymen wavered as a tide of ghoul flesh poured into the avenue, hot on Garlocke’s tail. Perhaps several of them tried to cry out in alarm, but their full-faced helms muffled their voices, while the thunder of hooves and the collective gibbering of hundreds of ghouls drowned out their words. 
 
    Garlocke ran gamely, the raptor’s powerful legs carrying Max toward a wall of lances while a sea of fangs and claws roiled and writhed behind him. 
 
    “Looks like we’re either going to get skewered or devoured,” Nesura said. “Why do I get the feeling you didn’t quite think your cunning plan entirely through?” 
 
    Max pulled out the sanctuary item. “Didn’t I?”  
 
    The familiar’s eyes went wide. “You madman! You utter madman!” she cried, her voice awash with equal parts awe and surprise. 
 
    Garlocke slowed his pace. The foremost ghouls came within claw’s reach of the raptor. The Hunnite cavalry was twenty feet away, their charge a heartbeat from striking home. Max dismissed Garlocke midstride. He landed in a crouch. The tide of ghouls loomed over him. 
 
    The last thing Max saw before he activated the sanctuary item was the horror in the eyes of the Hunnite cavalrymen. 
 
    Blue light filled his vision, and when it faded, Max was within the wooden cabin once more, and Nesura was hysterical with laughter. The bat burst out from his belt pouch and flew in circles overhead, filling the air with her cackles. 
 
    Max sighed, sat down on one of the chairs, and looked on bemusedly as Nesura’s mirth played itself out. They would be safe in here, at least for the next few moments while the ghouls washed over the cavalry and tore into the Hunnite siege lines. 
 
    “Monsters can’t interact with sanctuary items, but how do you know one of the Hunnites wouldn’t somehow come across this place and crush us underneath his heel?” Nesura asked. 
 
    “I don’t.” Max produced a packed meal and a waterskin from his ring of holding and placed them on the cabin’s table. “But given what we saw, the odds are greatly in our favor.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Nesura descended to the table and wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. “By the Blood Gods, Max, that was one of the funniest things I’ve ever seen. I never imagined a Knight-Errant would feed his own kind to monsters. You do know that right now, Hunnites are being torn apart and eaten alive, right?” 
 
    Max unwrapped his meal and tore off a fistful of meat, bread, and pickles. He put the clump of food in his hand before Nesura, then picked up the rest and took a bite. 
 
    “Sounds like it’s their problem, not mine,” he said. “They were trying to kill me, so I’m just killing them right back.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. Pragmatic brutality and feral cunning in equal measure,” Nesura hissed, in between mouthfuls of food. “Keep this up, and I might even begin to suspect that there are worse fates than being your familiar.” 
 
    “Not like you have much of a choice, anyway.” Max uncorked his waterskin, took a swig, then poured out a small puddle on the table for Nesura. He turned to his Soul Lens and looked over his list of Flux spells. 
 
      
 
    Flux Spells: 10/10 readiness 
 
    Aegis: Level 4; Instant, 0 seconds; 45 Mana READY 
 
    Cloak: Level 3; Persistent, 1 hour; 8 Mana READY 
 
    Double Shield: Level 2; Active; 8 Mana per 10 seconds READY 
 
    Firebolt (optimized x2): Level 3; Instant, 0 seconds; 4 Mana READY 
 
    Flame Strike (optimized x2): Level 3; Enchantment, 4 Mana per 30 minutes READY 
 
    Hasten: Level 1; Instant, 0 seconds; 8 Mana READY 
 
    Jolting Arc optimized x2): Level 3; Instant, 0 seconds; 3 Mana initial cast, 4 Mana per second READY 
 
    Lightning Edge (optimized x2): Level 3; Enchantment, 4 Mana per 30 minutes READY 
 
    Mid Heal: Level 2; Instant, 0 seconds, 16 Mana READY 
 
    Momentum (optimized x1): Level 2; Instant, 0 seconds, 0 Mana READY 
 
      
 
    I didn’t end up using my bow at all, so Momentum turned out to be useless, and Hasten didn’t come into play either. Max thought. Maybe I can set those spells aside for now and try out a Carnage spell or two. 
 
    Thinking back to the battle against the Three Fangs of the Steel Hearts, Max replaced Momentum with Affliction and Hasten with Debilitate. Bataar had been a fearsome combatant. His brothers were too, though Max had given neither of them the chance to bring the full scope of their abilities to bear. If Max had Carnage spells to cripple and weaken them, he would have won much more easily. 
 
    If they’d used their Carnage spells against Max, however… 
 
    “You’d just mess them up with your Subvert spell,” Nesura said. “It’s one of the most powerful Carnage spells.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Max nodded. “I already have a few ideas on how to use it.” 
 
    Max let a full ten minutes pass before he deactivated the sanctuary item and emerged from its spatial enchantment. He found himself in the midst of a charnel field, surrounded by loose clusters of feasting ghouls. As he’d expected, the tide of monsters had swallowed the cavalry charge before proceeding to rip into the Hunnite siege lines. 
 
    The Hunnites numbered in the hundreds, but so did the ghouls. Caught between the anvil of the precinct building and the hammer of flesh-eating monsters, the Hunnite force had been cast into disarray. Their siege weapons had been reduced to trampled kindle, and their entire formation had dissolved, breaking down into small pockets of armored warriors fighting against an encirclement of claws and fangs. As Max watched, a pocket of Hunnite resistance went down, overwhelmed by ghouls. Screams and the sounds of tearing flesh rose into the air. 
 
    But the monsters weren’t having everything go their way either. The majority of the Hunnites might have been Level 2, but they were still trained soldiers and Knights-Errant. Of the hundreds of ghouls Max had corralled, perhaps only eighty or ninety were still left, with a fair portion currently feasting around him. 
 
    And now the monsters in his immediate vicinity were taking notice of him, lifting their maws from their grisly meals and casting their feral regard his way. Max summoned Garlocke and hopped onto the raptor’s back just as the closest ghouls began to approach. 
 
    Unbidden, the raptor advanced, taking a pouncing ghoul apart with his toe claws along the way and trampling another pair of monsters in his path. 
 
    “Take me back to the Apocalypse Knights, Garlocke,” Max said.  
 
    The raptor snorted, a sound Max had learned to recognize as Garlocke acknowledging a command. 
 
    The way forward was covered by a tumbling, chaotic melee between monster and Hunnite. Garlocke barged through with relative ease, his toe claws slicing apart human and ghoul flesh whenever either of the two came within reach. Max struck opportunistically too, cleaving Stridentsong into the back of Hunnite skulls or shoulders along the way. 
 
    Soon, he arrived before the precinct building’s main entrance, which was guarded by Jonn and a handful of Warmongers. Hunnite bodies lay strewn at their feet, many of them obviously hacked apart by the massive halberd in Jonn’s hands. 
 
    “Strident, you did it,” Jonn said. “You broke the enemy.” 
 
    “We broke the enemy,” Max replied, raising his voice so that as many of the Apocalypse Knights as possible could hear him. “Well done, Apocalypse Knights! You held magnificently!” 
 
    In truth, Max wasn’t too impressed with the Apocalypse Knights’ performance. The Hunnite formation had obviously been shattered for many minutes already, yet none of the Apocalypse Knights—not even Jonn—had thought to sortie out, slay the enemy, and bring a decisive end to the battle. Instead, many of them were looking upon the mutual slaughter between ghoul and Hunnite with horrified disgust. 
 
    That’s why they’re not soldiers, Max thought. They have no problem killing monsters, but people are a different matter entirely. 
 
    But now was not the time for sentiment. Max raised Stridentsong and wheeled  Garlocke around, so that the raptor was now facing the Hunnites and ghouls once more. He cast a sidelong look at Jonn. 
 
    “I need your help now, Jonn,” he hissed beneath his breath, knowing that the Warmonger’s honed senses would pick up his words. “Advance with me, and we’ll pull others along with us. If I end up going out there alone, this will be the end of the Apocalypse Knights.” 
 
    “Alright, Strident,” Jonn said, hefting his halberd. “I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    “The enemy has failed!” Max cried. “They tried to break us, but now, they are the ones who have been broken! Come, brothers and sisters! Let us sweep the field clear of our foes, and raise our voices in victory!” 
 
    “Apocalypse Knights!” Jonn roared, breaking out into a charge alongside Max. Many voices rose in echoed emulation of the Warmonger’s, and soon a contingent of Apocalypse Knights was pouring from the precinct building, blades raised and spells at the ready. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Max caught sight of Tevor and a small group of leather and mail-clad Knights-Errant. The Infiltrator nodded to Max, then vanished from sight. Those around him did the same. 
 
    Great. At least someone here knows how to stick to the plan, Max thought. He aimed Garlocke’s charge at the back of a quartet of Hunnites who’d just dispatched the ghouls attacking them. The raptor barged into one and eviscerated another with his toe claws, while Max hacked down the other two from behind with Stridentsong. 
 
    Jonn, predictably enough, waded into a huge cluster of ghouls. His halberd flashed repeatedly, sending monster limbs, heads, and viscera flying. Most of the other Apocalypse Knights, however, engaged the surviving Hunnites dutifully, swiftly seizing the advantage thanks to their overall higher Levels. 
 
    Taking Max’s earlier instructions to heart, the influential Apocalypse Knights had evidently impressed upon the others the importance of using their Carnage spells in battle. Max saw Warmongers and Defenders working in concert to weaken the defenses of particularly stubborn pockets of Hunnite resistance with Debilitate and Corrosion, before advancing into melee to slay their severely compromised foes. 
 
    Elementalists cast their Enslave spell over the bodies of fallen Hunnites, causing the corpses to burst apart into shards of light, that then coalesced into a myriad of different creatures, the largest of which were about the size of a hunting hound. 
 
    The type of creature created from the Enslave spell seemed to depend on which element the Knight-Errant in question favored. Fire Elementalists conjured small, winged creatures with crimson and black skin that clawed, bit, and breathed gouts of fire upon their foes. Lightning or wind Elementalists brought forth disembodied floating eyes that lashed out tendrils of electricity. Fist-sized spiders of ochre light emerged from the Enslave spells of Earth Elementalists, while those who wielded Ice or Water as their chosen element created serpents of frost. 
 
    These conjured creatures joined in the slaughter, killing monsters and Hunnites alike. Soon, the battle was over, with the morale of the Hunnites shattering beyond any hope of recovery. The scant survivors fled headlong into the depths of apocalyptic Hisktown, pursued by the ravening ghouls. Before long, agonized screams and monstrous gibbers of delight rose into the air as the ghouls began their feast. 
 
    Max turned to the surviving Apocalypse Knights. More than a few of them reeked with despondency and self-loathing, their gazes locked vacantly upon the shadowed ruins of the buildings and alleys in which Hunnites were being torn apart. Some Apocalypse Knights wore masks of grim resolve. The majority seemed simply relieved to still be alive. These Apocalypse Knights slumped over where they stood. Some of them traded ribald jabs and made attempts at puerile humor to take the edge off what they’d seen and done. 
 
    The nightmares and lingering horrors will come later, Max thought. At the end of the day, killing people isn’t the same as killing monsters. Not everyone can handle it. 
 
    “But you can,” Nesura whispered into his mind. “You’re not like these other soft-souled weaklings. You have no qualms about shedding the blood of your own kind.” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” Max agreed, before dismissing Stridentsong and putting his Magus Staff away. He dismounted Garlocke, scratched the raptor’s head a few times, and let his summoning unravel, before taking a quick glance at his Soul Lens. 
 
      
 
    Victory Shards: 10,115 
 
    Carnage Shards: 164 
 
      
 
    Max looked up as Jonn approached. 
 
    “Strident, ninety-seven of us are dead,” the Warmonger reported. “That’s nearly half our number. We lost Irina too.” 
 
    “I see.” Max nodded. “Thank you, Jonn.” 
 
    “I also tried to connect a Warp Dais back to the one at the portal, but I think the latter’s been deactivated,” Jonn said. 
 
    “So has the one at the Hisktown clock tower,” Vengar interjected as he walked up to Max. “We’ll have to go there on foot and reactivate the Warp Daises there.” 
 
    “This means that the Hunnites are occupying those positions,” Max said. “Thankfully, there is no fortifiable ground near the clock tower. If we’ve seen off the bulk of their forces here, we might be able to launch a successful attack there. The stone maze, however, is another matter. That place is a nightmare to traverse in force.” 
 
    Unbidden, the Level 4 Knights-Errant that Max had gathered earlier congregated upon him. They’d conducted the frontline defense of the precinct building, carrying Max’s plan out to underwhelming yet still adequate effect. He determined then and there that they would serve as his staff officers within the Apocalypse Knights. Max turned to Trisha. 
 
    “I have a job for you, in particular,” he said, forcing a smile upon his face. 
 
    “Me?” the Elementalist echoed dully. Her face was streaked with blood and grime, and her eyes seemed to be staring at something distant yet non-existent. 
 
    “Yes, Trisha. I need your help with something.” Max reached out and gave her shoulder a firm, yet gentle squeeze. The contact snapped Trisha out of her reverie. She met Max’s gaze, her eyes bright and uncertain. 
 
    “What… what do you need me to do?” Trisha asked, a mask of resolve coalescing over her features with every word that fell from her lips. 
 
    “You were the one who brought up the title ‘Knight Commander’ and suggested that I take it, as leader of the Apocalypse Knights,” Max said. 
 
    “Yes, I did.” Trisha nodded. “What about it?” 
 
    “We’ve lost a lot of people today,” Max said, “but I’m sure that once we beat back the Hunnites and spread the truth about the Slayer and the Venture Spears throughout the Errantry Mansion, more will come to join us, and our numbers will swell. I’m but one person, and today’s events have proven that I’m not the only leader here.” 
 
    Max paused, taking the time to meet the gaze of each of the Knights-Errant gathered around him. Vengar swelled with pride. Jonn nodded appreciatively. Trisha’s cheeks colored as she found herself beneath Max’s regard, but she clenched her fists and held his gaze resolutely. The other two Level 4 Knights-Errant, a powerfully built man clad in spiked half-plate and a slim woman wearing runic chainmail, stood taller and prouder as Max turned to them. 
 
    Nesura surreptitiously scanned the Knights-Errant. 
 
      
 
    Talos Resko 
 
    Level 4 Warmonger 
 
      
 
    Fiona Hark 
 
    Level 4 Defender 
 
      
 
    “All of you are also commanders of the Apocalypse Knights, and you will need corresponding titles to go along with your rank and duties,” Max said. “Trisha, this task falls to you.” 
 
    The Elementalist smiled, her eyes flashing with momentary delight. 
 
    “Knight Captain,” she said promptly. “We are the Knight Captains of the Apocalypse Knights, and you are our Knight Commander.” 
 
    “Knight Captain? Ha!” Vengar chuckled. “I like it!” 
 
    “So do I,” Fiona agreed, grinning. “I never thought I’d get myself a title, of all things. I don’t know what it is, but Knight Commander and Knight Captain sound a lot better to me than Master and Councilor.” 
 
    “It’s because these titles are temporary,” Max said, his words drawing all eyes back upon him. “I haven’t been a Knight-Errant long, but I already know that most of us are inclined toward freedom and individualistic by nature. We find rigid hierarchies and formal titles stifling, especially in the face of a much more concrete one: our Levels, which we’ve earned through our own efforts and not through undue privilege or nepotism.” 
 
    “That’s why the Venture Spears ended up this way, with disinterested, ungovernable members still somehow enriching and enabling a self-serving leader,” Max continued. “There isn’t a single soul, I believe, who didn’t think something was wrong with it all, and so when the Slayer tried to assert his rank as Master, and Pyreo couldn’t shut up about being a Councilor, none of you took it well.” 
 
    “What about this Knight Captain and Knight Commander business, then?” Talos asked. “How is this different?” 
 
    “Like I said, our titles and rank are temporary,” Max explained. “The Venture Spears Guild was built to stick around, but the Apocalypse Knights are here to deal with the Apocalypse Horizon. Nothing more, and nothing less. All our efforts are bent toward it. When our work is done, so are we as an organization, leaving us bound by nothing but friendship and the camaraderie forged through adversity.” 
 
    “I am not higher or above any of you or anyone else who has fought by our side this day,” Max went on, raising his voice. More and more of the Apocalypse Knights had gathered around Max and the Level 4 Knights-Errant as the discussion unfolded. “As Knight Commander, I am simply here to do what must be done. I want nothing from you—not your gold, nor your adulation. I ask only for your help, because the stakes cannot be higher, and the consequences cannot be more dire if we fail.” 
 
    “Apocalypse Knights!” Jonn roared, raising his halberd. A multitude of fists and weapons shot into the air as well, and a chorus of voices echoed the Warmonger’s cry. Purpose and resolve replaced the horror and self-loathing in the eyes of many of the Apocalypse Knights as they beheld their Knight Commander and his Knight Captains. 
 
    Max raised his fist as well and added his voice to the collective roar. He’d managed to stabilize the morale of the Apocalypse Knights, at least for the moment and perhaps for the next little while. And he’d done so by raising their spirits and, equally importantly, giving them a leadership figure upon which they could displace all the guilt and horror of their actions. Now, they were no longer killers of their fellow men, but soldiers whose deeds were attributable to their leader, their Knight Commander. 
 
    At the same time, Max had banked on the temporary nature of the Apocalypse Knights as an organization to frame everyone here as a free spirit, which appealed to the inherently self-serving and self-centered tendencies of every Knight-Errant. 
 
    “Irvin Vaustika taught you well,” Nesura whispered. “I didn’t think you had this side to you, Max, this… capacity to use people. You have all these idiots eating out of the palm of your hand.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Max replied mentally, keeping the triumphant smile fixed on his face as he led another round of cheering amongst the Apocalypse Knights. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t know how successful we were,” Tevor Hendricks said, stepping into visibility beside Max. “Six of us left to hunt Level 3 or Level 4 Knights-Errant among the Hunnites. I claimed five Level 3 heads and a single Level 4 head. Others among us had around the same amount of success, but only three of us have returned.” 
 
    “Do you know what happened to those who haven’t?” Max said, his gaze riveted on his focus map. He was within one of the precinct building’s planning rooms, where a Knight-Errant had set up a magical lamp for light. The rest of the Apocalypse Knights were spread out within and around the building, patching their wounds with Healing spells or potions or reorganizing their equipment. They would have to move out soon, advance upon the clock tower, and take it back. 
 
    “They’re dead,” Tevor said flatly. “I established cohort links with them. That’s how I know.” 
 
