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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Shortly before the Exodus: 
 
    Time passed differently in the Crucible. Years could go by in the blink of an eye, seconds sometimes stretched longer than centuries, and days flowed back and forth into one another, blurring the lines between the past, the present, and the future. 
 
    To the man who many knew as the Cataclysm Knight, it seemed as if only several years had elapsed—years in which he’d killed his way through trillions of monsters, vanquished countless Dungeons, and laid low thousands upon thousands of Crucible Champions. 
 
    But he knew very well that was not the case. Eons had flown by since he’d liberated his world from the Crucible’s grasp and begun doing the same for others. He’d been so successful that the Crucible had stopped absorbing worlds and began breaking them into pieces by the thousands instead. It would then merge the resultant fragments into grotesque abominations called Spatial Integrations—patchwork realms—that existed in defiance of every natural and physical law. 
 
    There was no salvaging or liberating any world within the Spatial Integrations, so he’d turned his attention to the poor souls who inhabited them instead, the Crucible Challengers: creatures who lived only to kill or be killed for the pleasure of the Crucible’s master, the Cosmic Dominus. And for a time, he’d been successful, teaching thousands of Challengers how they could unravel the karmic ties that bound them to the Crucible. 
 
    And so, the Unravelers emerged. They ventured out amidst the Spatial Integrations, carrying a message of freedom and self-determination and inspiring many others to join their ranks. 
 
    But their role as liberators didn’t last. It was in the nature of every sentient species in the cosmos to kill, pillage, and enslave, and the Unravelers rose to it, predictably and inevitably enough. Lies fell from their lips. Deceptions spun from their machinations. They sent Challengers to their doom instead of their deliverance, and in doing so, they reaped the cosmic essence of untold millions. 
 
    Factions and empires arose amongst their ranks, each of them led by despots and tyrants no less sadistic or cruel than the Cosmic Dominus. 
 
    But, of course, the master of the Crucible would brook no rivals. It uplifted Champions from the ranks of the Challengers and hurled them against the Unravelers. War unfolded. It was all-encompassing, and it spanned infinite expanses. Oceans of blood swept through the Spatial Integrations. Mountains of skulls strove toward unnaturally conjoined skies. The screams of the suffering formed an unending chorus that suffused every iota of the Crucible. 
 
    Regardless of whether Champion or Unraveler won, victory belonged only to the Cosmic Dominus as it slaked its boundless bloodlust in the endless slaughter raging across its creation. 
 
    The Cataclysm Knight sighed. It was a very human mannerism, one of many he’d retained even though he’d left behind his humanity a long time ago. Perhaps he could have reined the Unravelers in more tightly. Perhaps he could have forged them into an army, unbreakably bound to his will and their original mission of liberation. 
 
    But now it was far too late. The Unravelers were too set in their ways and heedless of their hypocrisy. The Champions were too formidable and numerous. The Cataclysm Knight shook his head slightly as he pushed his pointless ruminations aside and took a closer look at the archway of black stone fifty or so strides away from him. It was a massive structure, striving many hundreds of feet high into the crimson-hued skies and spanning twice that height across. Impenetrable shadows swirled within its depths. 
 
    “I don’t like this, Max,” a feminine voice said. A furry head popped out of the pouch belted to his waist and looked up at him. It was his familiar, and her name was Nesura. Once upon a time, she’d been a monster, a drinker of blood and souls. These days, and for a very long time already, she took the form of a small bat. “She can’t be trusted. This could be a trap.” 
 
    “If it is, I’ll shove it right back down her throat,” he replied. “And then I’ll break every bone in her body.” 
 
    “And after that, we skin her alive,” another voice, also feminine but breathier, whispered into his ear. Its owner was a woman, slender of build and dusky of complexion. Her dark hair fell from her scalp in a discordant trail. A spiked harness sheathed her lithe form, and curved blades hung from her belt. Eyes bright with bloodlust blazed beneath her brow. She was beauty and lethality incarnate, and her name was Sava Saree, the love of his life. 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Max said. He took a step toward the shadows swirling beneath the archway, only for them to solidify into a smooth, obsidian surface. His own reflection looked back at him: a tall, powerfully built man with a square jaw and the patrician features typical of the nobility upon his homeworld. Plate armor hued in midnight blue sheathed his frame from collar to toe, and a sheathed sword hung across his back. His hair had turned stark white sometime ago. 
 
    The reflection began to speak then, but not with his voice. 
 
    “Greetings, Maximo Strident,” the Architect of Fate said, twisting his reflected features into the bitter, sardonic cast Max remembered she’d perpetually worn on her own face all those eons ago. “I’m glad you answered my summons. Welcome to my domain.” 
 
    Max sighed and exchanged glances with Nesura and Sava. He then raised his left hand. His Magus Staff—a plain gray stave tipped by a small blue crystal—appeared in his gauntleted grasp, and he cast Imperious Shockwave from its tip. Cosmic energy coursed through the enchanted staff before manifesting as a beam of golden light that tore into the obsidian-hued surface beneath the archway and reduced it to flakes of swirling darkness. 
 