    “Any idea how that happened?” Max asked. 
 
    “No,” the Infiltrator replied. “All I can tell is that they were killed in rapid succession, almost simultaneously.” 
 
    Max dismissed the focus map. He’d been contemplating avenues of advance and internally debating the merits of a pincer attack. In the end, he’d decided that the Apocalypse Knights would make a full-strength push upon the clock tower. Their numbers were too few for any fancy tactics, and the terrain too harsh and overrun with monsters for any drawn-out strategies. 
 
    The Apocalypse Knights had to secure their supply lines back to the Errantry Mansion and get word of the Slayer’s treachery and villainy out before any counter-narrative had enough time to take root. Max knew very well the value and potency of lies and misdirecting propaganda, and he knew that the Slayer was undoubtedly canny enough to leverage whatever he could to his advantage. 
 
    Unless he’s stuck here because Guyuk doesn’t trust him, Max thought. And speaking of which, just where is Guyuk? 
 
    “Any sign of the Hunnite leader?” Max asked. “You know, the one who was mouthing off at the clock tower?” 
 
    “No.” Tevor shook his head. “Someone else, a Level 4 Warmonger, led this force. I took his head. I suspect the man called Guyuk Altaigiin was never amongst the Hunnites who attacked us.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing too,” Max said, bringing up his focus map again and proffering it to Tevor. “Any chance of estimating where your cohort members were when they were killed?” 
 
    The Infiltrator pointed at a location upon the three-dimensional construct of light hovering above the focus map’s projection platform. Max narrowed his gaze. 
 
    “That’s northeast of here, further inland,” he said. “They were supposed to be chasing Hunnite leaders, so if the Hunnite leaders were fleeing in this direction, does that mean they know of another force somewhere there and were seeking to join up with it?” 
 
    “Very possible,” Tevor agreed, before sighing. “This didn’t cross my mind at all, Knight Commander. I’m glad you’re with us.” 
 
    “So am I, Knight Captain,” Max replied. Tevor’s news was troubling. The last thing he needed was for the Apocalypse Knights to advance on the clock tower, engage the Hunnite forces there, and then be pincered by another force from behind. 
 
    If he had a proper army, he would establish a rear guard and send out aggressive patrols on seek-and-destroy missions in the face of such a probability, but he didn’t. He only had a hundred or so extremely powerful, yet poorly organized and barely motivated amateurs, at least in open warfare. 
 
    “Damn it. Come with me, Tevor,” Max said, striding out of the room. The Infiltrator followed. They left the building and walked over to Jonn, who was standing alone in a small courtyard, his head bowed, and his features troubled. 
 
    Max swiftly explained the situation with the slain Infiltrators and the possibility of a pincering force. Jonn nodded somberly. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” the Warmonger asked. 
 
    “We have no choice but to proceed as planned,” Max said. “All we can do is hide a very small but elite force somewhere nearby behind us in the safe zone as a reserve, maybe all of the Level 4 Apocalypse Knights plus yourself, while we attack whatever Hunnites are holding the clock tower. If another Hunnite contingent appears from behind to attack us, our reserves will ambush them in turn.” 
 
    “I can scout where my cohort perished,” Tevor suggested. “That way, we’ll know exactly what we need to worry about.” 
 
    “No,” Max said. “Chances are you’ll end up dead as well, which means we’ll be down another Level 4 Apocalypse Knight.” 
 
    “I can handle myself,” Tevor said. “I’m pretty good in a fight.” 
 
    “I’m sure you are, which is why we need you here,” Max explained. 
 
    “I’ll round up the Knight Captains and the other Level 4 Apocalypse Knights,” Jonn said. “And let them know what we have to do. Will you be joining this reserve force? You’re Level 4, too.” 
 
    “No.” Max shook his head. “I need to lead from the front and be where the fighting starts this time. Tevor, you’re with Jonn for the next little bit.” 
 
    “Understood.” The Infiltrator nodded, then followed Jonn as he walked away. The Apocalypse Knights brushed past Stephens along the way. 
 
    “Mister Strident,” the clerk said, approaching. His face was streaked with grime and sweat, but he was completely unhurt. It was just as well, since a Level 1 Knight-Errant with no combat skills or experience would have been useless in the defense of the precinct. Max had heard how the clerk had produced cache after cache of Health and Mana potions for the benefit of the Apocalypse Knights, however, so he was definitely thankful for Stephens’s presence. 
 
    “Are your colleagues alright?” Max asked. 
 
    “Yes. None of us were hurt.” Stephens bowed deeply to Max. “I cannot express how grateful we are to you, Mister Strident. I am a valued servant of the Truesteel clan, and I intend to commend your honor and valor to my master at the earliest opportunity.” 
 
    “Like I was saying to everyone just now, I just did what needed to be done,” Max replied. “It’s just as well that you’re here, Stephens. I was going to look for you next.” 
 
    “You need something from me, Mister Strident?”  
 
    “The next bit is going to be very dangerous, and I don’t think I can spare anyone to protect you and your staff, either from the ghouls or the Hunnites. If you have any sanctuary items among you, I’d suggest getting into them before we head out. We’ll leave the items as close to the clock tower as we can. If we win the fight, you’ll be safe. If we don’t, you’ll have a chance to make a run for it out of the Apocalypse Horizon.” 
 
    “I… I see.” Stephens paled. “I do have a few sanctuary items within my ring of holding. They should be enough to accommodate all of our staff.” 
 
    “Great. Get them organized, then find Vengar Nost and have him take charge of the items. Tell him this request comes from me.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mister Strident,” Stephens said, bowing once more before he left. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Apocalypse Knights advanced upon the clock tower in two groups. The first one was composed of Max and every surviving Level 3 Knight-Errant. The second was made up of Jonn and the rest of the Level 4 Knights-Errant. As planned, the second group hung back a fair distance from the first during the advance. Max decided to hold off on summoning Garlocke, choosing instead to lead the way on foot. 
 
    They met scattered packs of ghouls along the way and crushed the monsters easily. Max was content to let the Level 3 Knights-Errant do most of the fighting and acquire Victory Shards. He needed them to increase their Level quickly. That extended to the Knights-Errant in Jonn’s group. Level 4 was no longer the pinnacle of power. Everyone needed to ascend toward Level 99, not only to provide Max with as many cohort candidates as possible, but also to face whatever challenge inevitably awaited them at the heart of the Apocalypse Horizon. 
 
    His promise to Artur revolved around reforming the Knights-Errant, specifically, reforging them into something worthy of Mira Pureheart’s sacrifice. The Apocalypse Knights didn’t encompass the Knights-Errant as a whole, but they were a start. Freed from the protective, yet stifling aegis of Pureheart’s Sacrifice—the tree, not the legendary heroine of yore—every individual with a Soul Lens had a clear path toward Level 99. He or she only needed to take that path and survive it. 
 
    Max intended to lead the way, and if the Apocalypse Knights followed suit, so too would the world’s Knights-Errant in time. 
 
    Even if they’re Hunnite, Max thought sourly. His contemplations drifted back to the precinct building, the perimeter of which was strewn with the bodies of the slain Hunnites. Max had tried using his Subvert spell on several of them, wanting to see if he could really extract their Soul Lenses. All he’d gotten was a curious message on his Soul Lens. 
 
      
 
    Invalid target: Subject was worthy 
 
      
 
    Despite his personal misgivings and prejudices against the Hunnite people, Max couldn’t disagree with such an assessment. The Knights-Errant of the Steel Hearts had died horrific, agonizing, and humiliating deaths, but they’d still died bravely, even those who’d fled at the end. They were worthy, whatever that meant. 
 
    “Don’t ask me,” Nesura piped up. “I have no idea. Anything to do with that Heroic Mosaic or Heroic Resolve nonsense isn’t a product of the Cosmic Logos.” 
 
    “I know.” Max nodded to a cohort of Apocalypse Knights, signaling for them to forge ahead and destroy the pack of ghouls in their path. “This is a concoction of Artur Brightblade, which means measures of worthiness are by his standards.” 
 
    “Alright. What would those look like?” Nesura asked. 
 
    “You saw that last vision, right?” Max replied. “He slew a bunch of Knights-Errant who abducted and presumably enslaved children. I’m going to guess that’s definitely one of Artur Brightblade’s taboos.” 
 
    “Oh, sure. Killing and maiming each other is fine, but a little bit of slavery makes you unworthy of being a Knight-Errant?” Nesura scoffed. “What a puerile moral code. That Elementalist Carnage spell? Enslave? It destroys the soul of its target to create short-lived elemental incarnations whose sole purpose is kill. Using that isn’t as bad as enslaving a few weaklings, I guess, as far as Artur Brightblade is concerned.” 
 
    “Right or wrong, it’s what we have to work with,” Max said, raising his hand and calling for a general halt as a cohort of Apocalypse Knights engaged a pack of ghouls. The monsters were utterly outmatched, and the battle was a foregone conclusion. Max watched as a Level 3 Warmonger cut down a pair of ghouls with a single swing of his sword. 
 
    “Well, in that case, I know of at least two people who are unworthy,” Nesura said. “The Slayer and Guyuk Altaigiin. They’re slavers, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Yes, and I’m going to kill them.” Max raised his fist to salute and congratulate the victorious Apocalypse Knights, before turning and waving another cohort to the front. The Knights-Errant who’d already fought would be rotated to the rear of the formation, while the foremost ones would handle the next pack of monsters. 
 
    The clock tower soon came into view, as did the Hunnites defending it. There were only about two dozen of them, which meant that the Apocalypse Knights not only outnumbered the Steel Hearts, but also outclassed them in terms of Levels. 
 
    I suppose this means that we’ve actually broken the back of Guyuk’s force, Max thought as he raised his fist and called for the Apocalypse Knights to halt fifty feet from the clock tower, well within the magical structure’s immediate protection. 
 
    The Hunnites weren’t stupid. They immediately realized how outmatched they were. Their leader, a Level 2 Knight-Errant with a wild beard, stepped to the front and leveled his spear at Max. 
 
    “Khankiller! I, Subotai Sokargiin, challenge you to a duel!” he cried. “If I win, you will surrender yourself and your warriors!” 
 
    “Why would I agree to that? That’s the worst offer I’ve ever heard!” Max called back. “I’m not going to duel you.” 
 
    He gestured to the Level 3 cohorts on either side of him. “If it comes down to it, I’ll just have them kill you and your men. It wouldn’t be too difficult. But I don’t want to do that. Put your weapons back into your rings of holding and get out of here. Leave the Apocalypse Horizon, and go back to the Errantry Mansion. If you agree to do that, none of us will touch you. I give you my word.” 
 
    “I…” Subotai’s eyes shifted rapidly. “I cannot! Fire Gods take my soul, I cannot betray my liege lord!” 
 
    “You’re referring to Guyuk Altaigiin, I’m guessing,” Max said. 
 
    “Of course! Noyan Guyuk Altaigiin was anointed by the Khagan himself!” Subotai said. “He is a hero of the Khanate, and the greatest Knight-Errant of the Hunnite people!” 
 
    Max nodded. A Noyan was the equivalent of a general in Hunnite military terminology. Guyuk was a member of the Khanate army, and Subotai’s revelation meant that the Khagan had indeed begun the process of militarizing the Knights-Errant of his nation. 
 
    The Dominion won’t fare so well in the next war against the Khanate, he thought. Fifty regiments of professionally trained Knight-Errant soldiers would be more than enough to wipe out the entire Valerisen army on any field of battle. Max couldn’t even begin to conceive of any strategy that would prevail against such overwhelming power. 
 
    “You speak the Valerisen tongue well, Subotai,” Max said. “How long have you been a Knight-Errant?” 
 
    “Ha! Your barbaric language isn’t difficult to master, Khankiller!” Subotai grinned and slapped his left hand against his breastplate. “I got my Soul Lens one year ago, and it has been two years since I swore my oaths to my Noyan!” 
 
    Two years. That sounds about the right amount of drilling and training. Guyuk’s men can march in tandem and pull off a half decent cavalry charge, Max thought, before casting a sidelong glance at the Apocalypse Knights on his flanks. Which is a lot more than this lot can manage. 
 
    “The war between our nations is over, Subotai!” Max said. “But here, in the Apocalypse Horizon, your liege lord and I seek each other’s deaths. Do you know why?” 
 
    “You possess an enchanted item necessary to stop the world from ending, yet you refuse to use it,” Subotai replied. “We are here to take that artifact from you and save the world.” 
 
    “If it’s an artifact I’m withholding, I suppose you’ve all been given orders to take me alive so I can reveal its whereabouts?” Max said. 
 
    “Correct!” Subotai shook his spear angrily. “Khankiller! You’re no coward, but I never thought you would be a madman! Why do you want the world to end? Is it some kind of twisted bitterness that eats away at your heart? Some malevolent skepticism that compels you toward extinction? If the latter is true, go toward it on your own! Why drag others to the demise you so desire?” 
 
    “He’s a pretty eloquent fellow,” Nesura said. “You’re sure he’s the barbarian?” 
 
    “Shut up,” Max told the bat. He returned his regard to Subotai. “Alright. So what is this artifact that I’m keeping supposed to do?” 
 
    “It generates a magical field that lowers the Level of the invincible monsters within this place to that of its bearer,” Subotai replied. “That is the only way we can get to the Dungeons here and set back the incursion of more and more powerful monsters.” 
 
    “The portal is outside Hisktown, a Dominion territory,” Max said. “What do you care? The closest Khanate settlement is many hundreds of miles away.” 
 
    “Perhaps my Noyan is not as small-minded as you, Khankiller,” Subotai said. “Perhaps he values all human life, even those of your barbaric people. I am of the same mind, which is why I will not betray him!” 
 
    Max sighed. Judging by his age, Subotai couldn’t have fought in the war. He hadn’t partaken in the bloodshed that would birth the deep-rooted hatred and contempt that had washed over Max’s soul and indelibly dyed it over the years. 
 
    Hunnite or Valerisen, in the end, we’re all people, Max thought. “Well said, Subotai. If only more people thought like you do. Perhaps there would be no more war. But here, take a look at this.” 
 
    Max projected a screen from his Soul Lens, angling it so that its contents were within clear view of Subotai and the Hunnites guarding the clock tower. As he did so, he exerted his will slightly further, so that a brief description of his Temporal Equalization spell appeared as well. 
 
      
 
    Temporal Equalization (Heroic Resolve implemented) 
 
    Instantaneous spell 
 
    Level 4 
 
    Range: 40 feet 
 
    Mana Cost: 0 
 
    Undo madness, reorder time, hold the darkness at bay 
 
    Generates a magical field with a 40 foot radius or projects a beam up to 40 feet that lowers the Level of monsters or Dungeons to 4 
 
      
 
    “It’s not an enchanted item I have, Subotai,” Max said, after the Hunnite had taken a moment to read the screen. “It’s a spell only I can cast. This Temporal Equalization spell is what I use to get around in the regions of the Apocalypse Horizon that have not undergone temporal stabilization.” 
 
    “But…” Subotai’s eyes were wide with angry disbelief. “This! This…!” 
 
    “You know as well as I do that a Soul Lens cannot lie,” Max said. “So here it is, incontrovertible proof that it is a spell, rather than an enchanted item, that is the key to unraveling the mystery of the Apocalypse Horizon and neutralizing the threat it poses to our world.” 
 
    “But that would mean Noyan Guyuk Altaigiin lied to us!” Subotai roared. The Hunnites around him seemed equally agitated. Angry shouts rose from their ranks, prompting the Apocalypse Knights to raise their weapons and ready their spells. 
 
    “Hold,” Max said, gesturing for them to desist. The Apocalypse Knights flanking him obeyed reluctantly. Some of them passed the word to the rest of the group to stand down. 
 
    “Subotai!” Max called to the Hunnite leader. “Listen to me. I want you to think this next part through. The world is in danger. Do you think I would have spurned Guyuk if he’d simply come to me and offered to help me save it? Do you think I am that petty, that mean-spirited?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Max.” Nesura chuckled. “You’re very petty. And mean-spirited, too.” 
 
    Max surreptitiously flicked his index finger across one of the bat’s ears, drawing an annoyed squeak from her. 
 
    “Like you’re in any position to talk,” Max replied. 
 
    “No, Khankiller, I do not.” Subotai said. The Hunnite’s shoulders were slumped, and his entire bearing screamed despondence and defeat. His fellow soldiers wore the same body language. Misery was etched all across their faces. 
 
    “What do you think the nature of the disagreement between me and your Noyan is, then?” Max pressed. “Was it a matter of ego, of an inability to decide who would take the lead or claim the greatest share of the glory? Or was it something that was utterly unacceptable to me?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know, Khankiller.” Subotai seemed to be on the verge of tears. “All I know now is that our Noyan has deceived us. Us! We, who gave unto him our blood oaths, who bound our honor to his!” 
 
    “Your oaths to your Noyan are not my concern, Subotai, though I understand your distress. Nobody likes being lied to. Nobody enjoys the bitter taste of betrayal. But let me explain to you the impossibility of a partnership between Guyuk and me. He wants to use a geas item on me. You know what something like that does, right?” 
 
    “A geas item!” Subotai gasped. Horrified and outraged mutters arose from the Hunnites. “No! The very notion itself is sickening. It goes against every tenet of our people! The Khagan himself has outlawed slavery of all kinds throughout his empire, be it Mundane or magical!” 
 
    Max thought briefly about the indefinitely indentured laborers who performed much of the Dominion’s least desirable jobs, before pushing his ruminations away to the darkest corners of his mind. 
 
    “Believe it or not, that is what I’m telling you,” Max said. “He wants to enslave me. I also have good reason to believe that he is implicated in the Fendrech Atrocity, a massive crime in which thousands of people, many of them Hunnite, were enslaved and tormented to death. And I’m not the only one. Many of my Apocalypse Knights share my suspicions. That is why he wants us all dead. I’m sure you have orders to take no prisoners and accept no surrenders. Don’t you find that a little unusual?” 
 
    “I do.” Subotai frowned. He glanced at his fellow soldiers. “We all do. Honorable Hunnite warriors do not kill helpless foes. Nor do we execute captives out of hand. When our Noyan gave us this order, many of us were troubled. But regarding this… Fendrech Atrocity, I know nothing about it. It is a grave accusation you make against Noyan Guyuk Altaigiin, Khankiller. It would be insulting—” 
 
    “If not for the fact that you already harbor doubts about his honor,” Max said. “Your Noyan is not who you think he is, Subotai. I can see that you are a good man. I don’t know about those who stand by your side, but I’m more than willing to give them the benefit of the doubt. Good men shouldn’t die for evil ones. I’ll say this again. Get out of here, Subotai. Go home. If it is within your power to do so, tell your Khan what you discovered here, that he might convey your misgivings to the Khagan himself.” 
 