    Amidst the scattering shadows, a serpent emerged. Its open maw spanned ten times as wide as Max was tall. A ring of dripping fangs converged upon him. Sava ripped her swords from their sheaths, and shockwaves radiated from her blades. The serpent fell away, its mile-long body reduced to cubes of diced meat. 
 
    Skeletal frog-like creatures followed next, swarming from the depths of the archway. They were hunched over, and they carried axes of black stone in their misshapen fists. A robed figure stood in their midst, clutching a staff in its fleshless hands. 
 
    “Archaetyo Brutes,” Nesura said idly, scanning the monsters with Max’s Cosmic Lens. “The one in the middle is an Archaetyo Hierophant. All of them are Level 99.” 
 
    The robed mobster thrust its staff out. Fiery comets burst from its tip and streaked toward Max. He raised his left hand and cast Arcane Flux. Blue-white light danced across his fingertips, and a Cosmic Lens screen appeared in the corner of his vision. 
 
      
 
    New Flux Spell acquired! 
 
    Greater Meteor Swarm 
 
    Creates 9999 meteor that each deal critical fire-aligned, earth-aligned, and physical damage to any target within a radius 9999 miles. 
 
    Any target below Level 99 that is struck by a meteor has a 99% chance of being instantly disintegrated. 
 
      
 
    “It’s alright, I suppose,” Nesura said. The familiar tucked her head back into his pouch. A moment later, a humanoid figure of crimson light appeared beside Max. It was Nesura’s Crimson Incarnation. Its features and proportions were those of a strikingly beautiful Blood Queen—what the familiar had been in her previous lifetime. It shrugged as the Archaetyo Hierophant’s fiery comets approached to within an inch of Max’s face. “We’ve got much better spells than that.” 
 
    “I guess.” Max shrugged, too, before tossing his Magus Staff to Nesura. The familiar caught it in her crimson hands and cast Counterspell. A net of cosmic energy pulsed from the staff. It encapsulated every fiery sphere and turned them all to wisps of smoke. 
 
     The Archaetyo Brutes roared and charged. Their fleshless feet pounded across the small expanse of black sand between Max and the archway. 
 
    Sava tightened her grips on her swords. A translucent field of cosmic energy enveloped her body, born of her Prowess spell. It heightened her strength, swiftness, and resilience. She smiled. 
 
    And then she was amidst the monsters. Her blades flashed, and shockwaves radiated from their lengths. Every Archaetyo Brute dissolved into molecule-thin slivers of bone. The Archaetyo Hierophant flinched before it too fell apart, every iota of its body parted from one another. 
 
    A single-eyed giant emerged next. It was fifty feet tall, and its muscle-bound limbs were sheathed in metal plates brimming with protective enchantments. A fiery sword filled its right fist. A scepter dancing with coruscating arcs of lightning filled its left. 
 
    “An Emperor Titan,” Nesura said, scanning the monster. She arched her brow. “That’s a Level 800 monster, and it’s a Special Condition one, too. I hate to say it, but I’m slightly impressed.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Max said, clenching his jaw in irritation. He raised his voice and shouted past the Emperor Titan, “You’re really testing my patience here! I don’t have time to waste on you! If you don’t want to talk, then I’m leaving!” 
 
    The air rippled around him, then. Max glanced over his shoulder. Where there had been crimson skies above a horizon of broken rock, there was now only an infinite morass of swirling gray mist. He clicked his tongue irritably. 
 
    “She’s dropped a Dungeon on top of us,” Nesura said, rather unnecessarily. The familiar jerked a crimson thumb at the Emperor Titan, which was now exchanging blows with Sava. “And that’s the Warden. We’re not going anywhere until we kill that thing and destroy the Dungeon’s core.” 
 
    “Fine.” Max held out his right hand. An instant later, a sword appeared in his grasp, summoned from the sheath across his back. It was just under four feet in length, with midnight blue quillons and a hand-and-a-half hilt. Its pommel was a simple black spike. The sword had undergone many changes since he’d acquired it, but it was still Stridentsong, the weapon of Maximo Strident, the Cataclysm Knight. 
 
    No… the Apocalypse Knight. 
 
    He cast Storm Infusion, and lightning crackled in coruscating arcs up and down Stridentsong’s length. Then he cast Infernal Blessing, wreathing his blade in crimson and black hellfire. Finally, he cast Terminal Frost, encasing the sword in a corona of world-killing chill. 
 
    Max sent a mental command to his armor, the Midnight Deity Carapace. It responded immediately, calling into life one of the millions of enchantments bound into its workings. Max felt himself lift off the ground. He could now fly, at speeds enough to cross hundreds of thousands of miles within the span of a heartbeat. 
 
    By then, Nesura had already dropped Wondrous Flight and Titan Strike on him. The former would heighten his ability to fly by yet another thousand-fold, while the latter would ensure that the next swing of his sword would hit with ten thousand times the force it usually did. 
 