    “I cannot.” Subotai clenched his jaw. “My oaths to my Noyan bind me. I cannot betray them, even if he has already betrayed our people.” 
 
    Damn it. Max suppressed the urge to groan in frustration. Too much blood—Valerisen and Hunnite—had been shed today. He had no desire to shed more, especially not after speaking to Subotai. 
 
    “I’m a bit rusty regarding Hunnite military doctrine, but if you’ve been talking to me all this time, that means you have the authority to negotiate and accept or decline offers,” Max said. “Honor duels are formally codified in your law, and their conditions are legally binding.” 
 
     “That is correct, Khankiller. You have studied my people well,” Subotai acknowledged. “But I fail to see the point you’re trying to make. 
 
    “I agree to duel you,” Max said. “You have your conditions, and I have mine. Here they are. When I win, I want you and your comrades to leave. That is all.” 
 
    “When?” A grin crept across Subotai’s bearded face. “I’ll give you this, Khankiller. Your arrogance knows no bounds.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Max said. “You actually think you stand a chance against me?” 
 
    “There is only one way to find out.” Subotai strode forward and fell into a spear-fighting stance. “I agree to your terms, Khankiller. Let us begin.” 
 
    “Subotai! Subotai! Subotai!” the other Hunnites began to chant. 
 
    “I am known as the Lance of the Green Dragon!” Subotai bellowed. “I won my first duel when I was ten, against a grown warrior of my clan! I have slain hundreds of monsters and conquered five Dungeons!” 
 
    Chuckling, Nesura scanned the Hunnite soldier. 
 
      
 
    Subotai Sokargiin 
 
    Level 2 Warmonger 
 
      
 
    Max strode forward, muttering a few reassuring words to the Apocalypse Knights. He called Stridentsong into his grasp. 
 
    “I am renowned for my skill with the spear! I am a master of the bow, and a champion upon horseback!” Subotai was still bellowing. “I—” 
 
    “I beat the Three Fangs,” Max said. “All of them at once, too. I killed them by myself.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Subotai blinked. 
 
    Max charged. 
 
    The duel unfolded predictably enough. Subotai was a gifted spearman, and with time, he would attain sublime heights of mastery with the weapon. He was also fearless and dauntless. But he was Level 2, and Max was Level 4. 
 
    A little over a minute of time passed before Max dismissed Stridentsong, stepped back from Subotai’s unconscious form, and cast Mid Heal on the Hunnite. 
 
    Subotai groaned and sat up as the Healing spell completed its work. Max held out a hand to him. Subotai accepted, grasping Max wrist-to-wrist, and got to his feet. 
 
    “I win,” Max said, before pointing in the direction of the stone maze, where the portal lay. “Go. If there are more of your people there, holding the portal, I’d advise you to tell them about our discussion. They might not like what they’ll hear, but I think you owe that much to them, at least.” 
 
    “I will do that, Khankiller,” Subotai said. “I thank you for sparing my life and the lives of my brothers.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Max replied. “One other thing. You might also want to tell them that we’ll be heading there soon, and if they’re still around, we’ll kill them all. You and your comrades have used up the last of my patience.” 
 
    “I will pass on your message.” Subotai bowed slightly, then strode away from the clock tower. The other Hunnites followed him. 
 
    Cheers arose from the ranks of the Apocalypse Knights as the last of Subotai’s men vanished from view. Max turned to them and raised his fist. The cheers grew louder. 
 
    Max let them go on for a few more moments before he called for silence and began deploying the Apocalypse Knight in as defensible a position as the open terrain around the clock tower allowed. Judging from the scant numbers left behind to defend this location, the bulk of the Hunnites’ numbers had fallen outside the precinct building. Max doubted that the other Hunnite detachment was strong enough to overwhelm the Apocalypse Knights now. 
 
    Tevor emerged into visibility just as Max finished establishing a firing line of Elementalists a fair distance behind a phalanx composed of as many Warmongers as Defenders. 
 
    “Well done, Knight Commander,” the Infiltrator said. “A few of us saw the entire exchange. I don’t think anybody wants to spill more blood today, so we all appreciate you settling things the way you did.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Max said. “If we don’t have to kill, we won’t. At least for the rest of the day. I know why you’re here. Jonn wants to ask if we should regroup and consolidate our forces. Tell him that we’ll do that soon. We’ll give it another three hours to see if the other Hunnite force arrives. If they do, we can catch them in a pincer. In the meantime, the Level 4 Apocalypse Knights should make themselves comfortable.” 
 
    “Understood.” Tevor nodded. “I’m holding the sanctuary items housing the Truesteel clerks. Do you want me to try getting them back to the Errantry Mansion?” 
 
    “Not yet. The portal is almost certainly still held by Hunnite forces,” Max said. “It’s too risky at the moment. I’ll let Subotai pass on my message there and have them stew in it for a bit. With any luck, they’ll be gone by the time we’re ready to secure the portal. Alright, go back to Jonn and let him know what I think.” 
 
    “Sure.” Tevor stepped away, then faded from sight once more. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sir, sir! Knight Commander!” an Apocalypse Knight wearing a brigandine suit ran up to Max. “There’s word from the lookouts  on top of the clock tower. Hunnites are coming! There are about a hundred of them, all mounted.” 
 
    That’s still a substantial number, Max thought. But not an insurmountable one. 
 
    Max had been sitting at one of the tavern benches, abandoned in the wake of the Hunnite attack. He surged to his feet. 
 
    “How far are they?” he asked. 
 
    “The lookouts think the Hunnites will be here in about ten minutes, sir,” the Apocalypse Knight said. 
 
    “Alright. Spread the word. Tell everyone to get ready,” Max said. “Send a runner to Jonn. I want his lot to be ready too.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” The Apocalypse Knight attempted a salute that would have driven Corvis to fits of screaming rage. He sprinted away, raising the alarm at the top of his voice. 
 
    “Great. Now the enemy knows that we know they’re coming,” Nesura said. “Your followers aren’t the brightest, Max.” 
 
    “They aren’t soldiers,” Max replied. “And with any luck, after this, they won’t have to be. Knights-Errant are supposed to kill monsters and destroy Dungeons, first and foremost. Those are the kind of people whose help I need to deal with the Apocalypse Horizon.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Nesura agreed. “Still, a little military discipline and acumen wouldn’t hurt either. Look what it did for you.” 
 
    “Huh. Is that genuine, un-ironic, non-sinister praise I hear coming from you?” Max asked. “The world must be ending.” 
 
    “Shut… shut up!” Nesura raged. 
 
    The Apocalypse Knights were as ready as they could be by the time the Hunnite detachment rode into view. Sure enough, Guyuk Altaigiin rode at its head. Pyreo and the Slayer were there as well, riding a short distance behind the Hunnite Noyan. Max didn’t fail to notice a small group of Venture Spears loyalists—perhaps two dozen or so—break away from the Steel Hearts and ride off toward the stone maze.  
 
    “Khankiller,” Guyuk called, raising his hand in salute. “It seems that you’re truly deserving of your reputation. How vexing. I left Subotai here. He was one of my most promising warriors. A truly bright lad. Did he die bravely?” 
 
    “He didn’t die, Guyuk,” Max said. “I beat him in a duel, then sent him on his way. He really believed in you, you know? He thought you were his hero. Good thing I managed to talk some sense into him, among some other things.” 
 
    The affected genteelness fell from Guyuk’s features, replaced by a snarl of cold rage. 
 
    “Someone should have cut your venomous tongue from your mouth a long time ago, Khankiller,” the Hunnite said. “Perhaps during your days of disgrace among the Enforcers. Yes, that would have been the time to do it, instead of leaving you to wallow in your misery.” 
 
    “You were keeping tabs on me even back then?” Max asked. “I must have really hurt your bottom line, Guyuk. Was losing Fendrech as one of your clients that painful? It’s clear now that he wasn’t the only procurer of your products, was he? It was the others who wanted me to wallow in my misery, at least for a few years more, until nobody would care about the death of the drunken wretch that I was becoming.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Guyuk put his hand on the hilt of his curved sword. “But then you somehow went and got yourself a Soul Lens, and this whole fiasco with the Apocalypse Horizon unfolded with you at its center. You suddenly lost your irrelevance and turned into a very loose end.” 
 
    “So you’re not even here to deal with the Apocalypse Horizon?” Max asked. “You’re just here to silence me, and now everyone who might know about this?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Guyuk said. “I truly am here to resolve the Apocalypse Horizon. The end of the world is bad for business, after all. At the behest of my Khagan, I have brought the finest of the Steel Hearts to defend humanity.” 
 
    “You’re down nearly seven hundred of them, Guyuk,” Max said. “Those with you now can only be your inner circle, judging by the things you’re so willing to talk about in their presence.” 
 
    “They are loyal to me, Khankiller, in a way that perhaps your rabble aren’t to you.” Guyuk drew his sword and swept it through the air in a gesture that encompassed the Apocalypse Knights. 
 
    “That only makes them willing dupes at best or utter, completely irredeemable scum at worst.” Max called Stridentsong into his grasp. “Either way, they’re all going to die, just like you.” 
 
    “No, Khankiller,” Guyuk said. “Look closely. If you think the warriors by my side are anything like the ones you miraculously managed to best, you are sorely mistaken.” 
 
    Ripples of alarm began to wash across the Apocalypse Knights, and Max knew why as Nesura quickly scanned the Hunnites behind Guyuk. Half of them were Level 4. The rest were Level 3. Though the Apocalypse Knights slightly outnumbered the Steel Hearts, fewer of them were Level 4. Guyuk Altaigiin himself was Level 5, and the Slayer was Level 6. 
 
    This would be a bloody fight, and even if Max won, he wasn’t sure how many of the Apocalypse Knights would survive. 
 
    “If you had this lot attacking us in the first place, you would have already won,” Max pointed out. “Where were they? Why did you send more than seven hundred poor bastards to their deaths?” 
 
    “I was following up on a lead of the utmost importance, so I brought the most elite of my warriors with me, just to make sure that there was absolutely no chance of failure,” Guyuk said. “But in truth, I did not expect you to prevail against my lesser warriors, and in doing so, bring about this… phenomenon called the Tides of Carnage.” 
 
    “What could be so important?” Max asked. “In the Apocalypse Horizon, Hisktown is dead. There’s nothing left. Did you spend all of today rooting through ghoul nests and piles of garbage?” 
 
    “No, Maximo Strident,” the Slayer said. He spurred his horse forward. “We found something very interesting. Interesting enough that I’m not sure we even need to keep you alive anymore.” 
 
    The Master of the Venture Spears pulled out a small tablet of white wood from his belt pouch. Max recognized it instantly. It was the primitive, frequently unhelpful scanner that Corvis had built. All it could do, whenever it felt like working, was indicate the Level of whatever it scanned. During his Enforcer days in Hisktown, Max had used it to identify Knights-Errant. 
 
    How did he get it? Max thought, his mind working furiously. He’d left the device back at Corvis’s house the last time he’d dined there because he longer had any use for it. A pang of pain and anger stabbed at his heart as he was once again reminded that Corvis and his family must have perished beneath the claws of ashen ghouls. 
 
    “I know everything about you, Maximo Strident,” the Slayer said, his eyes bright with rage. “After what you did, after you uncovered the Fendrech Atrocity, I made it my life’s work to find out everything about you. Especially who your family and friends were and where they lived. Turino Strident, your father! Corvis Tober, your only friend! And Sava Saree... I don’t even know what you two mean to each other…” 
 
    Max shook with anger. Had the Slayer tracked Corvis down in their native timeline and hurt him? Had he done anything to Max’s father? …to Sava? 
 
    “If you’ve hurt them, I’m going to kill you slowly, Slayer,” Max swore. “I’ll cut your guts out and strangle you with them.” 
 
    “Hurt them?” The Slayer laughed. “I would never stoop so low. I didn’t hurt them, Maximo Strident, no. In fact, I rescued them. Or to put it more accurately, my esteemed business partner, Guyuk Altaigiin and his warriors rescued them. Well, two of them anyway. Your father was nowhere nearby.” 
 
    What? Corvis and Sava are here? Max’s head spun. “What do you mean you rescued them? Speak plainly, you bastard.” 
 
    The Slayer’s only response was to laugh some more. More than a tinge of madness marked his mirth. Perhaps the threat of his role in the Fendrech Atrocity coming to light had unhinged him. Or perhaps he’d snapped beneath the pressure of his partnership with Guyuk. Max didn’t know, and he didn’t care. 
 
    Guyuk seemed similarly perturbed by his partner’s behavior. The Hunnite Noyan reached out and snatched the scanner from the Slayer’s grasp. 
 
    “Be careful with that, you fool,” Guyuk chided. 
 
    “What are you doing with that device anyway?” Max asked. “It’s something my friend cobbled together on a whim with a few slivers of Dungeon metal and some wood. It hardly qualifies as an enchanted item.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” Guyuk agreed. “At least not in itself. But it’s symbolic of a friendship you hold near and dear to your heart, Khankiller, and perhaps that’s why it holds a piece of you within it.” 
 
    Before Max could ask the Hunnite what he meant, Guyuk held up the scanner. A bubble of green light pulsed from his body, extending no further than ten feet from its origin. Max’s eyes widened with shock. It was similar to his Temporal Equalization spell, though its range suggested that it was only at Level 1. 
 
    “You were carrying this when you first got your Soul Lens and cast that oh-so-important spell of yours for the first time,” the Slayer said. “I know. I looked into it. Personal item logs when your former colleagues first took you into custody, errant retellings from your loose-lipped associate, one Felix Straya, and so on. You somehow managed to imbue this otherwise worthless object with your spell, so that simply pressing its activation stud causes it to cast Temporal Equalization.” 
 
    “How did you get it from Corvis’s house?” Max snarled. “Did you hurt him?” 
 
    “Oh, no.” The Slayer cackled. “Didn’t I say that already? Guyuk rescued him. Him and his family, even. And that lovely lady friend of yours, who’s astoundingly skilled with a blade.” 
 
    “Enough,” Guyuk said. “I tire of such verbal roundabouts. Let us give the Khankiller  a full understanding of his situation so that we can resolve the matter at hand.” He gestured over his shoulder, and a quartet of Hunnite warriors rode forward. Max reeled in shock at the sight of the individuals sharing their saddles. The Hunnites dismounted, hauled their saddle-mates down, and thrust them to their knees at the hooves of Guyuk’s horse. 
 
    “While you were away in Misktown, my people combed this area, Maximo Strident,” the Slayer said. “Most of the monsters here are Level 2, so when we spotted some Level 1 ghouls, we were most intrigued indeed. Speculations led to half-hearted search parties, but then the lackadaisical failures comprising most of the Venture Spears gave up, simply because hunting Level 2 monsters was more worthwhile of their time.” 
 
    “My warriors were more diligent,” Guyuk said, with obvious relish. “They picked up a trail of Level 1 monsters and lo and behold, they found a quartet of brave survivors, huddled in a ruined basement somewhere, living off a dwindling supply of canned goods. One of them had a sword, and would you believe it, is capable of fending off Level 1 monsters even though she is a Mundane!” 
 
    Max took a step forward, his heart pounding, but Guyuk lowered his blade, leaving it a hair’s breadth above the neck of the person kneeling closest to his saddle. 
 
    “Ah, not so fast, Khankiller,” the Hunnite said. “Stay right where you are. There’s no need to be so hasty. You might startle me otherwise, and this lovely lady’s head might just roll off her shoulders.” 
 
    “Let them go!” Max growled. “They have nothing to do with this!” 
 
    “No, Maximo Strident,” the Slayer snapped. “They have everything to do with this. With the scanner, we don’t even need you anymore. We can kill you right now, kill all the rest of you filthy traitors!” 
 
    “As I was saying, let us not be too hasty,” Guyuk said. “The scanner lowers the Level of any monster caught within its effects to Level 1. We have tested this and know it for a fact. Perhaps it’s because you were Level 1 when you first cast Temporal Equalization with it on your person, Khankiller. What we don’t know, however, is if this item’s curious enchantment would fade or diminish, though according to our guests, it has been effective for years. Still, that offers no promises. I, for one, wouldn’t want to be surrounded by Level 99 monsters and be holding a suddenly powerless piece of wood.” 
 
    “The point I’m trying to make is that you’re still indispensable to us, Khankiller,” the Hunnite continued. “Or at least, your Temporal Equalization spell is.” 
 
    “But I’ll have to be a mindless puppet with a geas item around my temples,” Max said. “You’d have to be utterly insane or absolutely stupid to think I would agree to something like this.” 
 
    “I am neither, Khankiller.” Guyuk adjusted his sword, so that its curved tip now rested under the chin of the person kneeling beneath his saddle. “I’m just looking to appeal to your better nature, that’s all.” 
 
    “Let them go, you bastard!” Max cried. “I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you, then track down your family and kill them too! I will slaughter everyone you care about!” 
 
    “Now, now, Khankiller.” Guyuk chortled. “Your murderous reputation is a matter of common knowledge. But is that any way to speak in the presence of a child?” 
 
    The Hunnite brought his sword away, leaned to the other side of his saddle, and reached down. His fingers wrapped around a clump of brown, disheveled hair. Guyuk pulled. A scream of pain rose into the air. It was a child’s scream. A child Max knew. 
 
    Aldo looked up at Max. The boy’s face was caked with grime and dirt, and his gaze was haunted with visions of countless horrors. He was much older than when Max had seen him last, several years, at least, which made no sense. Max had dined at Corvis’s house only a few weeks ago. 
 
    The full meaning of Guyuk’s and the Slayer’s earlier words finally sank in. The Aldo before him wasn’t the same one in the native timeline. This Aldo belonged to the Apocalypse Horizon, and against all odds, he’d survived, alongside his parents, Corvis and Beatrice, who were now kneeling beside him. 
 
    Beatrice cried out in alarm and tried to struggle to her feet, only for a Hunnite warrior to shove her down roughly back to her knees once more. Corvis was an emaciated, wheezing husk, his face blue with wasting fatigue and breathlessness. 
 
    “No, please!” Beatrice pleaded. “Please don’t hurt my son!” 
 