    Sava raked the Emperor Titan with tens of thousands of bladed shockwaves. The monster reeled back, ruined armor plates cascading from its massive frame. It howled and raised both its weapons above its head in readiness to deliver a powerful blow or cast a mighty spell. 
 
    It never got that chance. 
 
    Max was already right in front of its face by the time its arms were fully raised. He struck once, bringing Stridentsong down upon the monster’s single eye. The Emperor Titan fell into bloody halves that froze, then rattled apart from lightning-induced convulsions before combusting from within so that only swirls of greasy ash were left of the Level 800 monster. 
 
    He landed next to Sava and noticed a violet sphere had appeared in front of the archway. It was a Dungeon core. Sava thrust one of her blades into its midst. Cracks, like those across the surface of a broken mirror, appeared in the air. The world turned briefly two-dimensional before everything dissolved into flakes of violet light. 
 
    And then they were right where they’d been, in front of the archway. But now, no shadows swirled beneath it to conceal the arachnid creature of gargantuan proportions waiting within its depths. Eight compound eyes, all of them ablaze with violet light, turned their regard upon Max. 
 
    “Magnificent,” the Architect of Fate said. “You have grown so much in power since we last met, Maximo Strident. I—” 
 
    He leveled his left palm, and the Annihilation Storm spell dancing across its surface, at the archway. “Enough. Let’s get right to the point. I owe you a favor. You want to collect it. So, tell me, and do so in a way that won’t further test my patience.” 
 
    “…I must still expound on my endeavors so that you might know the full scope of your task,” the Architect of Fate said, rather sullenly. 
 
    “She’s got a point,” Nesura agreed as she dismissed her Crimson Incarnation spell and poked her head out of his belt pouch again. “It’s been eons since she fled from us. She must have gotten quite a bit done since then.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” Max said, clenching his jaw. He’d never been one for paranoia, but he’d never really shaken off the notion that the Unravelers’ rapid degeneration into bloodlust and tyranny had been truly inevitable. If there were anyone capable of engineering such an ignominious downfall, it would be the entity that called herself the Architect of Fate. 
 
    “She… she is different, now,” Sava said, raising the Cosmic Lens on her left wrist and angling it at the spider lurking beneath the archway. A screen appeared in front of her. 
 
      
 
    Legendary Monster: The Architect of Fate 
 
    Level 999+ 
 
    ERROR 
 
    NO FURTHER INFORMATION AVAILABLE 
 
      
 
    Max forced a grin upon his face and a chuckle from his lips. “Well, well, well. So that’s what you’ve been up to. You wanted the Crucible so much that you became part of it.” 
 
    “All the better to affect its inner workings,” the Architect of Fate hissed. “All the better to reclaim what is rightfully mine!” 
 
    “Don’t let her get started, Max,” Nesura grumbled. “The last thing we need now is to hear her rant and rave about how the Crucible belongs to her.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Max agreed. “Say what you need to say, Sylan, and nothing more.” 
 
    The Architect of Fate narrowed her compound eyes. “Sylan… A name I haven’t heard in eons. You addressed me with it back then, and still you cling to it as a mortal would to fleeting, fragile markers of identity and…” 
 
    Max unleashed his Annihilation Storm spell. Violet arcs of mile-high lightning tore into the black stone above the archway, reducing the Architect of Fate’s mountainous lair to trails of ash in the blink of an eye and leaving her crouching in the midst of the ruination, startled and bewildered. 
 
    “And nothing more,” he reminded her, not bothering to raise his voice. 
 
    “There is an individual, a human,” the Architect of Fate said hurriedly. “He is leaving the Crucible. I need you to defend him until he does.” 
 
    “Leaving the Crucible?” Max frowned. “If he’s capable of doing that, then he must be an Unraveler, so he can leave whenever he wants to and do so almost instantly. Why does he need any defending?” 
 
    “But he’s not an Unraveler, Maximo Strident,” the Architect of Fate said, an exultant note entering her voice. “He’s the end product of trillions upon trillions of karmic manipulations. He is the culmination of my grand enterprise to reclaim the Crucible for myself.” 
 
    “Challengers can’t leave the Crucible, and you say he’s not an Unraveler.” Max rubbed his jaw and furrowed his brow in thought. “So, he’s something else entirely, some new kind of abomination you’ve put a lot of work into engineering.” 
 
    “We should kill him, Max,” Nesura said, cackling. “It’d be worth it just to spite the stupid spider.” 
 
    “If you do so, another like him will emerge in due time,” the Architect of Fate said. “I have established the karmic framework and the Crucible’s inner workings thus. All you would have done is wasted my time and delayed the inevitable.” 
 
    “It’s not inevitable,” Max pointed out. “You need me to protect this specimen of yours, or whatever he’s trying to do on your behalf won’t succeed, right? So, if his replacement appears in say, another thousand years’ time, that replacement will also fail without me. Your success isn’t inevitable. Only your failure is. After all this time, you’re still an idiot, Sylan. Some things just don’t change, I suppose.” 
 
    The Architect of Fate trembled with rage, but she obviously knew well enough to keep her tone of voice neutral, if not contrite. “This is the favor I ask of you, Maximo Strident. Would you grant it—as you promised?” 
 
    “This creation of yours must have been a Challenger at some point,” Max reasoned. “But somehow, he’s managed to break his karmic link to the Crucible without becoming an Unraveler. That takes great power, power he couldn’t have attained by himself, which means that he’s not alone. His companions or followers must be like him as well, so unless he’s abandoned them, defending him means defending them, too. And if they all need defending…” 
 
    “Crucible Champions will be coming for them,” Sava said, giving voice to the conclusion Max had been working toward. She smiled beatifically and stroked the hilts of her swords. “I would so enjoy killing Crucible Champions.” 
 
    “So would I,” Max said, grinning. He glared at the Architect of Fate. “I want to know more, though. I want to know why you’re so keen on him escaping. If he leaves the Crucible, then he’s out of the picture. What good does that do for you? But maybe asking that question is a waste of time. I won’t believe any answer you’d give me.” 
 
    “You definitely shouldn’t,” the Architect of Fate said. “So, what do you say? Will you fulfill your promise or not?” 
 
    “I will,” Max replied. “You helped me save Sava. You also helped me save my world. I will do this favor for you, but after that, we’re even.” 
 
    “That means the next time we meet, we’re going to kill you,” Nesura explained, cackling. “And we’ll do it painfully.” 
 
    She’s a monster now, so killing her would simply incapacitate her until the Crucible brings her back to life again. It’ll still probably be worth doing though, if only as a matter of principle, Max thought. He nodded. “Alright. Tell me this person’s name and where I can find him.” 
 
    “His name is Bain Lee,” the Architect of Fate said. She lifted one of her eight legs and pointed it skyward. A swirl of violet light appeared before enlarging into a full-sized portal. “His vessel, Veritas, lies beyond.” 
 
    “Vessel?” Max arched his brow before breaking out into a short bout of laughter. “Ah, so that’s how it is. This is getting really interesting.” 
 
    “I think so, too,” Nesura said. The familiar’s ears were twitching rapidly atop her furry head—a sign that she was deep in thought. “This… Bain might just be what we need to pry the Cosmic Dominus from the Crucible once and for all... leaving it free to be claimed by any with the will and power to do so. Are you sure this is a good idea, Max? The last thing we want is for Sylan to take the Cosmic Dominus’s place. She’ll be worse.” 
 
    “She will,” Max agreed. “But…” 
 
    “You cannot turn me down now, not when you know the nature of the prize at stake,” the Architect of Fate said, her voice dripping with condescension and smugness. “Go forth, Maximo Strident. Let this be our final contest.” 
 
    Max didn’t bother answering her. Instead, he held his hand out to Sava. She took it, and together, they flew toward the portal and fell into an expanse of violet light.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bain took a deep breath he didn’t need and tried to calm his racing thoughts. If he still had a heart, it would be pounding wildly in his chest right now. He looked pointedly at the Unraveler’s outstretched hand until the man called Max took the hint and withdrew it. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Max said before shrugging. “I wouldn’t want to shake hands with a stranger who’s barged into my bedroom either.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Bain asked as he walked over to where his equipment had been piled. The Unraveler made no attempt to stop him. Bain possessed no spell, no enchanted item that could leave even the slightest scratch on that armor of midnight-blue steel. 
 
    “I want you to succeed,” Max said simply. He looked around at the interior of Bain’s sleeping chamber before nodding as if in approval. “What you’ve done here is very impressive. What you’re trying to do… even more so.” 
 
    He’s talking about Veritas and the Exoders, Bain realized as he shrugged on a shirt and pulled on a pair of trousers. Pathforger, his enchanted suit of scaled armor, went on next, followed by his Circlet of Ocularism, which he placed upon his brow. He then buckled on his gunbelt. It carried no enchantments at all. Ikaru had salvaged it from somewhere in the human ruinscape where they’d first met. 
 
    The same could not be said of the pistol resting in its holster. Brotherhood took the form of a revolver, but it could fire an infinite number of bullets, each of them capable of ripping apart any Challenger or monster below Level 20 upon impact. He rested his right hand briefly upon its grip. 
 
    The Unraveler remained unfazed. He crossed his arms across his armored chest, seemingly content to wait while Bain dressed himself. 
 
    “That’s an interesting weapon,” Max said, glancing at Brotherhood. “You can use it freely within the karmic field emanating from this vessel, but it’ll probably explode in your hand if you wield in anywhere in the Crucible.” 
 
    “Did Sera send you?” Bain asked. Chimera, his enchanted staff, was leaning against the wall nearby. He took it in his grasp and felt the Agni Orb, Surya Spike, and Indra Shard fused within Chimera’s enchantment attune their power to his will, heightening his Resolve parameter and amplifying the potency of his fire-aligned, ice-aligned, and lightning-aligned spells. 
 
    “I have no idea who Sera is,” Max replied, without a trace of guile in his voice. “But someone else did send me. The Architect of Fate.” 
 
    Bain stiffened. He turned to look the Unraveler squarely in the eye. “So, it’s true, then. This… All of this is her design, and you’re part of it, too. We are all simply carrying out her plan.” 
 