    “Milady, that depends entirely on the Khankiller,” Guyuk said. “Oh, my apologies. You know him as Maximo Strident, I believe. Oh, no. No, that’s not right. He is Max, as I think you prefer to call him.” 
 
    Beatrice looked at Max for the first time. Her eyes were haunted, like Aldo’s, but her face was awash with disbelief. 
 
    “Max…?” she gasped. “Is that really you? But how? We all thought you were dead! What… what’s going on?” 
 
    “Stay calm, Beatrice,” Max said. “Everything will be alright. I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    “Max…?” Aldo whispered. “It’s you! You’re here!” 
 
    “I am, kid.” Max forced a tremulous smile across his face, even as tears threatened to well in the corners of his eyes. “It’s been a while. You’ve grown taller. Good on you.” 
 
    Corvis raised his head. It was an excruciatingly slow process, one that was laden with pain. He blinked blearily. 
 
    “Max…” Corvis wheezed. “By the Verdant Gods. It’s you. What in Pureheart’s name is going on? What’s happened to the world?” 
 
    “I’ll explain it to you later,” Max said, grimacing at the wasted sight of his friend. It was evident that Corvis hadn’t had his herbs for a long, long time already. “Just save your strength.” 
 
    “By the way, that illness Mister Corvis Tober has?” Guyuk said. “Healing spells or Cleansing spells don’t seem to work on it. My warriors tried. He isn’t long for this world, I’m afraid. It’s a shame on my end too, since that means one less bargaining chip for me to leverage against you, Khankiller. Still, I thought it’d be good form to bring him here, so you can say your farewells to him.” 
 
    Guyuk released Aldo’s hair and leaned over to the other side of his saddle once more. He tilted the fourth captive’s face up by placing the point of his sword under her chin. 
 
    “We had to gag and bind her, Khankiller, since she wouldn’t stop fighting.” The Hunnite chuckled. “Would you believe she actually managed to knock one of my Level 4 Warmongers unconscious? Tarkhan Esengiin will never live this down, will he? Tarkhan, my lad! Songs will be sung of your folly, songs that will echo through eternity!” 
 
    The Hunnite Knights-Errant laughed perfunctorily at their leader’s humor. A powerfully built Warmonger looked down, reached beneath his helm, and scratched the back of his head. 
 
    Max blinked. He could hardly believe his eyes as he looked once more upon the captive beneath Guyuk’s saddle. He hadn’t seen her in years, and their last meeting had ended in harsh words and cold departures. 
 
    She met his gaze. Her hazel-brown eyes widened with disbelief, and her mouth worked soundlessly behind the gag that had been stuffed into her mouth. Rope bound her slender wrists, wrists that Max had seen spin a dueling sword with a grace and finesse he could never hope to match. The olive hue of her complexion was all but hidden beneath a layer of grime, and her dark hair hung limply around her shoulders.  
 
    But she was still the most beautiful thing Max had ever seen. 
 
    “Sit tight, Sava,” Max said, exerting every ounce of his will to force the grin that so infuriated her onto his face. “I’ll get you out of trouble, like always.” 
 
    Sava’s eyes blazed with fury. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Guyuk laughed, voicing his mirth in uproarious bellows that washed over the gathered Knights-Errant, Valerisen and Hunnite. 
 
    “Khankiller, never did I expect you to include humor as one of your many talents,” the leader of the Steel Hearts said as he fought to catch his breath. 
 
    “Didn’t think I was making a joke, but hey, who am I to stop you from being amused?” Max shrugged. “You might as well laugh it up, because you’re going to be dead soon.” 
 
    “Oh?” Guyuk asked. “And why would I be dead?” 
 
    “Well, it’s obvious, isn’t it?” Max replied. “You’re going to be dead after I kill you, of course.” 
 
    Guyuk broke out into fresh peals of laughter. Beside him, the Slayer and Pyreo shifted uneasily in their saddles. 
 
    “Enough jesting,” Guyuk finally said. “Let us get back to business. Now, it is clear I hold every advantage. My warriors are more formidable than yours. I possess an item that might very well render you obsolete, or at the very least, allows me to be much less reluctant to kill you. I hold your loved ones hostage. This is my win, Khankiller. Be a good sport and surrender yourself.” 
 
    “I don’t think so, Guyuk,” Max replied. “You’re a classic case of someone who thinks he’s a lot smarter than he really is. You don’t hold any advantage at all. At best, you walk away from this mauled, bloody, and crippled. At worst, your men join the Apocalypse Knights, and I feed your remains to a ghoul.” 
 
    “Ah, how thin the line is between amusement and pity.” Guyuk sighed and stroked his short, dark beard. “Desperation has broken your mind, Khankiller. You are delusional. I was amused by your words, but now I just feel pity for you. Come. Put on the circlet of compulsion, submit yourself to its geas, and you will no longer feel any pain, sorrow, or loss.” 
 
    “Now why would I do that?” Max replied, glancing over his shoulder and gesturing for the Apocalypse Knights to hold their ground. The tension in the air was thick enough to crawl over Max’s skin and leave clammy trails in its wake. Brutal, all-encompassing violence was imminent, but Max wasn’t ready for it to unfold yet. 
 
    “Let me ask you, Guyuk, how long have you been a soldier? Two, maybe three years?” Max asked. “Or perhaps never at all? You’ve never studied concepts such as troop dispositions and discretionary deployment, am I right? I just learned you hold the rank of Noyan, but you didn’t earn it, not as a Khanate soldier, anyway.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” Guyuk replied, frowning. 
 
    “Don’t let him speak anymore!” the Slayer cried. “Finish this now! Order your warriors to attack, Guyuk!” 
 
    “Silence!” the Noyan roared at the Master of the Venture Spears, before turning back to Max. “Do you have a point to make, Khankiller, or are you words mere desperate attempts to forestall your fate? My outriders have spotted your detached contingent, you know? I have warriors standing ready to meet them. The element of surprise is not yours to wield this day, nor ever again.” 
 
    “It’s about your troop disposition, as I was saying,” Max said. “It completely gave away the fact that you’re an amateur, or worse, an amateur who’s overruled the counsel of whatever the equivalent of veteran sergeants or non-commissioned officers are under your command. Look at what you’ve sent into the Apocalypse Horizon. Heavy cavalry? Heavy infantry? Where are the famed Hunnite horse archers, the pride of your people’s military tradition?” 
 
    “What about your scouts and trackers?” he continued. “It took nearly an hour for your other force to find us, a motley collection of people on foot fleeing pell-mell through monster-infested territory. That means you don’t have many of them or those you do have aren’t very good at all.” 
 
    Guyuk grinned. “You are a famed general, Khankiller. No one doubts that,” the Noyan said, spreading his arms in a gesture of mock magnanimity. “There is no shame in my military acumen being inferior to yours.” 
 
    “Of course it’s inferior!” Max snapped. “You have none! No military acumen, to use your words. Knights-Errant are rare individuals, by any measure. You took hundreds of them and gave them the heaviest and most visually intimidating armament available.” 
 
    “I still fail to see your point,” Guyuk said, frowning. 
 
    “Those poor bastards you sent against us first, at the clock tower, they knew how to form a cavalry column. The infantry was capable of advancing in formation, most of the time. They even managed to put down a somewhat decent siege line, which isn’t as easy as it sounds. Now, they had some training. They were soldiers, probably recruited shortly after they got their Soul Lenses, which is why most of them were Level 2, with maybe a few Level 1 fellows among them. True, there were quite a few higher-Level Hunnites among them, but they weren’t their leaders. I thought they were, but the way they ran off, presumably to find you, told me they weren’t.” 
 
    “The force you bested was under the command of Cherbi Ganbold Timurgiin, a Mundane the Khagan insisted I bring along.” Guyuk waved dismissively. “They were my lesser warriors. The ones you see with me now are my elite, all of them Level 3 or Level 4.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Max said. “I can also see how they rode up in a loose, disorganized trail, the ones on the flanks looking every which way except where they’re supposed to. They’re not soldiers. The ones behind you are Knights-Errant who’ve spent most of their lives fighting monsters in Dungeons. They’ve got to be, to get to Level 3 or Level 4.” 
 
    “And you still think you can prevail against such a formidable force?” Guyuk demanded. 
 
    “I’m thinking I won’t have to,” Max said. “There’s a difference between a soldier and a Knight-Errant. The latter’s loyalty is first and foremost to the Dungeon, to the hunt of monsters, and the gathering of Victory Shards. A Knight-Errant is willing to overlook a lot of things, even including his leader being a slaver and trafficker of people, as long as they get their loot. A soldier, in contrast, isn’t, but his loyalty is to his commander, to their cause, to their country.” 
 
    Guyuk laughed again, but this time, his chortles contained more annoyance than mirth. 
 
    “You try my patience, Khankiller,” Guyuk said. “So you’re saying my elite warriors aren’t loyal to me? That they’ll switch their allegiance to you?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Max replied. “I really wasn’t wrong, was I? You’re definitely not as smart as you think you are. All I’m trying to say is that if the cause is right and if the commander is just, a soldier is willing to fight, even in the face of certain death. A Knight-Errant isn’t, especially when there’s an alternative route that still ends with a prize.” 
 
    “My warriors will not waver from what must be done,” Guyuk said, sweeping his sword around in a gesture that encompassed the Apocalypse Knights. “Every Valerisen dog, save my disappointing associates, will die this day.” 
 
    “Are you sure they won’t waver?” Max replied. “You just said you’re going to kill all of us. What makes you think we won’t fight back until we win or we die? Earlier on, you already tried to wipe us all out with a force of nearly seven hundred men, in a show of strength and incontrovertible demonstration of your intent. Do you think there’s any quarter or demand for surrender you can offer right now that my Apocalypse Knights will take?” 
 
    “Take a closer look. Most of us are Level 3. A fair number of us are Level 4. Your collection of Knights-Errant will probably kill us. But they’re not going to walk away unscathed if they try,” Max continued, raising his voice and making sure that his words carried to the farthest ends of the Hunnite formation. “In fact, many of them are going to die too. We have Jonn Crask on our side. You all know who he is. How many do you think he’ll drag into the grave with him? Twenty of you? Thirty? For a soldier, such terms are acceptable. But what about for a Knight-Errant, especially when there is another alternative, one that involves less dedication to their commander but doesn’t necessitate their death?” 
 
    Murmurs immediately began to rise from the ranks of the Hunnites. Worried glances flashed from beneath one hooded brow to another. The rider behind Corvis took an involuntary step back from his charge. 
 
    Guyuk turned in his saddle and bellowed a stream of obscenities in the Hunnite tongue. The Steel Hearts fell silent, but the confidence in their posture was gone, now replaced by an uneasy uncertainty that sang from the cast of their shoulders, the tilt of their helms, and the dance of armored fingertips against weapon hilts. 
 
    “I’ve said it before, but I’ll say it again.” Max leveled Stridentsong at Guyuk. “You’re not as smart as you think you are. In fact, you’re not very smart at all. Why did the Khagan pick you, of all people, to spearhead this attempt to militarize the Knights-Errant amongst the Hunnite population? You keep demanding that I submit to the geas, but I have literally no reason to. You brought Corvis, his family, and Sava here, thinking that their presence would make you more persuasive, but why would you think that something like that would work? You think I’m going to believe you won’t slaughter them, just like you would slaughter the Apocalypse Knights once I put on the geas item? Are you that stupid?” 
 
    “Enough!” Guyuk roared. “You have spoken enough, Maximo Strident!” 
 
    “See? You know what he’s capable of, don’t you? You saw for yourself just earlier today!” the Slayer said. “Why did you let him speak?” 
 
    “Silence! He’s accomplished nothing, save arouse my ire.” The Noyan growled. “I will kill his woman and defile her corpse for a week!” 
 
    “There. Right there. How do you think that’s going to make me any more likely to do what you want me to do?” Max said. “I’ve got to know one thing. Why you? Wasn’t there anyone smarter, more capable, or simply less vile that the Khagan could have chosen? Are you some Khan’s bastard child, just like the Slayer probably is of Fendrech’s? Did your father bend the Khagan’s ear your direction? Maybe he’s one of your clients too, just like Fendrech was to the Slayer. Maybe—” 
 
    “Kill them!” Guyuk commanded. “Kill them all!” 
 
    But his warriors didn’t surge forward in an irresistible cavalry charge. Max wasn’t sure the Hunnites with Guyuk could pull off a cavalry charge in the first place. Instead, they began muttering amongst themselves and casting uneasy looks upon the Apocalypse Knights, whose faces were pale and grips on their weapons white-knuckled but who were also clearly resolved to sell their lives dearly this day. 
 
    “Damn you, Strident!” Pyreo blurted. “How do you keep doing this?” 
 
    The skull-masked Knight-Errant gestured to the Hunnites guarding Corvis’s family and Sava. 
 
    “What are you lot doing? Keep watching the Mundanes!” Pyreo snapped. “Don’t give Strident any openings!” 
 
    “Eat shit, Valerisen scum,” a Hunnite warrior pumped his fist at the skull-masked Knight-Errant. “I don’t take orders from you.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Guyuk roared at his erstwhile followers. “I said, kill them all!” 
 
    “And die for a fool, coward, and perpetrator of atrocities? Not everyone’s as stupid as you,” Max said, before raising his voice even more, this time directly addressing the Steel Hearts. “Knights-Errant of the Khanate! You know who I am. Guyu Altaigiin keeps calling me by my nickname, after all. If you thought I was scary as a Mundane, rest assured I’m even scarier as a Level 4 Knight-Errant. And I’m not alone today. I stand shoulder-to-shoulder with brave men and women who have come here to save the world! Aren’t you here to do the same thing, too? Or are you here to die needlessly to feed a fool’s pride and ambition?” 
 
    “Silence!” Guyuk raved at Max. The Noyan climbed off his horse and raised his sword over Sava’s skull. “This is the price of your insolence!” 
 
    Guyuk swept his blade down. 
 
    Another blade intercepted it and thrust it aside, sending the Noyan staggering backward. The Hunnite warrior that had shared a saddle with Sava interposed himself between her and the Noyan. 
 
    “Calm down, Altaigiin,” he said, in typical self-centered Knight-Errant fashion. “Things are going to get uglier than they already are if you kill her.” 
 
    “Yeah!” The Hunnite guarding Corvis turned around too. “Boss, you’ve got to take it easy. We’re here about the Dungeons and monsters in the Apocalypse Horizon, right? Let’s try not to lose our focus.” 
 
    Max chuckled inwardly. The Steel Hearts—or at least the bona fide Knights-Errant in their ranks—weren’t much better than the Venture Spears. They were capricious, individualistic, and would admit no other as their better. At best, they might be willing to accept a first among equals, such as a Knight Commander, for a short period of time. 
 
    “Traitors! I will have you all burned at the stake for your insubordination!” Guyuk shrieked. 
 
    The Hunnites watching Beatrice and Aldo exchanged glances. One of them shook his head. 
 
    “Nah. I’m a Level 4 Knight-Errant,” he said. “I don’t care about Khanate law. Stick your threats up your arse.” 
 
    The other Hunnite warrior pulled off the crimson sash across his breastplate and threw it to the ground. 
 
    “I piss on the graves of your ancestors, Altaigiin,” he said. “I signed up for Victory Shards, enchanted items, and gold. I’m not going to die like this.” 
 
    The incessant murmurs from the Hunnites turned into angry snatches of speech. More and more crimson sashes were ripped from breastplates and thrown to the ground. 
 
    “Hunnites!” Max called, speaking over Guyuk’s head. “Walk away if you want to. I don’t care, and I’m sure none of my Apocalypse Knights do. But you can stay as well. Just this region alone is flush with Level 2 ghouls that you can hunt more easily than you could in a Dungeon. Head further inland, and you will find a place once called Misktown, where there are plenty of Level 3 monsters. Give it a week or so, and there will be at least one more Level 4 hunting ground.” 
 
    “I want to vanquish the Dungeons in this place!” a Hunnite rider further back in the formation called. “That’s how we stop the end of the world, right? That’s why I’m here in the first place!” 
 
    “Well, we can talk later, and I’ll see if I can use you,” Max replied. “You’re Level 4, right?” 
 
    “Damn right I am, Khankiller,” the Hunnite said. 
 
    The Hunnites began speaking among themselves. More and more crimson sashes were discarded. 
 
    Ignoring Guyuk’s seething rants and hissed threats, the Hunnites guarding Corvis’s family and Sava escorted the quartet to Max’s side. One of them cut the rope binding Sava’s wrists. She pulled out the gag stuffed down her throat and coughed. Aldo hugged Max around the thighs, even as he clasped hands with Corvis, wrist-to-wrist, and patted Beatrice comfortingly on the shoulder.    
 
    “By the Verdant Gods, Max,” Corvis said, wheezing with every other word. “I hope you can explain what’s going on.” 
 
    “I can, but later,” Max replied, before turning to Beatrice. “Get everyone back. See that clock tower of green light? Head over to it, and wait there.” 
 
    “Alright, Max,” Beatrice said, nodding. She put her shoulder beneath Corvis’s arm to support some of his weight and began pulling Aldo away. 
 
    His heart pounding in his chest, Max turned to Sava. She met his gaze, her hazel-brown eyes burning into his. A thousand things ran through his mind in an instant, all the things he wished he could have said at their last meeting, all the answers he’d concocted to her questions, all the questions of his own he had for her… 
 
    But now was not the time. 
 
    “Go wait with Beatrice,” he said, keeping his tone neutral. “We’ll talk later.” 
 
    Sava bit her cracked lower lip. Her eyes shone, but she nodded and walked away, trailing the Tobers. 
 
    Fifteen of them trotted past Guyuk and headed toward Max. The Apocalypse Knights beside him stiffened at their approach, but the Hunnites kept their hands raised and well away from their now-sheathed weapons. 
 
    “We’re leaving,” the foremost rider said. “This is too strange. Fortune in battle, Khankiller.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks,” Max replied. 
 
    The Hunnite nodded, then rode away from the clock tower, heading toward the stone maze where the portal leading out of the Apocalypse Horizon lay. Fourteen of his fellows followed in his wake, then another ten. 
 
    The others continued talking amongst themselves in small groups. Guyuk bellowed, cajoled, and offered bribes, only to be rebuffed at every turn. Valerisen or Hunnite, it seemed Knights-Errant weren’t so different after all. Soon enough, the Noyan gave and turned to glare sullenly at Max. 
 
    “Oh, and by the way, my offer doesn’t extend to you three,” Max said, pointing at Guyuk, Pyreo, and the Slayer. “I’m going to give you two choices. Walk away, back to the Errantry Mansion or somewhere in the Apocalypse Horizon to get eaten by a monster, I don’t care. Just get out of my sight.” 
 