    “For now, yes.” Max grimaced in obvious displeasure. “But we can turn the tables on her.” 
 
    “I don’t care about that,” Bain said. “You obviously know what I… what we are trying to do here. If it falls within her designs, why should I do anything to undermine them and jeopardize the Exodus?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t,” Max said. “You should focus on getting all your people out of the Crucible, and for my part, I’ll do everything in my power to make sure you succeed.” 
 
    “Why, though?” Bain asked, shaking his head slowly. “What do you get out of this?” 
 
    Max opened his mouth to speak, but before any words fell from his lips, he tilted his head slightly as if listening to a distant voice. Bain swept Flowsight over him and spotted the thin thread of cosmic energy trailing from his skull. The Unraveler was communicating through a mental link he shared with someone… or something, and judging by the irritation that flickered through his eyes, he didn’t like what he was hearing. 
 
    “I was going to explain, but I think that will have to wait, at least until I fend off your pursuers,” he said after a moment. “It seems that the Crucible has given every Challenger across every Spatial Integration the opportunity to undertake some kind of Task, one oriented toward pursuit and extermination. Those who accept will be transported upon your vessel, and the Crucible will then bestow upon them rewards depending on how much carnage they inflict upon you and your Exoders.” 
 
    “Anyone dumb enough to come after us won’t live to enjoy those rewards,” Bain said, tightening his grasp on Chimera. 
 
    “They won’t,” Max agreed. “But some of them are en-route right now and will manifest within your vessel shortly. So, if you’ll just excuse me…” 
 
    “No,” Bain said. “I don’t trust you. I have no reason to, especially when I don’t even know what you want. I know you’re powerful enough to easily wipe all of us out, and I can’t stop you from doing that or anything you want, really, but I’m not going to accept any help from you either. I’ll take care of these pursuers myself.” 
 
    “I see.” Max grinned. “I respect that. Fine. I’ll hang back and enjoy the show, then. It’ll also be a good chance for me to take your measure and see just what you’re capable of.” 
 
    Bain strode to the door of his sleeping chamber. It slid open as he approached. He jogged through it and toward the Pathway Structure sitting at the end of the metal hallway. He didn’t ask Max to follow him. The Unraveler was obviously powerful enough to pierce Veritas’s defenses without setting off any of the myriad alarms Torgar and Trasynthus had placed all over the World Ship’s interior. If he wanted to see Bain in action, he’d be able to find his own way around. 
 
    The Pathway Structure pulsed with cosmic energy as Bain stepped upon it. A moment later, he found himself on the bridge of Veritas. Something small and furry ran to his side and butted a moist nose into his palm. 
 
    Bain! Bain! Pasha said directly into his mind. The psycanine’s hackles were up, and Bain could feel his anxiety through the mental link they shared. I think something bad is going to happen! 
 
    Bain went down on one knee and stroked Pasha between the ears. The anxiety flooding their mental link lessened somewhat, and for the briefest of moments, he was able to see what the psycanine was looking at: a tall, lean man whose gaunt features were lined with pain and laden with suffering; short dark hair sprouted from his scalp in disheveled clumps, and he had three eye sockets, though the third—the one upon his forehead—had two eyes jammed into its confines; one of the eyes there was crimson-black in hue, while the other was brazen in gold; the ones beneath his brow were golden, too, albeit more faintly. 
 
    I need a haircut, he thought, giving Pasha a gentle tap on the nose. “Everything will be alright, buddy. Don’t worry.” 
 
    Torgar and Yelena were on the bridge, too. The Duraga Rune Smith was scratching his thick beard and frowning in puzzlement. His heavy plate armor creaked on his broad, stout frame as he strode over to Bain. 
 
    “The little one was alright just a few moments ago, lad,” Torgar said, his voice a guttural rumble. “But then he suddenly started jumping around like something spooked him.” 
 
    “He wanted to go find you, Bain,” Yelena explained, the words falling from her lips in a melodic, singsong cadence. She was wearing a simple robe of thick blue cloth instead of her intricate form-fitting armor. “But I wanted to let you rest a little bit longer.” 
 
    “No time for that now,” Bain said. “We’re under attack or will be soon. Sound the alert.” 
 
    Torgar didn’t hesitate. The Rune Smith stomped over to the captain’s throne and slapped his palm upon one of the many panels there. The light falling from the ceilings of Veritas’s chambers and hallwaysturned from a serene white-blue glow into an angry amber hue. An urgent tone chimed from speakers strewn across the World Ship’s interior. 
 
    Through Huntsight, Bain saw the Exoders heading toward their predetermined stations as rapidly as they could. The non-combatants and Creators would seek refuge within fortified chambers. The others would form balanced cohorts and hold the defensible positions Trasynthus had established throughout the World Ship. 
 
    He turned to Yelena. The Paladin’s tall, athletic form was enveloped in colorless light. When the radiance faded, she was clad in her plate armor. Flames danced across the blade in her right fist. A faint blue glow pulsed from her gemmed headband as she met his gaze. “I stand ready, Bain. We all do. Where are our foes?” 
 
    “Yeah, lad, where are they?” Torgar asked, looking over his shoulder from the control panels ringing the captain’s throne. “I’m not picking anything up on our sensors.” 
 
    “They will arrive soon,” Bain said, feeding as much cosmic energy as he could into his Huntsight and Flowsight spells and gazing outward into the swirling vortex of violet light beyond the bridge’s viewing gallery. 
 
    He found what he was looking for almost immediately: columns of cosmic energy lancing from the heart of the Crucible itself to fall upon various sections of the World Ship’s hull. Bain walked over to Torgar’s side and placed his palm on one of the many panels interspersed across the armrests of the captain’s throne. 
 
    A CUI screen appeared in the air before him. Bain focused his will upon it, forging the nondescript rectangular surface into a three-dimensional miniaturization of Veritas. Parts of the floating image flashed with red light. He pointed to them. “That’s where our attackers will appear.” 
 
    Torgar nodded and tapped several buttons on the control panel he’d been fiddling with. Another CUI screen appeared, this one bearing Trasynthus’s image. His features were heavy with fatigue and worry, but his eyes were still bright with resolve. The Swordmaster had assumed the role of the Defiant Coalition’s military commander during the Dominion Task, and there had been no objections to him retaining his post in the Exodus. 
 
    “Our forces are nearly into position… Bain,” he reported. “But there is no sign of any hostiles.” 
 
    “That’s because they haven’t arrived yet,” Bain said. Trasynthus’s brow furrowed slightly in obvious puzzlement, but the Swordmaster knew better than to question him in the heat of imminent battle. 
 
    “The lad thinks our enemies will arrive in the upper-north sectors fourteen through nineteen and the middle sectors seven, nine, and thirteen,” Torgar went on, tapping another series of buttons. “I’ve sent a visualization he created to your CUI.” 
 
    “Understood,” Trasynthus said. “I’ll deploy the cohorts accordingly.” 
 
    “Stay away from upper sector seventeen,” Bain said. “That’s where the most powerful of them will be. I’ll take care of them.” 
 
    He tapped a button next to the panel he’d placed his hand on, and a thin thread of cosmic energy emerged from the captain’s throne before unfolding into a column of scintillating patterns that would carry his voice throughout the World Ship.   
 
    “Everyone, listen up,” he said. “We already know the Crucible won’t let us go that easily, and right now, it has given Challengers across all its Spatial Integrations a chance to attack us. These Challengers will appear on Veritas soon. Trasynthus will tell you all where you need to go, but before he does that, I want everyone to remember something: the Challengers that come after us chose to do so out of their own free will. Show them no mercy.” 
 
    The columns of cosmic energy between Veritas and the Crucible thickened then, coalescing into full-blown spatial distortions that the World Ship’s sensors couldn’t fail to pick up. Alarms began to chime all over Torgar’s control panels. 
 
    “Here they come!” Torgar snarled, unhitching his enchanted hammer from his belt. The Rune Smith’s shield materialized over his left forearm, and he banged his weapon against its surface. “Kill them all, Trasynthus.” 
 
    “I will,” the Swordmaster promised, his features hardening. “Fortune in battle, all of you.” 
 
    The Pathway Structure in the bridge pulsed then, and Ikaru appeared. The Crystalline Lancer was wearing his enchanted chainmail suit, and he had his spear out and ready. He jogged over to Bain’s side. 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be leading Srralntharizz’s Cohort?” Torgar asked, arching his brow. 
 
    “Filaxes’s Cohort is in the same sector. She’ll keep him in line,” Ikaru said, with a dismissive wave. “I overheard your conversation with my father, Bain. You’re going to confront the strongest of our enemies. There’s no way you’re leaving me out of that fight.” 
 
    “I guess I’m not,” Bain said, chuckling at the eager grin on the Crystalline Lancer’s face. 
 
    “You can’t just abandon your post, Brother,” Yelena said. She sighed and shook her head. “You are more powerful than Srralntharizz and Filaxes by far. What if they need your help?” 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be leading a Cohort elsewhere, too?” Ikaru countered. “If I recall correctly, you’re partnered with Esther, aren’t you? But I don’t see you hurrying over to her sector. You’re going with Bain, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, I am. And you know very well just how formidable Esther is,” Yelena said, frowning. “Her level is higher than Srralntharizz and Filaxes’. She is far more powerful than either of them.” 
 
    “You’re still not where you’re supposed to be, Sister,” Ikaru insisted, his grin widening. “But I’m not going to fault you for that if you extend me the same favor.” 
 
    “You…” Yelena rolled her eyes in defeat. “Fine. I will say no more. Let’s both go with Bain.” 
 
    “That’s typical Esarthu flightiness for you, lad,” Torgar said, ignoring the dangerous glares the siblings shot his way. He gave Bain a hearty thump on the back. “Good thing you can count on me to be where I’m supposed to be, eh?” 
 