    “Damn you, Maximo Strident,” Guyuk spat. 
 
    “The other choice is to die, right here and now,” Max said, hefting Stridentsong. “I won’t promise it’s not going to hurt, but it’d be fast and clean, which is a lot better than what the people you’ve trafficked get. If you choose to leave, just know that I don’t have the time to deal with your racket right now, so I promise I’ll wait until the Apocalypse Horizon is sorted out before I come to tear down everything you’ve built.” 
 
    “A poor offer, Maximo Strident,” the Slayer said. “It isn’t much better than the one you condemned Guyuk for.” 
 
    “Yeah well, you’re scum. That’s more than you deserve,” Max replied. “Deal with it.” 
 
    “Oh, I will.” The Slayer produced a pair of gem-encrusted daggers from his ring of holding. He tossed one to Pyreo. Before Max could react, the Slayer hurled the other dagger toward where Sava and the Tobers were walking. 
 
    Nesura swiftly scanned the paired blades. 
 
      
 
    Jeweled Traversal: Soul-bound weapon 
 
    Dual daggers +6 
 
    Swift +1, Keen +1, Traversal +2, Sure +1 
 
      
 
    Traversal 
 
    Daggers can be thrown up to 60 feet while still retaining its properties; expend 20 Mana to instantly teleport to any of the daggers 
 
      
 
    The Slayer grinned. He blinked out of existence, then rematerialized right in front of Sava, catching his jeweled dagger a hair’s breadth before it could sink into her eye. 
 
    No! Max moved to charge at the Slayer, but out of the corner of his eye, he saw Pyreo produce a long staff of dark metal from his ring of holding and level the violet-hued gem on its tip at the ranks of the Apocalypse Knights. 
 
    Massive spheres of flame burst from Pyreo’s staff. Max raised his own Magus Staff, intending to cast Aegis, but a myriad of Shield Spells flashed into existence, cast in unbidden concert by the Defenders amongst the Apocalypse Knights. Pyreo’s tripled Fireball spell blasted against the layered magical barriers of white light, cracking more than a few of them, but failing to break through. 
 
    In that short amount of time, tentacles of blue light emerged from the Slayer’s back. The tips of the topmost two flattened out, turning into curious discs. 
 
    Sava growled and lashed out with a knife-hand strike at the Slayer’s throat. He caught her wrist, his movements obviously enhanced by Prowess or by an enchanted item that boosted his physical attributes. 
 
    A blue mist cascaded over Sava and the Tobers. They vanished, and then the blue mist receded into the Slayer’s tentacles. 
 
    “That’s a spatial enchantment at work!” Nesura cried. “It’s similar to how your sanctuary item functions! They’re safe, just trapped in an extra-dimensional pocket!” 
 
    The Slayer teleported back to Pyreo’s side. One of his tentacles whipped out to wrap itself around Guyuk’s waist, then lift the Noyan and plant him back astride his horse. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” Max demanded. 
 
    “I don’t need you to take care of the Apocalypse Horizon,” the Slayer hissed. “We have the scanner. That’s all I need. The closest Dungeon is in Graiatown, isn’t it? I will conquer it without you, Maximo Strident, and when I do, everyone will know that I, not you, am the greatest Knight-Errant alive!” 
 
    “I was never in the running for that title, you idiot,” Max retorted, his eyes flashing momentarily over the Slayer’s shoulder. “The greatest Knight-Errant alive is Jonn.” 
 
    The Slayer hurled his dagger once more, this time away from the clock tower and in the direction of Hisktown’s main street. Another of his tentacles reached out to rest on Pyreo’s shoulder. All three of them vanished just as Jonn, moving faster than a falling thunderbolt, crashed down where they’d been, his halberd cleaving deeply into the ground. 
 
    The Slayer, Pyreo, and Guyuk reappeared where the thrown dagger was. Pyreo raised an amulet and uttered a word. Crimson light flashed over the trio and their mounts. 
 
    “Come find me if you dare, Maximo Strident,” the Slayer challenged, projecting his voice over the confused shouts of the Hunnites whom they’d just teleported past. One of his tentacles snatched the scanner from Guyuk’s grasp while the Noyan blinked and shook his head, evidently disoriented from the teleportation. “But come alone, or I will feed your friends to monsters. Or don’t come. I’ll kill the cripple and his family, then have my way with your woman before I gut her and leave her for monsters.” 
 
    “I’m going to kill you, you bastard,” Max promised, pulling out Garlocke’s summoning totem and calling the raptor forth. The rest of the Level 4 Apocalypse Knights had emerged from their positions, and the swiftest Warmongers amongst them—one being Ike—was moving to corral the Slayer, Pyreo, and Guyuk. 
 
    Jonn thundered forward, his movements a howling blur. He flashed through the ranks of the Hunnites and was upon the Slayer’s trio before Garlocke had even fully manifested. The Slayer flexed a tentacle and hurled Guyuk at Jonn, before tossing his dagger once more past the Level 4 Apocalypse Knights and teleporting to it. 
 
    Jonn easily sidestepped Guyuk’s tumbling form, but before he could chase the Slayer and Pyreo, the two of them wheeled their mounts about and galloped away, so swiftly that they could only have been under the effects of some hastening enchantment. 
 
    “It’s that skull-masked fellow’s amulet,” Nesura said. “When you kill him, be sure to pick it up. It’s a really potent enchanted item.” 
 
    But Max was in no mood to think about enchanted items at the moment. He got onto Garlocke’s back and was about to pursue when Jonn raised his hand in a forestalling gesture. 
 
    “Are you really going to chase them by yourself, Strident?” he asked. 
 
    “You heard what he promised to do if I didn’t, right?” Max replied. “That bastard! I’m going to feed him his own guts.” 
 
    “You can’t take the two of them alone,” Jonn said. “The Slayer’s Level 6, and Pyreo is Level 4.” 
 
    “I’ll figure something out,” Max said, sending Garlocke a mental urge to proceed. The raptor took a few strides forward, then reared to a halt. He glanced over his shoulder, his crimson eyes filled with uncertainty as Jonn moved to stand in his way. 
 
    “Hmm. Can’t beat this one,” Garlocke told Max. “Should I try anyway?” 
 
    “No, Garlocke.” Max patted the raptor’s shoulder, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath, seeking to calm himself. “You’re right, Jonn. I can’t beat them myself, and I can’t just rush off like that, not when things are still precarious here.” 
 
    “We’ll save them, Strident.” Jonn nodded. “Let’s sort things out here, and I’ll come with you to save your friends.” 
 
    “No, Jonn.” Max dismissed Stridentsong and put his Magus Staff away. He pointed in the direction of the stone maze. “I’m going to need your help with something else.” 
 
    “Say it,” Jonn replied. The other Knight Captains were converging on Max and Jonn now, relief at being spared a bloodbath evident on their faces. 
 
    “You saw those Venture Spears that headed off to the stone maze, right?” Max asked. “If I had to guess, they’re headed straight for the Errantry Mansion. In fact, they might already be there.” 
 
    “Spewing all kinds of slander about you,” Trisha said, glowering. “About us.” 
 
    “With the Venture Spears’s Voice Thrower network, they could very well have reached out to all the guild houses in every quadrant of the nation,” Vengar added. The Defender frowned and scratched his bare scalp. “They might turn the rest of the guild against us.” 
 
    “Probably other guilds as well,” Trisha said. “We’ll be cut off inside here, without supplies or reinforcements.” 
 
    “That’s why we can’t let that happen,” Max said. “We’ve got quite a few things going for us. First, Jonn can speak for us. No one in the Errantry Mansion, be they Valerisen, Hunnite, or Baneling, will disregard Jonn’s words. Second, we have the Truesteel staff with us. They can testify on our behalf, and Flora Truesteel will amplify their voice, with at least some of the power of her family.” 
 
    “Flora Truesteel?” Trisha frowned. “And why would she do something like that, Max? She’s one of the most esteemed members of the Venture Spears.” 
 
    “She’s a... friend of mine,” Max said. “She will help us to the best of her abilities.” 
 
    “The fact that she didn’t return before this morning is troubling,” Jonn said. “Her father might have detained her, which means that Patriarch Truesteel is aware of the Slayer’s schemes and approves of them, if only to the extent that he wishes no intervention from his clan and family.” 
 
    “Or he could be implicated in the Slayer’s trafficking racket too,” Vengar said, his eyes wide with horror. “Which means that a complete catastrophe could very well be waiting for us beyond the portal.” 
 
    “That’s why you’ve got to get back out there, Jonn. You have the clout and the power to keep things from imploding for us beyond the Apocalypse Horizon,” Max said. “Take whomever you need, too. In fact, I’d suggest bringing almost all of the Knight Captains with you, assuming they have as much pull with the rest of the Venture Spears as they do with the Apocalypse Knights.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you after the Slayer, Max,” Trisha insisted. “I’ve wanted to take that bastard down for a long time already.” 
 
    “Oh, definitely.” Nesura chuckled into Max’s mind. “I’m sure bringing someone with ulterior motives along cannot possibly have any repercussions whatsoever.” 
 
    “What is your problem with him, Trisha?” Max asked the Elementalist. “Explain it quickly. If I don’t like what I hear, you’re out. Not just in going after the Slayer, but out of the Apocalypse Knights too.” 
 
    “It’s Pyreo,” Trisha replied readily, looking Max straight in the eye as she spoke. “He was my lover. He disappeared one day and went missing for a month. The next time I saw him, he had that stupid mask on, he’d become the Slayer’s flunky, and he no longer wanted anything to do with me.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Max frowned. “Your former lover ditched you to work for the Slayer, and you’re upset about that?” 
 
    “No, Max. Wait.” Vengar cupped his chin thoughtfully. “There’s always been a cloud of strange rumors about the Venture Spears’s Councilors. There are nineteen of them, and their loyalty to the Slayer has always been unwavering, but the strange thing is that each of them went missing for a short period of time before re-emerging as the Slayer’s devoted follower.” 
 
    “That does sound odd, but we don’t have time to think about such things now.” Max sighed, then nodded to Trisha. “Fine. You’re with me when I go after the Slayer. Go find Ike.” 
 
    “You got it, Knight Commander,” Trisha said, grinning. The Elementalist turned and headed to the rest of the Apocalypse Knights, who were still glaring uneasily at the Hunnites. 
 
    “Jonn, you’d better get moving. Take whomever you need, like I said. Leave at least one of the Knight Captains here,” Max told the Warmonger. 
 
    “Alright, Strident.” Jonn called out a few names, Vengar amongst them. The gathered Knight Captains turned to leave, only to find their path barred by a cluster of Hunnites, the foremost of them holding a curved blade against Guyuk’s neck. 
 
    “Khankiller,” one of the Hunnites, a man with a long, flowing beard and a shaved head, called out. “Those of us who want to go have gone. We are the rest, and we are interested in this place and what it has to offer. You think you have a place for us in your Apocalypse Knights?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Max gestured at Guyuk, who was seething with impotent rage. “But first, tell me who you are and what you mean by this.” 
 
    “I am Jargal Batugiin, Khankiller, and this is an offering,” the Hunnite who’d spoken first went on. “This man wronged you. You should kill him.” 
 
    “Because you don’t want him saying inconvenient things about you to your Khan and Khagan back home,” Max reasoned. 
 
    “That’s right.” Jargal grinned. “I think that’s true for the rest of us here.” 
 
    “Traitor! Faithless dog!” Guyuk spat. “You think the Khankiller would trust you after your display of treachery?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” Max said, raising his voice for the benefit of the other Hunnites. “The only way he can betray me out here is to kill me while my back is turned, and there’s no benefit to him, or anyone here, in doing so. I have neither voice nor interest in the Khanate, so I can’t affect the lives of any Hunnite Knight-Errant in any way.” 
 
    “We only want to win Victory Shards, Dungeon metal, and enchanted items from monsters and Dungeons.” Jargal shrugged, ‘accidentally’ nicking Guyuk’s ear with his blade in the process. “As you said, Khankiller, we’re Knights-Errant first and foremost, and that’s what we care about the most. If you’re offering that, we’re taking it.” 
 
    “And with a nice little present thrown in too.” Max nodded at Guyuk. 
 
    “Precisely.” Jargal smiled, displaying a few of his golden teeth. “So what do you say, Khankiller? Will you have us?” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Max agreed. 
 
    “Excellent!” Jargal replied. The Hunnites behind him raised their fists into the air and cheered. Jargal pressed the flat of his blade against Guyuk’s cheek, forcing his neck to the side. “What about this piece of garbage, then?” 
 
    “Duel me, Khankiller!” Guyuk demanded. “Grant me an honorable death in battle!” 
 
    “Like you gave those people you caught and sold?” Max shook his head, then looked at Jargal. “Actually, I changed my mind. I have one more condition before you lot can join.” 
 
    “Oh? What is it?” Jargal asked. 
 
    “Kill this bastard for me,” Max said, pointing at Guyuk. “I can’t be bothered to do it myself.” 
 
    “No!” Guyuk cried. “No! You coward! Maximo Strident, you—” 
 
    The Noyan’s cries drowned out in wet gurgles as Jargal sliced his throat wide open with a slow, neat, and deliberate cut, unleashing a torrent of arterial blood that arced into the air and spattered across the ground. The Noyan staggered forward, clutching his open neck with one hand and raising his ring of holding with the other. Perhaps he had some kind of enchanted item that could heal his wounds. Maybe he thought he could still drink a Health potion. 
 
    Max didn’t find out. Jargal’s next cut split Guyuk’s skull. The Hunnite spat on the spasming corpse, then turned his blood-spattered face to Max. 
 
    “That work for you, Khankiller?” Jargal asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Alright, get settled in around here. Set up tents if you have them. Eat something. We’ll organize things in a bit more detail later. And no, Jargal, I don’t care who loots Guyuk’s belongings. You lot work that out amongst yourselves.” 
 
    “Oh, we already did.” Jargal chortled, holding up the sword he’d used to kill Guyuk. It had belonged to the Noyan. “You probably want to go chasing the Slayer now. Take your woman back. I don’t want to go with you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m not asking you.” Max clasped Jargal’s hand wrist-to-wrist as the Hunnite extended it. “Alright. I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    “Good hunting, Khankiller,” Jargal said, before turning away and barking in the guttural cadences of the Hunnite tongue to the former members of the Steel Hearts. 
 
    “By the Verdant Gods, Max,” Trisha said, returning to his side. Ike was beside her. “You’re really going to trust these savages?” 
 
    “They’re no more savage than you are.” Max waved Tevor over. “Alright, just in case I haven’t been clear enough, I’m going to go after the Slayer. This coincides with the goals of the Apocalypse Knights, because the last thing we want here is for a rogue player out there picking us off one by one while we go about our work. So as Knight Commander, I’m telling you three to help me catch him and kill him.” 
 
    “Works for me,” Tevor replied as he approached. “I was hoping I’d get a chance to test my Carnage spell, but now that you’ve talked your way out of a fight against the Hunnites, I suppose the Slayer and Pyreo will have to do.” 
 
    “I can’t stand people who pick on Mundanes,” Ike said, a frown upon his bearded face. “Let’s get your friends back.” 
 
    “Strident, we’re heading out,” Jonn called. A single Knight Captain, a taciturn man Max remembered was called Wilheim Horst, stood apart from his group. “We’ll sort things out and reestablish our base here as quickly as we can.” 
 
    Max waved as Jonn and his chosen Knight Captains walked away while Wilheim Horst approached. He turned to the rest of the Apocalypse Knights. 
 
    “Alright, everyone. Take a breather,” Max said. “Some of you see if you can get the Warp Daises up and running again. If not, it’s no big deal. We’ll just set them up from scratch later. Wilheim is in charge while the rest of us are gone.” 
 
    “You got it, sir,” Wilheim agreed, straightening his chainmail vest. 
 
    Murmurs and nods of assent rippled through the Apocalypse Knights. Some of them still cast wary glances at the Hunnites, hinting at a clear and possibly irreconcilable divide between them and the Valerisens, but that was an issue Max would have to deal with later. 
 
    “Don’t worry about them,” Max said. “Just play nice and try not to kill each other.” 
 
    He answered a few more questions from the Valerisen Apocalypse Knights, but just as he was about to leave, a pair of Truesteel clerks approached. 
 
    “Mister Strident,” said the first of them, a nervous looking young man. “My name is Colin. My colleague is Gladys.” 
 
    The other clerk, a surprisingly tall but skinny young woman, bowed. 
 
    “What are the two of you still doing here? Shouldn’t you be heading back with Jonn to the Errantry Mansion?” Max asked. 
 
    “Regional Manager Stephens told us to stay behind and get started on compiling a list of the names, respective Levels, and abilities of the surviving Apocalypse Knights. The list, once readied, will help you decide on the candidates for your roster,” Gladys explained. “Apparently, you and he have discussed this project already. He foresees that your partnership with the Truesteel Clan will be finalized, so we might as well get started providing our services.” 
 
    “He’s an optimistic person, I’ll give him that. Alright, go ahead.” Max sighed, then turned to Wilheim. “Can you help them out?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Wilheim replied. He gestured for the clerks to follow him. “Come with me. We’ll figure this out.” 
 
    As the clerks walked away, Max went over to Guyuk’s body and angled his Soul Lens upon it.  
 
    If there’s anybody that’s unworthy by Artur’s standards, this bastard definitely is, he thought, before reaching his hand out over the slain Hunnite and casting Subvert. A faint pulse of green light fell from his open palm to wash over Guyuk’s corpse.  
 
      
 
    Soul Lens extracted. Transplant it to a worthy soul at a Transcendent Gem. 
 
      
 
    Nodding with satisfaction, Max hopped astride Garlocke once more. The other Apocalypse Knights didn’t seem to know what he’d done to Guyuk, or perhaps they didn’t care. Either way, Guyuk’s Soul Lens could now be given to another individual, assuming he could find a Transcendent Gem.  
 
    Max wondered briefly if a newly born Knight-Errant in the Apocalypse Horizon would be able to choose his or her Classification as he had done. He pushed aside his speculations as Ike summoned his magical horse and Trisha produced her flying disc. 
 
    “Alright. We’ll be heading into Graiatown. The monsters there are Level 99, so all three of you have to stay close, alright?” Max said. “My Temporal Equalization spell’s range is forty feet. But there’s still no guarantee a Level 99 monster can’t kill us from outside that range.” 
 