    That’s right. When we’re attacked, Torgar is supposed to stay on the bridge while his Cohort gathers around him, Bain thought as he recalled Trasynthus’s deployment plan. He shrugged. “So, you’re going to be staying here then and not coming with me to take on the most powerful of our attackers?” 
 
    “Of course, I…” Torgar grimaced and scratched his beard furiously with the head of his hammer. “Bah! No, I’m coming with you. Akasha can take charge in the meantime.” 
 
    “What was that you said about flightiness, Torgar?” Yelena asked, in a display of pettiness that Bain thought was very rare, at least coming from her. “I believe you made some kind of generalization—a very small-minded and rather hurtful one—about the Esarthu species.” 
 
    “That is… I mean… uh…” Torgar slumped his shoulders and sighed. “Aye, you’re right, lass. I shouldn’t have said that about you and your effete, degenerate brother. I shouldn’t say things about species as a whole… but I can’t help it. I’m Duraga, after all.” 
 
    I guess he really can’t. Bain couldn’t help but chuckle again. The figurative weight of what he’d seen and done over the last few days sloughed off his shoulders, and he felt himself standing a little taller. He ruffled the hair on Pasha’s head again. The psycanine pushed his nose into Bain’s palm one more time before stepping away and growing to the size of a small elephant. 
 
    I don’t like fighting, but I like seeing my friends get hurt even less, Pasha said, his fangs extending to curved, foot-long blades. Let’s go stop that from happening, Bain. 
 
    “Yes,” Bain agreed, “let’s get going.” 
 
    He strode toward the Pathway Structure just as the doubled metal doors to the bridge slid open, and Akasha rushed in, accompanied by an Esarthu Guardian and a Duraga Warrior. 
 
    “Lord Dunn! We are here!” Akasha cried, thumping his fist to his chest in some kind of awkward salute. He bowed to Bain and the Esarthu siblings, too. “Hail, Lord and Lady Osur and Bain Lee!” 
 
    “Hello, Akasha,” Bain said, grimacing uneasily at how the Wanderer had made his name sound like some kind of epithet. “You three will have to hold the bridge by yourselves. Torgar is coming with me. We’ll be neutralizing the biggest threats to Veritas.” 
 
    “We won’t let you down,” the Duraga Warrior, whose name Bain recalled was Arathus Grusk, promised. He thumped the flat of his axe against his shield. “We will hold this position with our lives.” 
 
    “And if that isn’t enough, we will call for reinforcements,” the Esarthu Guardian, a slender woman with tired eyes named Misha Trivar, said. “Hopefully, before we actually lay down our lives.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Bain said. He clasped Akasha on the shoulder. “See you all in a bit.” 
 
    “Alright.” The Wanderer nodded at Torgar, who was shamefacedly shuffling his way past the Cohort he was supposed to lead. “It’s a shame that Lord Dunn won’t be fighting alongside us, but we’ll manage things here, one way or the other.” 
 
    “I don’t believe this will take us directly to upper sector seventeen,” Ikaru said as they approached the Pathway Structure. “The closest we can get to it will be upper sector fifteen. It will take us a few minutes to run to where we need to go. Will we be in time to intercept our attackers?” 
 
    “We will,” Bain promised as he extended threads of cosmic energy from the ocular apertures of his eyes and pushed them into the patterns beneath the Pathway Structure’s surface. He made a minor adjustment to one of the spirals in their midst and then carried out a swift but fairly drastic alteration to a series of ridges beneath the spirals. The Pathway Structure pulsed with a faint blue light as it accepted Bain’s modifications and carried him, Torgar, and the Esarthu siblings instantly to upper sector seventeen of the World Ship. 
 
    Bain blinked as he felt his feet touch down on the metallic surface of an empty chamber spanning three hundred feet across and standing a hundred feet tall. Pasha materialized next, followed by Yelena, Ikaru, and finally, Torgar. 
 
    The Paladin strode ahead of Bain and took up a defensive position in front of him, while Ikaru fanned out to cover his sister’s left flank. Torgar rolled his shoulders and gave his hammer a few experimental swings before turning to Bain. 
 
    “Did you just spontaneously alter that Pathway Structure, lad?” he asked. “I didn’t know you could do that.” 
 
    “Wait till you see my next trick,” Bain said as a column of violet light appeared at the far end of the chamber and a group of Challengers emerged. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am Ostarion,” the foremost Challenger said as the others formed up around him. His powerfully built form was humanoid in aspect and proportion, but his face was that of a feline, complete with a whiskered and fang-filled snout. Heavy plate armor sheathed his torso and limbs, and he carried an oversized warhammer in his gauntleted fists. Lightning sizzled in minute trails over the head of his weapon as he leveled it at Bain’s face. He snarled. “And I will claim your head, Exoder.” 
 
    Exoder? That’s interesting. The Crucible knows what we call ourselves, Bain thought. He tightened his grip on Chimera as he swept Huntsight and Flowsight over Ostarion and his entourage. A network of cosmic energy connected all of them, with the feline Challenger as its epicenter. The patterns within that network told Bain that Ostarion was an established Faction Leader accompanied by his entire Inner Circle. 
 