    The Apocalypse Knights nodded gravely. Max sent out a cohort request to each of them. They accepted it immediately. 
 
      
 
    Cohort request accepted 
 
    Tevor Hendricks, Level 4 Infiltrator has joined your cohort 
 
    Trisha Weis, Level 4 Elementalist has joined your cohort 
 
    Ike Flunder, Level 4 Warmonger has joined your cohort 
 
      
 
    Ike and Trevor refreshed their Prowess spells. Max did the same, savoring the sensation of strength flowing through his limbs and sharpening his senses. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Max said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was little in Hisktown that could challenge a Level 4 cohort moving at speed. The main street plunged ever inland, but it branched off into a fair-sized road that led to the adjacent town. Max saw no reason for subtlety or caution as he led the way, Garlocke barging through pockets of ghouls and sending them flying so that the rest of the cohort’s path was clear. 
 
    By the time they arrived at the sprawl of workshops and warehouses that demarcated the border between Hisktown and Graiatown, the light washing off the late afternoon sun had thickened into violet pre-dusk hues. 
 
    A trail had been smashed through some of the single-storied workshops, the furrow through the flattened ruins coinciding with the dimensions of a corpse wyrm. The monster’s remains were nowhere to be found, naturally, since monsters disappeared upon death. Still, that meant that the Slayer had passed through here, since, as far as Max could tell, special condition monsters only manifested in the presence of Knights-Errant. 
 
    The others seemed to agree with his conclusion, too. 
 
    “He can’t be too far by now,” Trisha said eagerly. “I can’t wait to kill him. And Pyreo too, that faithless scumbag.” 
 
    “What’s the name of the Dungeon in Graiatown, Knight Commander?” Ike asked, producing a Mana potion from his ring of holding. He uncorked the bottle and poured its effervescent contents down his throat. 
 
    “Kraken’s Wrath,” Max said, eliciting a groan from the Warmonger. 
 
    “There’s a seafaring theme, isn’t there? Ugh.” Ike shook his head. “I don’t think any Valerisen has gone onto the sea in a long, long time.” 
 
    “Banelings are the marine sailors, not us,” Trisha said. The Elementalist sighed. “I never liked those children’s stories about krakens and ships, and pirates. Let’s hope we catch and kill the Slayer before he runs into the Dungeon.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Tevor said. “What does he have to gain by this stunt? The hostages aside, let’s say he vanquishes this Dungeon and gives us more time before the next monster incursion occurs. What then? The rest of the Apocalypse Knights aren’t going to give him any credit for that.” 
 
    “But the rest of the Venture Spears will,” Max said. “That’s why I sent Jonn back to the Errantry Mansion, remember? So he can be a strong, nigh-invincible voice for our side against whatever narrative the Slayer’s had his followers spinning.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised if he had a Beholder Crystal too,” Ike said. He continued speaking when Max directed a look of incomprehension at him. “Oh, that’s a minor enchanted item that, once activated, records the events that unfold before it. Visions within a Beholder Crystal can’t be faked. He can use that to show how he vanquished a Dungeon in the Apocalypse Horizon.” 
 
    If the scanner can cast Temporal Equalization, would the Slayer be able to use it on a Dungeon’s core, even if his spell doesn’t have any of those Heroic Resolve or Mosaic things, whatever they were? Max wondered. 
 
    “That’s a difficult question to answer,” Nesura pondered, her thoughts rattling soundlessly through his mind. “Perhaps it might work, in which case you can prepare a collection of similar artifacts, distribute them out to cohorts, and send them out to the Dungeons.” 
 
    “I’m actually thinking of implementing a system in which that happens, actually,” Max replied. “What if after we stave off this incursion, we’ll need to deal with another four Dungeons to put off the next incursion? And then what happens next? Will there be eight the next time? Sixteen?” 
 
    He sighed. “That’s why I need the Apocalypse Knights. I can’t do this by myself,” he added. “If I could, I would have already.” 
 
    Max refreshed his Prowess spell and Garlocke’s summoning duration once more, then polished off another Mana potion. Stridentsong was sheathed across his back, bearing a fully amplified Lightning Edge across its length. 
 
    “Let’s keep moving. Graiatown is only a few minutes away from here,” Max said. “We’ll have to slow down once we enter, but not by that much. We’ll still have to maintain a brisk pace.” 
 
    “Assuming the Dungeon is in the middle of the town, it’ll be about twenty miles from here, on a straight line down this very road we’re on,” Ike added. “If the Slayer is headed there too, we’ll run into him on the way or inside the Dungeon itself.” 
 
    Max nodded and began thought-casting Temporal Equalization, causing its effects to emanate from his body so constantly and seamlessly that the spell formed a forty-foot bubble of green light around him. Any monster that entered this bubble would become Level 4. 
 
    “That spell of yours has been the subject of so much talk, but this is the first time I’ve seen it for myself,” Trisha commented. “It’ll keep us safe, right?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Max said. “If you fall out of its range, a monster might take you before I can do anything. Keep in mind that the physical attributes of Level 99 monsters are so high that they can move more quickly than you can think. A single glancing blow from a Level 99 ghoul was almost enough to kill Jonn outright. Also, like I said, there’s every chance that a monster with the right spells or abilities could simply kill us from afar.” 
 
    “Great. What’re we still waiting for?” Tevor asked. 
 
    The cohort began moving once more. As they neared the border of Hisktown, a telltale rumble began in the ground. Ike and Trisha sent looks of alarm Max’s way, but he shook his head. 
 
    “It’s just a Level 2 corpse wyrm,” he said. “Looks like it’s a special condition monster that appears whenever any Knight-Errant tries to leave Hisktown on foot. We don’t have the time to deal with it now. Keep moving. It’s not fast enough to catch us.” 
 
    The cohort sped down the street and streaked across the border. Max glanced briefly over his shoulder to see a corpse wyrm emerge right at the edge of Hisktown and shriek in frustration. 
 
    “Yeah, that doesn’t seem like a monster worth fighting,” Tevor commented. “Its Health point reserves are huge, and it’ll only yield a Level 2 soul-bound item and two Victory Shards upon defeat.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re leaving it behind,” Max said as the cohort plunged into the warehouse and workshop district of Graiatown. The squat brick buildings flashed by beneath the strides of their mounts and the flight of Trisha’s disc. 
 
    Then Ike died. 
 
    A spear of black steel tore from the shadow-shrouded depths of an alley, faster than Max could ever hope to follow with his eyes, let alone even begin to deflect it with Stridentsong. It struck Ike in the side with such force that the Warmonger’s body simply exploded, scattering his limbs and viscera into the air. Seated behind him, Tevor’s face and torso were riddled with human shrapnel. Pieces of Ike tore into his eyes and carved bloody furrows across his chest, ripping through his armor along the way. 
 
    With Ike’s death, his shadowy horse disappeared as well, tumbling Tevor to the ground in a shrieking, agonized pile. Garlocke was still moving at full speed, and within a heartbeat, the raptor had carried Max and the effects of his Temporal Equalization spell away from the fallen Infiltrator. 
 
    Max looked over his shoulder, mentally signaling Garlocke to wheel about so they could go back for Tevor. A sleek, gray-skinned humanoid, swift enough to register as little more than a blur to Max’s Prowess-enhanced senses, fell upon the Infiltrator. Powerful jaws snapped shut around Tevor’s body. The grisly sound of tearing flesh and crunching bone replaced the Infiltrator’s screams. 
 
    The monster swallowed, a bulge traveling down its smooth throat indicating the passage of Tevor’s remains. Nesura swiftly scanned it. 
 
      
 
    Monster: Seko Prince 
 
    Level 99 
 
    Health: 9,710/9,710 
 
    Mana: 3,000/3,000 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 325 
 
    Dexterity: 415 
 
    Fortitude: 352 
 
    Perception: 275 
 
    Abilities 
 
    Dark Spear 
 
    Hydro Manipulation (Major) 
 
    Tyrannical Regurgitation 
 
    Rewards 
 
    Victory Shard value: 99 
 
    Treasure Class: SSSS+++ 
 
      
 
    Trish shrieked in horror. 
 
      
 
    Ike Flunder 
 
    Level 4 Warmonger: Slain 
 
    Cohort boosts removed (-1 to all physical attributes, -5 to Health and Mana reserves) 
 
      
 
    Tevor Hendricks 
 
    Level 4 Infiltrator: Slain 
 
    Cohort boosts removed (-1 to all physical attributes, -5 to Health and Mana reserves) 
 
      
 
    Garlocke completed his turn just as another spear of black steel materialized in the monster’s webbed hand. The Oligarchic Palace maintained a marine aquarium larger than the average citizen’s home, stocked by expert fish breeders and maintained by dutiful workers. There were curious predators within, sleek and powerful fish with prominent fins called sharks. 
 
    The monster that had just slain Ike and Tevor was just that, only with humanoid limbs corded in muscles twice as thick as the width of Max’s head. It stood more than ten feet tall. The seko prince bared its bloodstained and viscera-streaked teeth, each of their razor-sharp lengths longer than Max’s forearm. 
 
    “Stay close or die!” Max called to Trisha as he urged Garlocke into a full gallop toward the monster. The seko prince blinked in confusion as a seemingly much weaker creature raced toward it, hurrying to its extinction. The confusion didn’t last. It raised its webbed hand in readiness to hurl its spear once more, and Max knew that he would die the moment it did so. 
 
    The light of his Temporal Equalization spell touched whatever was the equivalent of the monster’s toes just as it finished winding back up its cast. The seko prince’s eyes widened in evident shock, and then it went into convulsions. 
 
    The monster shrank rapidly until it stood just a little over half its former size. Its predatory snout became less pronounced, and its gray-hued skin became a shade of sickly green. The spear in its hand, a plain but formidable six-foot missile of ebon-hued death, turned into a simple but still deadly short spear of verdigrised copper. 
 
    Nesura scanned the monster. 
 
      
 
    Monster: Seko Warrior 
 
    Level 4 
 
    Health: 67/67 
 
    Mana: 35/35 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 19 
 
    Dexterity: 18 
 
    Fortitude: 23 
 
    Perception: 13 
 
    Abilities 
 
    Tide Spear 
 
    Hydro Manipulation (Minor) 
 
    Rewards 
 
    Victory Shard value: 4 
 
    Treasure Class: B 
 
      
 
    Garlocke snapped his jaws out, clamping them against the shaft of the monster’s spear. The raptor yanked sharply downward on the weapon, unbalancing the already staggered seko warrior. Max drew Stridentsong and hacked at the monster’s exposed neck. Wreathed in coruscating arcs of electricity, the blade bit deeply  into the seko warrior’s flesh. Ichor burst from the wound. 
 
    The monster roared, let go of its spear, and swiped at Max with its clawed, webbed hand. Max caught the blow on his breastplate. The impact blasted the air from his lungs and sent him reeling in the saddle. Garlocke put a pair of toe claws into the seko warrior’s eyes, sinking them in so deeply they could only have reached brain matter. The raptor lashed out again, this time hacking another set of toe claws into the other side of the monster’s neck and tearing through shark flesh until his cut met and merged into Max’s earlier one. 
 
    The seko warrior’s torso fell free of its skull, which was still impaled through the eyes upon Garlocke’s toe claws. 
 
    That monster was really formidable, even after it got caught in my Temporal Equalization spell, Max thought, coughing as he sought to catch his breath. Looks like Level 4 monsters aren’t to be trifled with. 
 
    Trisha flew toward him, her features pale and wan. 
 
    “We... we should gather their remains,” she said, her voice laden with uncertainty. 
 
    “There’s not much to gather.” Max pointed at the scattered remnants of Ike’s corpse. Tevor had been swallowed whole by the monster, and his partially digested and utterly chewed remains were now emerging from the dissipating body of the slain seko warrior. 
 
    “At least grab their rings of holding,” Nesura said, speaking out loud for the first time in front of Trisha. 
 
    The Elementalist jumped. 
 
    “I knew that was a spirit familiar perched in your belt, but I didn’t know it could talk,” Trisha said, notes of hysteria already becoming evident in the twitch of her brow and the uneven cadences of her voice. 
 
    “Call me it one more time, and I’ll bite your ears off, you stupid woman,” Nesura said. 
 
    “It, unfortunately, talks much more than it needs to,” Max replied, dismounting Garlocke and pulling Ike’s ring of holding from the wreckage of his flesh. He did the same to Tevor and deposited both rings into his belt pouch. Nesura grumbled throughout the entire process. 
 
    “Alright, we’ve got to keep moving,” Max said as he climbed astride Garlocke once more. “We got caught out in the open, so we shouldn’t be keeping to the main streets anymore. We’ll have to make our way forward through the side streets and the alleys, where large monsters like that can’t fit easily.” 
 
    “We...” Trisha gulped. “We’re just going to carry on?” 
 
    “You can turn back if you don’t want to,” Max said, cantering Garlocke into an alleyway between two warehouses. Trisha followed, close on the raptor’s heels. “It’s about five miles back to Hisktown. If you fly fast and high enough, you just might make it.” 
 
    “No.” Trisha glowered at Max. “I’m not backing down now. I want a piece of the Slayer.” 
 
    “He’s had a huge head start. We’re not catching him anytime soon,” Max said as he turned a corner and made his way down a narrow side street framed on each side by gaping, vacant workshops. The brick walls of the buildings were scant barriers against the might of a monster like a seko prince, but they would still offer some cover and warning when they fell. 
 
    “Or perhaps at all,” Trisha said. The Elementalist was hunched down upon her floating disc, which she kept right beside Max, to his slight annoyance. “The effects of his scanner didn’t extend beyond ten feet. Your spell reaches up to forty, and Tevor and Ike still died. I can’t believe they’re gone, just like that. That monster killed them so quickly.” 
 
    Max halted Garlocke in his tracks, the sudden stoppage causing Trisha to yelp in surprise. He looked down upon the street. A piece of copper lay there, barely visible in the waning light of the dying day. 
 
    “Hmm.” Garlocke raised his snout and snuffled at the air. That was all the warning Max had to pivot about in his saddle, raise his Magus Staff, and bring forth an Aegis spell over him and Trisha. 
 
    A Firestorm rained over them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Max’s shield of golden light repulsed the Firestorm, reversing the descent of a torrent of flames and hurling it back toward its point of origin: Pyreo’s masked form. The Venture Spears Councilor had somehow maneuvered behind them. 
 
    But Pyreo’s spell had been so powerful, the wave of flame it conjured was so much larger than Max’s Aegis barrier that sheets of fire washed over the edges of golden shield to form a circle of flames around Max and Trisha, setting the surrounding workshops ablaze. 
 
    The Slayer emerged into view, right beside Pyreo. He raised his hand. A Triple Shield spell flashed into being, then another Triple Shield spell emerged, faster than a single Defender could cast. The six magical barriers caught the reflected remnants of Pyreo’s Firestorm spell, and though they all shattered in the blink of an eye, they did so only after the pouring flames vented their wrath. 
 
    “So he’s a Defender,” Trisha spat, clenching her fists. “Probably has some enchanted item or the other that greatly increases the speed at which he can cast spells. And Pyreo has something that amplifies his spells too. That Firestorm was at least twice as potent as anything I’ve ever seen him pull off.” 
 
    Max frowned. After the Slayer’s first cast of Triple Shield, a wave of crimson light had flashed over his features. Was that just his imagination? 
 
    “No, it wasn’t,” Nesura said, her voice uncharacteristically pensive. “There’s something strange about him. Oh, by the way, you’re welcome.” 
 
    “What?” Max asked. 
 
    The familiar summoned a Soul Lens screen and set it in the corner of his eye, so that its words were still readable without obstructing his vision. 
 
      
 
    New Spell Acquired! 
 
      
 
    Firestorm 
 
    Flux Spell: Not ready 
 
    Instantaneous spell 
 
    Level 4 
 
    Long range, massive area-of-effect attack 
 
    Element: Fire 
 
    Mana Cost: 36 
 
      
 
    “Wait, what? But how?” Max glared down at the familiar. “I didn’t cast Arcane Flux.” 
 
    “I did, for you,” she replied. “I wasn’t sure I could do that, but apparently I can. So yes, you’re very welcome.” 
 
    “You cast one of my spells on my behalf without asking me?” Max demanded. 
 
    “Yes.” Nesura’s reply was rife with smugness. Max resisted the urge to flick her ears and returned his regard to the Slayer and Pyreo. 
 
    Trisha raised her hands, ochre light dancing across her palms. Three Stone Spears flashed into existence in the air behind her. She twirled her wrists. Lances of rock flashed out, slicing toward the Slayer and Pyreo even as Max raised his Magus Staff and unleashed a Jolting Arc. 
 
    The Slayer caught Max’s spell upon another Triple Shield, while Firebolts from Pyreo blasted Trisha’s Stone Spears apart and followed on through. Max yanked Trisha from the path of a Firebolt, hurled the both of them off Garlocke’s back to avoid another, and raised a Double Shield to catch the third. 
 
    Max’s magical barrier cracked and blew apart beneath the might of Pyreo’s spell, but after smashing through Trisha’s Stone Spear and Max’s Double Shield, the Firebolt had spent most of its wrath. Max took the flaming lance on his pauldron, ducking his head low and letting the flames wash stingingly, but otherwise harmlessly off his armor. 
 
    We’re not going to win in an exchange of spells, Max realized. He surged to his feet, Stridentsong at the ready, but his headlong charge died before he could even begin it. 
 
    The Slayer had released the Tobers and Sava from whatever spatial enchantment he’d trapped them in. The four of them reeled and swayed beside the Slayer, evidently disoriented from their sudden re-emergence into real-space. 
 
    Max growled, gripping his sword and staff tightly enough for his knuckles to hurt. He knew why the Slayer had released his captives. With the Tobers and Sava underfoot, Max had to watch where his spells flew. He’d probably also have to reign Trisha in, as he had a feeling the Apocalypse Knight Elementalist didn’t really care if anyone survived except her and possibly him. 
 
    The Slayer and Pyreo, on the other hand, would have no such compunctions. 
 
    “Maximo Strident, how nice of you to join us here, in this wonderful place,” the Slayer said, spreading his arms. Behind him, his tentacles of blue light reared and undulated. “I’m glad you made it after all. Another hour and I would have fed your friends to the delightful beasts that roam Graiatown’s streets.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Garlocke trundled to Max’s side. “Fire’s bright. Sounds are loud. Many come.” 
 
    Max nodded to the raptor in acknowledgement. Pyreo’s Firestorm spell was both loud and bright, and it would have attracted the attention of every Level 99 monster within eyeshot. 
 
    I’ve got to take care of that first. Max dismissed Stridentsong and slung his Magus Staff. He looked the Slayer right in the eye. 
 
    Then he began a Flux Conjunction. 
 
    Blue-white light burst from his body as he brought Firestorm and Temporal Equalization to mind. The runes of his newly acquired Flux spell flashed into the air before him, backlit by the ambient flames of the burning workshops. 
 
      
 
    Arcanum active: Conjunction in progress 
 
    Firestorm: Compartmentation complete 
 
      
 
    Temporal Equalization’s runes appeared next. 
 
      
 
    Temporal Equalization: Compartmentation complete (Heroic spells are perpetual and will not be expended in Flux Conjunction) 
 
      
 
    “What is that?” the Slayer demanded. “What are you doing, Maximo Strident?” 
 
    “Saving our lives, even your worthless, miserable one, you idiot,” Max snapped. 
 
      
 
    Ready for Conjunction 
 
    Flux Strength 4: 40 seconds remaining for runic coherence 
 
      
 
    “Is that one of the abilities or spells from your Arcanist Classification?” the Slayer asked. “How intriguing. I cannot wait to acquire it.” 
 
    What? What does he mean by that? Max thought, even as he raced to shape and warp the runes of both spells. The runes of Temporal Equalization were bewildering to behold, but he was intimately familiar with them, having cast the spell so frequently it came to him as naturally as breathing. 
 
    The runes of Firestorm, however, were much less pliable. He shaped one rune after another, fitting and weaving them together to form a new spell. 
 
      
 
    20 seconds remaining for runic coherence 
 
      
 
    Sweat dripped into Max’s left eye. He blinked it furiously, pushing the stinging sensation to the back of his mind. Trisha edged forward, her face awash with curiosity, but Garlocke interposed his winding neck between her and Max, before pushing the Elementalist back. 
 
    “Don’t disturb him, female human,” the raptor chided. “Or I’ll eat you.” 
 
    “Yeah, remember how he thought you were tasty when he first saw you?” Nesura added. 
 
      
 
    10 seconds remaining for runic coherence 
 
      
 
    “Whatever you’re trying to do, Maximo Strident, it had better be quick,” the Slayer said, proffering the scanner. “I think somehow, I’ll be alright. I’m not so sure about your friends here.” 
 
    Shadows moved at the edges of Max vision, in the midst of the burning workshops and collapsing warehouses. They were large and sleek, their every movement embodying speed, power, and grace beyond Max’s comprehension. 
 
    “That’s a lot of seko princes,” Nesura said. “Well, if we die here, I’ve got this to say. It’s been fun, Max. I know, I know, you didn’t expect such warmth and candor from me, but I mean this truly. Your brutality and cunning have been most inspirational and entertaining. If anything, I’ve enjoyed this ride before my descent into eternal damnation.” 
 
    “Enough!” Max roared at Nesura. 
 
      
 
    2 seconds remaining for runic coherence 
 
      
 
    Max fit the runes together and pulled his hands away. 
 
      
 
    Runic coherence attained: Commence Arcanum infusion 
 
      
 
    Blue-white light poured from his palms. Power flowed out of his soul. Max blinked more sweat out of his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Flux Conjunction successful 
 
      
 
    New Spell Acquired! 
 
      
 
    Firestorm (Temporal infusion) 
 
    Flux Spell: Not ready 
 
    Instantaneous spell 
 
    Level 4 
 
    Long range, massive area-of-effect attack, enact effects of Temporal Equalization spell 
 
    Element: Fire 
 
    Mana Cost: 36 
 
      
 
    Yes! Max looked to his readied Flux spells next and swiftly swapped Firebolt and Flamestrike for Firestorm and Swift Flight. He turned his gaze skyward and cast the latter. A sense of weightlessness enveloped his body. 
 
    And then he was streaking into the air, Trisha’s startled cry trailing after him. Max ascended as high as he could for the space of five heartbeats, then he ceased the propulsion component of the Swift Flight spell and activated its hovering aspect. Vertigo washed over his senses as he looked downward and saw a ring of seko princes converging on where the Tobers, Sava, and Trisha were. He shoved thoughts of his rising gorge to the back of his mind. 
 
    Max flew overhead over the monsters. He lined up his Magus Staff over their heads and roared the casting words of Firestorm. Sheets of fire burst into existence before his staff before cascading over the seko princes. Max flew in a circle that encompassed where the Tobers and Sava were standing as he cast Firestorm over and over again. 
 
    His Magus Staff’s power ran dry, then his own Mana point reserves. Nesura poured her strength into his soul, feeding his spells as Max rained fire over the entirety of Graiatown’s warehouse and workshop district. 
 
    The seko princes were hardly scratched by Max’s spell, of course. He could see more than a few of them glance bemusedly up at him as he flew overhead and doused them with flames. Their languidness lasted less than a heartbeat as the effects of Temporal Equalization washed over them, warping their flesh as they regressed to Level 4. 
 
    As seko warriors, the monsters were far less impervious to Max’s Firestorm spell. The ones caught in the inferno that arose from the descending flames shrieked in agony as magical sheets of fire stripped the flesh from their bones and cooked their innards within their torsos. 
 
    Max’s successive Firestorms had cast an entire district into a blazing ruin, yet he’d still left enough of a buffer space around the Tobers and Sava so that they would be relatively safe from smoke inhalation, at least for the time being. 
 
    “By the Blood Gods,” Nesura breathed in awe as she beheld the sea of dancing, feasting fire beneath her, at the center of which only a small pocket of unscorched space remained. “Well done, Max.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks.” Max pulled out a pair of Mana potions and downed them in quick succession as he descended. He finished the second one just as his feet touched the ground in front of Garlocke, and he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand before tossing the empty potion vial over his shoulder. 
 
    The Slayer had a bewildered, almost awed, look of disbelief on his face. 
 
    “Alright Slayer,” Max said, calling Stridentsong back into his grasp. “I want a word with you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Max hefted his Magus Staff in his left hand as he advanced upon the Slayer. The staff could no longer fuel his spells, but it would still amplify the effects of whatever spells he chose to cast through it. Furthermore, it was also a hefty, nigh-indestructible stick he could use to beat the Slayer’s skull in. 
 
    Stridentsong spun in his right hand. Blade forms danced across Max’s mind. Pyreo, the Slayer’s lackey, hurled Fireball after Fireball at Max, only to have them burst against the walls of stone that Trisha put in their path. 
 
    The Earth Elementalist had given up trying to match Pyreo spell-for-spell, since the latter obviously had some enchanted item that heightened his magical power and allowed him to outclass Trisha. Instead, she was simply calling upon her ability to manipulate rock and stone to bring up thick, earthen barriers against Pyreo’s flames. Once in a while, she would conjure massive boulders and stack them behind her walls to bolster their thickness. 
 
    For the most part, it was an effective tactic. Pyreo’s Fireball spells invariably broke through Trisha’s stone walls but lost much of their might in the process. As the roar of crashing rocks and hiss of dancing fire filled the air, Max charged through cascading shards of broken earth and wisps of scattered flame. 
 
    Nesura cast Arcane Flux on his behalf, filling the corner of his vision with Soul Lens screens. 
 
      
 
    New Spell Acquired! 
 
      
 
    Fireball 
 
    Flux Spell: Not ready 
 
    Instantaneous spell 
 
    Level 3 
 
    Mid-range, moderate area-of-effect attack 
 
    Element: Fire 
 
    Mana Cost: 14 
 
      
 
    New Spell Acquired! 
 
      
 
    Shattering Boulder 
 
    Flux Spell: Not ready 
 
    Instantaneous spell 
 
    Level 3 
 
    Mid-range, moderate area-of-effect attack 
 
    Element: Earth 
 
    Mana Cost: 14 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” he sent mentally to Nesura, though the very notion of the bat being able to cast his spells and fill his head with knowledge of other spells was more than a little discomforting. Still, he had no reason to distrust her. As his spirit familiar, their fates were inextricably linked, and her capacity for treachery non-existent. As his ally, her loyalty was guaranteed too, at least for now. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Nesura replied. “Now let’s kill these idiots! I want to hear their screams!” 
 
    Max threw himself into a slide. It carried him beneath a barrage of Firebolts that Pyreo unleashed from his palms and brought him to within blade’s range of the Elementalist. He brought Stridentsong around in a Moonlit Reflection Arc that would disembowel Pyreo. 
 
    One of the Slayer’s gemmed daggers flashed before Max, and the ringing of steel on steel rose into the air. Stridentsong creaked, its arc foiled by the gemmed dagger that had been hurled into its path and then secured in place by the Slayer, who’d teleported between Max and Pyreo. 
 
    Wordlessly, Max withdrew his sword, then launched into an offensive sequence in which he flowed seamlessly from one blade form to another, making sure to keep both the Slayer and Pyreo in his line of attack. The Slayer’s paired daggers whirled and spun as he brought them into desperate defensive parries. He managed to pick off a Weeping Loom with a doubled block, but it left him open to a truncated Sunflower Scatter in which Stridentsong’s flickering blade snuck past his defenses to cut open his side, lacerate his shoulder, and plunge two inches into Pyreo’s gut before the Slayer managed to knock the enchanted sword aside with the back of his left gauntlet. 
 
    As Pyreo staggered back, clutching his stab wound, a Stone Spear slammed into his shoulder, ripping his arm free from his torso and spinning it away in an arc of blood and torn flesh. The Elementalist spun on his heels, then collapsed. 
 
    The Slayer took the chance to retake the offensive. His daggers flashed out at Max, who twirled Stridentsong’s blade into a Thousandfold Thread parry. The enchanted sword picked apart the paths of the shorter blades, then plucked them from the grasps of their wielder, sending them spinning free into the air. Max redressed his blade to finish off the now-disarmed Slayer, only to have him teleport to one of his airborne daggers, then snake out a tentacle to retrieve the other one. 
 
    Max frowned as the Slayer landed gracefully on the balls of his feet. The Master of the Venture Spears had cast Shield spells just now, which were the sole realm of Knights-Errant with Defender Classifications, yet he’d managed to match Max’s Prowess-enhanced strength and speed. No, he’d actually managed to outmatch Max’s physical attributes, since even with the advantage of the Strident blade forms, Max hadn’t been able to land a single lethal blow in their exchange. 
 
    Defenders don’t have access to the Prowess spell, so how is he so strong and fast? Is he simply loaded with enchanted items that boost his physical attributes but work like my armor emblem? Max mused, thinking of the small, grayish token that, simply by being in his possession, lessened the impact of blows upon his flesh and the effects of hostile spells cast on him.   
 
    “There’s something really strange about this bastard,” Nesura said. 
 
    “Ah, Maximo Strident, I suppose this was inevitable,” the Slayer said. “I thought I would be able to secure your submission without incident, but I suppose I will have to get what I want the old-fashioned way after all: by force.” 
 
    “Not like you have any other choice,” Max replied, grinning. He’d managed to maneuver the Slayer away from the Tobers and Sava during their brief melee. Garlocke was now standing watch over them, along with Trisha. The Elementalist was muttering to Sava and Corvis, while Beatrice hugged Aldo and covered the child’s eyes with her hand. 
 
    “Bah. I don’t care about Mundanes,” the Slayer said. “Right now, all I care about is beating you into submission and taking your power for myself.” 
 
    “Still banking on that circlet of compulsion?” Max asked. “Guess a Fendrech is still a Fendrech, eh? The same cowardly, despicable, and depraved blood that flows through your father’s veins also flows in yours.” 
 
    In truth, Max didn’t know for sure if the Slayer really was Sorbin Fendrech’s son, even with the strong familial resemblance between the two. Still, neither did he really have a reason to pass up an opportunity to insult the Slayer’s parentage. 
 
    But his words struck true, judging by the furious light that flickered across the Slayer’s eyes. It was gone as quickly as it had arrived, but it was also enough circumstantial evidence for Max to confirm a blood relation between the Master of the Venture Spears and the former Oligarch Prince. 
 
    “Oh, this little thing?” The Slayer produced the circlet of compulsion from his ring of holding. He tossed it away. “No, I’m not going to use this.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to give you the chance anyway,” Max said, edging forward. “Time to die, Slayer.” 
 
    The Slayer tossed the gemmed dagger he’d been holding in his right hand up into the air. One of his tentacles caught it. He raised his gauntleted fists. Spikes extended from their undersides, before telescoping out into a pair of brazen swords with round guards and spiked pommels. A staff, not entirely unlike Max’s, emerged from his ring of holding. A round shield with a steel rim and a boss of black, riveted metal followed next. The lower pair of the Slayer’s tentacles caught them and brought them to bear. 
 
    “By the time I’m done with you, Maximo Strident, you’ll be begging for death,” the Slayer spat. His staff leveled its tip at Max. A Fireball blasted forth. 
 
    Max didn’t waste any time on surprise. He cast Aegis, bringing a shield of golden light into existence. The Fireball reflected off Max’s Aegis and plummeted back toward the Slayer, but the Master of the Venture Spears dodged the flaming projectile, moving so quickly that Max could barely follow his movements. 
 
    A split-second later, the Slayer was past the Aegis spell, having simply run around its edges. His upper-left tentacle flashed. Max spun his Magus Staff to knock aside the gemmed dagger that had been streaking toward his throat. He pivoted on the ball of his lead foot, squaring himself up with the spinning dagger, and lashed out with a Moonlit Reflection Arc and Lightness Step combination that saw his blade arcing skyward. The Slayer rematerialized where his deflected dagger spun. 
 
    A Double Shield flashed into existence in front of the physical shield wielded by his tentacle. Stridentsong clashed against the magical barrier, causing cracks to spiderweb all across its surface. The blade still bounced off the Shield spell, its hilt ringing jarringly in Max’s grasp. 
 
    The Slayer plunged through his own magical barrier, his dual swords flashing. Max parried three flickering thrusts at his eyes and neck with his Magus Staff, but with his sword-arm still trembling from Stridentsong’s impact against the Double Shield, he was forced to take a cut from the Slayer’s blades on his pauldron and let another skip off his already battered gorget. 
 
    Max bashed the Slayer’s left-hand sword aside with his Magus Staff, and they landed. Forcing the ringing pain in his shoulder and neck to the back of his mind, Max attacked again, this time going high with another skyward Lightness Step before plummeting downward with a Crashing Iron blade form, Stridentsong descending in a downward arc upon the Slayer’s skull. Predictably enough, another Double Shield flashed into existence in the path of Max’s blade. 
 
    Max dismissed Stridentsong before it made contact with the Shield spell. He turned his downward sword cut into a diving roll across the surface of the Double Shield instead, before dropping off its far edge and ending up five feet behind the Slayer. 
 
    A Jolting Arc roared from the tip of his Magus Staff. Without even turning around, the Slayer loosed a Lightning Bolt from his tentacle-held staff. The two streams of electricity collided and formed a sphere of coruscating sparks as their energies clashed and roared. 
 
    Max charged, calling Stridentsong back into his grasp. Turning around, the Slayer did the same. Their blades met just as the warring energies of the Jolting Arc and Lightning Bolt spell canceled each other out, so that steel rang against steel in the midst of dissipating sparks. 
 
    Nesura placed another Soul Lens screen in the corner of his eye. 
 
      
 
    New Spell Acquired! 
 
      
 
    Lightning Bolt 
 
    Flux Spell: Not ready 
 
    Instantaneous spell 
 
    Level 3 
 
    Mid-Range projectile or Continuous Beam 
 
    Element: Wind 
 
    Mana Cost: 14 Mana initial cast, 10 Mana per second 
 
      
 
    Max loosed blade form after blade form against the Slayer. A deft Sunflower Scatter scored a series of shallow wounds across the Slayer’s torso. A doubled Swaying Willow Guard had Max binding and tangling the Slayer’s blades with Stridentsong and his Magus Staff. He then followed up with a Weeping Loom, bringing both staff and sword together in a singular, sweeping mighty blow at the Slayer’s torso. The Venture Spears’s Master caught both of Max’s weapons on his tentacle-held shield. 
 
    His upper two tentacles dove in, daggers leading the way. Max ducked one, but couldn’t weave past the other quickly enough. A dagger cut a stinging furrow across his cheek. Gritting his teeth, Max thrust his Magus Staff out. The Slayer’s dagger-tentacles whipped upward, one of them tossing a single blade up and away. A Jolting Arc blasted from Max’s staff, but the Slayer was no longer there, having already teleported to his airborne dagger. 
 
    Max lashed his lightning spell upward, hoping to catch the Slayer in midair, only for another Triple Shield to flash into existence. The Jolting Arc splashed against the layered magical barriers, and Max terminated his spell immediately, not wanting to waste any Mana in trying to break through the Shield spell. Neither did he want to lose sight of the Slayer. But that happened anyway, as the Slayer vanished in a way that only the Cloak spell permitted. 
 
    How is he doing that? He’s using spells from all four different Classifications! Max thought, his mind racing. Is he an Arcanist like me too? 
 
    “No, he isn’t,” Nesura said. “Whenever you cast a Flux spell or switch one for another, your hair turns white and your body gives off a blue-white radiance. That’s not happening with him.” 
 
    “Alright. Any ideas?” Max asked. 
 
    “Not really. I’ve been watching closely though,” Nesura said. “Just before he uses a spell he’s not supposed to, a red light flashes over his face.” 
 
    “What do you mean by ‘not supposed to’?” Max spun his weapons in his hands and focused his senses, trying to discern from which angle the Slayer, hidden beneath his Cloak spell, would attack. 
 
    “Well, such as him casting a Shield spell immediately after casting Prowess or Lightning Bolt, for example,” Nesura explained. “Wait. I think I might know what’s going on. That red light comes from illusion magic reasserting itself. Fight on, Max. I might have an answer for you soon.” 
 
    “Got it.” Max raised his weapons, turning his senses outward. He’d learned how to fight blind at the Blade Academy, but sparring with instructors in a dark room or while wearing a blindfold was very different from trying to detect a Level 6 Knight-Errant wearing a Cloak spell while fighting in the midst of a raging, crackling inferno. 
 
    “On your left!” Sava’s voice rang out.  
 
    Max had time to glance her way once—she stood a few steps away from the others, her eyes bright with worry and anger—and then he was diving away, beyond the arc of the Slayer’s blades. He wasn’t nearly fast enough though. Honed to even greater lethality by the Cloak spell, the edges of the Slayer’s swords sliced easily through Max’s back plate and scored twin bloody gouges across the back and left shoulder. 
 
    An involuntary gasp of pain escaped Max’s lips. The wound on his shoulder ran deeper than flesh—the Slayer’s sword had cut into bone and definitely struck a nerve cluster. His Magus Staff fell from his grasp. Dismissing Stridentsong, Max thrust out his right hand and cast Debilitate in the general direction from which the Slayer had struck.  
 
    Gray light pulsed from his palm and fell over a human silhouette. The Slayer stumbled into view, confusion evident on his face. 
 
    “What…” he muttered, before chuckling. “This is one of those Carnage spells we all got, didn’t we? Because you killed other Knights-Errant with our Soul Lenses at Phase 99. How curious.” 
 
    Max put his hand on his chest and spat out a Healing spell as the Slayer circled him, twirling his blades experimentally. 
 
    “My limbs are heavier, and my reflexes are dulled enough to make a noticeable difference, even with my Prowess spell,” the Slayer said. “Interesting. Still, it’s a Level 1 spell. You must be truly desperate to resort to this, Maximo Strident.” 
 
    Nesura’s old face manifested above his right shoulder, and a beam of red light speared out from the depths of its fanged mouth. The Slayer intercepted the Siphon Life spell with a simple Single Shield spell and chuckled contemptuously. 
 
    “Another paltry effort,” he said. “How sad.” 
 
    Max stifled a groan as his Healing spell began to take effect and pull the ragged ruins of his shoulder together. He was desperate. Max prided himself on his wide array of spells and his ability to switch among them to rise to whichever challenge was at hand. But the Slayer was even more practiced than Max at that, fighting as an expert Warmonger, Defender, Elementalist, and Infiltrator in turn, weaving each Classification’s individual strengths into a perfect tapestry. 
 
    Nesura placed another Soul Lens screen in the corner of Max’s eye. 
 
      
 
    The Slayer 
 
    Level 5 UNKNOWN 
 
      
 
    “What?” Max blinked in surprise. The last time Nesura had scanned the Slayer, he had been Level 6. Why was he Level 5 now? 
 
    “He’s not switching his spells out from an arsenal of Flux spells, like you,” the bat said. “Neither is he switching Classifications. He’s switching bodies. Remember how he put your friends into some extra-dimensional space? He’s done the same to a whole collection of Knight-Errant bodies, and he’s switching from one to another mid-fight.” 
 
    “Is... is that even possible?” Max got to his feet, picking up his Magus Staff. 
 
    The Slayer raised one of his blades and cast Cleanse over himself, removing the effects of Max’s Debilitate spell. This time, Max didn’t miss the telltale flash of red light across the Slayer’s face. 
 
    “Alright, it’s been fun, Maximo Strident,” the Slayer said. “But let’s put an end to this.” 
 
    “Here, try this,” Nesura said, replacing Lightning Edge with Counterspell as a Flux spell. 
 
    She can do that too? Max glanced down at the bat in his belt pouch. She met his gaze squarely. 
 
    “His illusion magic almost certainly comes from an enchanted item. It’s got to be something close to his face. If I had to bet, it’d be that jeweled headband across his brow,” Nesura said. “Counterspell can dismiss the effects of an enchanted item for a short amount of time. Use it on him and see for yourself. It might even throw him off, too.” 
 
    Before Max could do so, a barrage of Stone Spears crashed down upon the Slayer. Trisha was advancing upon the Slayer, her hands raised and her eyes blazing with rage. The Slayer conjured a Triple Shield. Red light washed across his face. Then another Triple Shield flashed into existence. Trisha’s spells crashed into the magical barriers, breaking a few and cracking the remainder before their might was spent. 
 
    The Slayer sneered and leveled his staff. A massive Fireball roared forth, large enough to incinerate Trisha and immolate the Tobers and Sava. 
 
    No! Max began to move, hoping to cast an Aegis spell in front of the Fireball, but he was too far away. He was too slow. 
 
    Sava’s eyes widened in fear. Corvis cried out in alarm. Beatrice screamed and hugged Aldo tighter. 
 
    Garlocke dove into the path of the Fireball. The raptor shrieked in agony as the flames consumed his flesh and turned his bones to ash, but the incineration of his body bought Trisha enough time to raise a wall of stone to shield herself, the Tobers, and Sava from the Fireball spell. 
 
    “By the Blood Gods, the scaly freak is valiant indeed,” Nesura said. “Don’t worry, Max. You’ll be able to summon him again in twenty hours.” 
 
    Choking down a snarl of rage, Max raised his hand and cast Counterspell on the Slayer, directing its effects at the headband across his brow. 
 
    The effects were immediate and devastating. The Slayer reeled away, clutching his face. Red light fell from his body like shards of broken glass. A scream of horror rose from his lips... but in a woman’s voice. As the last of the illusion magic dissipated, the Slayer’s form now appeared slighter, more feminine, but when his hands fell away from his face, a skinned, nose-less, lipless, and eyeless visage confronted Max. 
 
    “Damn you, Maximo Strident!” the Slayer howled, his formerly smooth and deep voice now shrill and hoarse. His feminine form suddenly filled out with muscle and a masculine structure, and when he spoke next, he did so with the voice of a man. “The agony you’ll suffer before I claim your flesh for myself! I’ll skin your friends alive and make you watch! I’ll violate your woman with the bodies of a dozen men!” 
 
    As Max watched, another body, clad similarly to the Slayer but much slighter in stature, appeared beside the first in a flash of blue light. Then another, this one the feminine form from before. A fourth appeared, tall and hulking. All of their faces had been scraped clean of features. The tentacles relinquished their weapons. One body got the paired daggers. The feminine one got the staff. The hulking one received the shield and withdrew a battle axe from its ring of holding. 
 
    “What the hell is he?” Max asked, hefting his weapons. 
 
    “At this point, I would consider the Slayer an it rather than a he,” Nesura said. “I thought those tentacles looked familiar, but now that you’ve dispelled the illusion magic over them, it’s clear what they are.” 
 
    The tentacles? What? Max blinked in surprise as he realized the bat was right. The Slayer’s tentacles had been ethereal appendages of blue light, but now they were sinuous, scaled limbs ridden with bloodshot eyes. 
 
    Nesura projected a Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Monster: Myst Dancer 
 
    Level 6 (special condition) 
 
    Health: 127/127 
 
    Mana: 405/405 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 5 
 
    Dexterity: 13 
 
    Fortitude: 45 
 
    Perception: 42 
 
    Abilities 
 
    Puppet-Mastery 
 
    Subsume 
 
    Progression 
 
    Rewards: 
 
    Victory Shard value: 6 
 
    Treasure Class: A++ 
 
      
 
    “I bet if you took off that Pyreo fellow’s mask, you’ll find that his face is just like the ones of these others,” Nesura said. “That was one of this Myst Dancer’s spare bodies, left to walk independently to give voice and credence to the Slayer’s words. Who would have guessed that the Slayer really was a monster that somehow escaped a Dungeon and infiltrated the Knights-Errant!” 
 
    I guess that answers the mystery of the Venture Spears’s councilors, Max thought. 
 
    “And yes, that Subsume spell means exactly what you think it does,” Nesura said. “The Myst Dancer uses it to hollow out a Knight-Errant’s soul and bind his or her body to his will. I wouldn’t be surprised if it wanted to do that to you once you fell beneath the geas.” 
 
    “Alright, Slayer,” Max forced a grin on his face and dismissed Stridentsong. “Looks like you aren’t playing nice anymore. Sounds fine to me. Maybe I’ll actually work up a sweat now.” 
 
    “Your arrogance is astounding, Maximo Strident,” the Slayer said in four different voices. “I will take pleasure in breaking your will and making you beg for mercy that will never come. Why have you put your weapon away? Is it a cheap, simple trick to disconcert me and buy time for you to consume potions?” 
 
    Max tossed away a pair of empty vials. He shrugged. 
 
    “It worked, didn’t it?” he said. “I put away my sword, and you stopped in your tracks. You’re really stupid, Slayer. Didn’t I tell you that already? Well, I’m telling you again, just in case you forgot, because you’re really stupid. Alright, just hold on. I think I could use one more potion.” 
 
    The Slayer shrieked in rage. Its bodies flooded forward, the feminine one with the staff and the slighter one with the daggers fanning out to Max’s flanks, while the axe-and-shield body and the dual-blade body charged headlong at Max. 
 
    Max cast Hasten on himself, then backpedaled furiously. Slinging his Magus Staff, he produced his bow and took aim at the body with the staff. Nesura swapped out Cloak with Momentum, and Max loosed five powerful arrows in a single breath. 
 
    Too far away from the shield body, the staff body jerked and spasmed as Max’s arrows punched through its skull, throat, and torso and emerged from the other side, taking great clumps of flesh and chunks of internal organs along with them in their flight. 
 
    He cast Debilitate on the dagger-body, causing it to stagger before it could vanish beneath a Cloak spell. The shield-body turned to cast Cleanse on the dagger-body, but Max cast Subvert to shift the effects of the Debilitate spell to the sword-body, slowing it down just enough for Max to step back away from the reach of its blades. He called Stridentsong to his grasp and lashed out, cutting a shallow gash across the sword-body’s skinless cheek. The sword-body growled and shook its head, undeterred by a shallow wound. It took a step forward before it stumbled into a lurching stagger, as Max’s Affliction spell took effect and sent a magical poison racing through its system. 
 
    The shield-body turned to cast cleanse on the sword-body, but Max cast Subvert once more and moved the poison to the dagger-body, causing it to reel just as it had regained its footing. The Slayer roared in rage with three different voices. Max met its fury by slapping down another Debilitate spell on the sword-body. 
 
    A cross-step brought him within blade-range of the shield-body. The puppet’s axe crashed down, but its descent was slow and ponderous to Max’s Prowess and Hasten-enhanced senses. He sidestepped the axe’s sweep easily. A Moonlit Reflection Arc decapitated it and sent its faceless head spiraling into the air. 
 
    Max was still holding his bow in his left hand. He dismissed Stridentsong, rolled away from the sword-body, and blasted the dagger-body into pieces with five Momentum-enhanced arrows. 
 
    That was enough time for the sword-body to catch up though. The breath left Max’s lungs as the Slayer’s final remaining puppet kicked him squarely in the back and sent him sprawling headfirst into the ground. His bow clattered from his grasp, and Max only barely managed to turn around before the Slayer crashed down upon him, blades stabbing down at his torso. 
 
    Max caught the Slayer’s wrists, stopping the brazen swords an inch away from his flesh. He tried to throw the puppet off, but it was too strong, its limbs enhanced by what could only be a Level 6 Prowess spell. A heartbeat passed, and the blades sank a hair closer. 
 
    “I’ll consume your soul!” the Slayer howled, all pretenses of humanity gone. 
 
    Max gritted his teeth and pushed back, but the Slayer’s puppet was far stronger than him. Its blades descended further, their tips scraping the surface of his breastplate. 
 
    “What are you?” Max demanded. 
 
    “I am a superior being, Maximo Strident!” the Slayer said. “I infected Tulvin Fendrech’s flesh and achieved my full awakening when I subsumed his mind! You should be so lucky to enjoy such a fate!” 
 
    “The Fendrech Atrocity… was that you?” Max asked, grunting with the effort of holding the Slayer’s swords back, only to have them sink even lower and crease his armor. He didn’t doubt that the Slayer was strong enough to punch the blades right through the enchanted steel plate and into his flesh. 
 
    The Slayer laughed. 
 
    “No. That occurred before I subsumed Tulvin Fendrech,” it cackled. “The horrors your kind are capable of inflicting upon each other are delectable indeed! Now, I merely carry on his enterprise.” 
 
    “Alright, thanks. I just had to know,” Max said, suddenly changing the angle of his resistance so that the blades would now plunge right into his heart instead of his guts. The Slayer recoiled and pulled its swords away. It didn’t want to kill Max’s body, not when doing so would deprive it of the chance to add a valuable Arcanist to its collection of puppets. Max let go of one of its wrist and pulled out the Midnight Charm from his belt pouch. 
 
      
 
    Midnight Charm: Expendable item 
 
    On activation: shields user from the effects of dark elemental energy for 30 seconds 
 
      
 
    He fed a trickle of Mana into the enchanted item. A sheen of dark light suffused his limbs. 
 
    “Nesura!” he called out to the bat. 
 
    “Already ahead of you,” she replied. “Umbral Teleport is ready for you to cast!” 
 
      
 
    Umbral Teleport 
 
    Flux spell: Ready 
 
    Instantaneous spell 
 
    Level 2 
 
    Transportation spell; eyeshot range; only between shadows 
 
    Mana Cost: 6 
 
      
 
    Before the Slayer could react, Max cast the spell. Shadows danced in the flickering light of the surrounding inferno, giving him a plethora of choices. He chose a puddle of darkness a hundred strides away and slipped into a pool of shadows that bubbled into existence beneath him. Still caught in Max’s grasp, the Slayer fell into the shadows too. 
 
    Darkness washed over his vision, but unlike the last time he cast Umbral Teleport, no horrific sense of crippling cold bit into his bones. The Midnight Charm was protecting him from the effects of dark elemental energy. 
 
    No such protection was afforded to the Slayer though. As they emerged back into the light, the Slayer’s puppet was convulsing. Foam poured from the sides of its mouth, while its tentacles flailed in agony. Max chose another expanse of shadows and cast Umbral Teleport once more. 
 
    They re-emerged, and this time, the flesh of the Slayer’s puppet was corpse-gray, and chunks of dark flesh were peeling off its tentacles. Max cast Umbral Teleport again, then another two more times for good measure, making full use of the Midnight Charm’s protective duration. 
 
    By the time the Midnight Charm crumbled into dust, the Slayer’s puppet no longer had any limbs left. It was little more than a twitching torso of gray flesh, riddled through and through by the miasmic backlash that came with the use of dark elemental spells. 
 
    Max hurled the remains of the puppet off his body. They broke apart into ashen chunks upon hitting the ground, leaving behind a writhing mass of tentacles. 
 
    He got to his feet, called Stridentsong to his grasp, and advanced upon the Slayer’s grotesque form. 
 
    “No… how did you defeat me?” the creature gasped, its now utterly inhuman voice rumbling from somewhere within the depths of the tentacular mass. 
 
    “No real trick to it,” Max said, raising his sword. “I’m just better than you.” 
 
    In truth, Max knew that the Slayer had lost the fight when it had decided to manifest its many bodies at once. With the spells and abilities of all four Classifications united within a single body, the Slayer had been nigh-unbeatable. Max doubted that even Jonn would win if he were to battle the Slayer. Even if the legendary Warmonger did eventually prevail, he would have done so only after a tremendously difficult struggle. 
 
    Just as Max hacked Stridentsong down, the Slayer hissed and shot away from the blade’s descent, before soaring up into the air. Its tentacles peeled away to reveal a massive green eye that glared down at Max. 
 
    “This isn’t over, Maximo Strident,” the Slayer promised. It held the scanner in one of its appendages. 
 
    Max snatched his Magus Staff into readiness and unleashed a Jolting Arc at the creature. The stream of lightning tore off a cluster of tentacles and drew another scream of inhuman agony from the Slayer. Before he could cast another spell, it darted away through the air, weaving through the Stone Spears that Trisha hurled in its direction. A heartbeat later, it was gone, lost in the thickening darkness of the fire-framed night sky. 
 
    Well, shit, Max thought, lowering his staff. He retrieved his bow and began walking to where the Tobers and Sava were. Trisha ran up to him. 
 
    “By the Verdant Gods, Max!” the Elementalist babbled excitedly. “The Slayer is a monster! I mean, a literal, inhuman one! Wait till this gets out to the rest  of the Errantry Mansion! We will—” 
 
    Max shoved her aside irritably. He continued walking to where Corvis, Beatrice, and Aldo stood, before enfolding all three of them in an embrace. His friends hugged him back, and for many moments, Max held them tight, feeling a tremendous weight lift off his heart. 
 
    “You have some explaining to do, Max,” Corvis muttered, clasping him on the shoulder. 
 
    “I definitely do, but in a bit,” Max agreed, before turning away from Corvis and to Sava. 
 
    She met his gaze squarely. The corner of her mouth twitched. It was a mannerism Max knew well, one that appeared every time Sava couldn’t make up her mind on whether to berate or praise him. 
 
    Well, let me help her out with that, he thought, as he stepped up to her. “Hey, they all called you my woman. What do you think of that, eh?” 
 
    The Strident Blade Academy primarily trained its students in the use of the famed Strident-style dueling sword, but its martial tradition also included many different bare-handed fighting techniques that were to be used when a blade wasn’t at hand. One of these techniques was the Theft of Wind, a strike to a nerve cluster on the sternum that stole the breath from its target. 
 
    Sava hit him with the Theft of Wind. Max doubled over and fell on his knees as his lungs emptied themselves. 
 
    “You know very well how endlessly supportive I am of you, Max,” Nesura said. “But I think you definitely deserved that last shot.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Max gasped.  
 
    Sava’s slim hands caught him by the gorget, and she hauled him to his feet. She’d always been extremely strong, despite her deceptively petite and slender frame. 
 
    Alright. Here comes the next one. What’s it going to be? Another Theft of Wind? Or a Skull Crushing Strike? he thought hysterically. She still hadn’t relinquished her hold on his collar yet, so perhaps it would be a simple, unsubtle, and yet undoubtedly effective knee between the legs. Joke’s on her though, because my enchanted armor includes a codpiece. 
 
    But she didn’t strike him. Instead, she glared at him, her hazel-brown eyes evoking a tide of memories that washed over his mind, banishing all thoughts of the horror, blood, death, and disappointment that had filled his last few years. Early mornings in the training halls, where the clash of their practice blades was all they needed to say to each other; languid afternoons in the courtyard, where she read sections of the awful novels she loved so much out loud to him while he tried not to laugh; evenings where they competed in the kitchen only for his father to deem both their culinary efforts horrendous failures. 
 
    Nights where she reached for him, the warmth of her touch against his flesh…  
 
    But there was something else in her gaze, too. This was not the Sava he’d left behind all those years ago. This Sava had survived the Apocalypse Horizon. She’d seen horrors beyond imagining. She’d witnessed the end of her world. 
 
    But it was still her. An uncertain smile tugged at the corner of her cracked lips. 
 
    “Sava, I—” Max began. 
 
    She kissed him. 
 
    A heartbeat passed before he managed to compose himself enough to kiss her back. 
 
    And for a moment, all was right with the world. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 2 
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