    Bain took note of the faint threads of cosmic energy trailing from the back of each of the Challengers. It was their connection to the Crucible. He peered more closely into the depths of the threads and beheld the story unveiled by the patterns of which they were comprised. The Challengers were sent here on something the Crucible called a Raid. It was similar in nature to the Dominion Task and the Rival Dominion Task Bain had completed, though smaller in scope. 
 
    A Task only yielded its rewards upon its total completion. A Raid, in contrast, rewarded its undertakers in proportion to the amount of slaughter and carnage they perpetrated upon its targets—in this instance being the Exoders and Veritas. The more Exoders the Challengers killed and the more damage they heaped upon the World Ship, the greater the bounty the Crucible would bestow upon them. 
 
    However, every Challenger that undertook a Raid had to accomplish a bare minimum of its demands before he or she could claim a reward and return to the Crucible. That minimum varied from Challenger to Challenger, depending on their individual levels and overall power. As a Level 37 Warlord, Ostarion had to kill Bain and at least three members of his former Inner Circle. The other Challengers present shared a Faction Bond with him and could partake in their leader’s accomplishments. 
 
    “You’ve made a big mistake,” Bain told Ostarion. “You shouldn’t have come here. Nothing the Crucible can give you is worth you losing your lives.” 
 
    “You’re very sure of yourself, Exoder,” the Faction Leader retorted. He swept his warhammer in front of him in a slow trail that encompassed his Inner Circle. “We are all Level 37 here, and there are ten of us. You are Level 40, and you have but three companions who are Level 35 with you. Your other allies are too beleaguered to come to your aid.” 
 
    “He’s got a point,” Ikaru said nervously. “Maybe we should have brought our Cohorts with us. And how are they Level 37 anyway? They couldn’t have completed their Dominion Task too long ago, and you and Tommy Chan were far ahead of any other prospective Faction Leader.” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but they could be from earlier Spatial Integrations, Brother, where the Dominion Task has already run its course,” Yelena reasoned as she raised her burning sword and enchanted shield and fell into a fighting stance. “This Faction Leader has been in the Crucible Challenge longer than we have and has had much more time to accrue power and ascend in levels.” 
 
    “However they came to be, we’re still heavily outnumbered,” Torgar muttered. The Duraga banged his hammer against his shield defiantly. “But if this is how it ends, then at least it ended like how it began, with the four of us fighting for our lives against overwhelming odds.” 
 
    That’s right. We barely survived a horde of Alogaks. They would have been killed if I hadn’t gotten to the Challenger controlling them, and I wouldn’t have made it without them keeping those overgrown bugs busy, Bain thought as he recalled how he’d come to join forces with Torgar and the Esarthu siblings. He grinned and shook his head. “It’s not the end for us, Torgar. And the odds are overwhelming… but for them.” 
 
    He lowered his gaze to the floor. Huntsight and Flowsight reached through nearly a mile of layered wrought metal and revealed Veritas’s Karmic Core to him. The Crucible Adjudicator had invested enough cosmic energy to atomize thousands of worlds into the Rival Dominion Task. Tommy had liquefied a good portion of it, along with maybe a million or so Challengers with his modified Harvester Structure. 
 
    And Bain had taken it all and bound it into Veritas’s heart, its Karmic Core, which now blazed like a miniature sun whose radiance encapsulated the World Ship’s immense bulk, turning it, in essence, into a miniature Crucible. 
 
    And for all intents and purposes, Bain was its Adjudicator. 
 
    He extended threads of cosmic energy from his ocular apertures to the World Ship’s Karmic Core, and it responded readily. He raised his gaze to Ostarion and his Inner Circle. Colorless light poured from all four of his eyes to envelop the Challengers. 
 
    A notification appeared in Bain’s CUI. 
 
      
 
    Karmic Synchronization of Ostarion Iravar, Level 37 Warlord, initialized… 
 
    Karmic Synchronization complete! 
 
      
 
    Generating Dungeon… 
 
    Dungeon generated! 
 
      
 
    “What… what is going on, Bain?” Ikaru asked, his eyes widening in alarm. “Is this what you were talking about earlier on?” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Bain said, clenching his jaw. “This is how I’m going to kill them all.” 
 
    Ostarion and the Challengers weren’t fools. They obviously realized that something was wrong. The Warlord raised his hammer, unleashed a thunderous battle-cry, and charged, with his Inner Circle following close on his heels. Yelena braced herself to meet their advance, but before Ostarion had taken three steps, a sphere of violet enveloped them, and they all disappeared. 
 
    “Fire and Steel!” Torgar muttered. “Hearing you talk about it is one thing. Seeing it in action is really something else. I—” 
 
    The violet sphere that had just swallowed the Challengers reached out to Torgar as well and snatched him away before he could finish his sentence. The same thing happened to Ikaru. Yelena gave Bain a firm nod. 
 
    “I’ll be there in a bit,” he told her.” 
 
    “I know,” she said before she vanished as well. 
 
    The light reached out to Bain next, but he held it at bay momentarily. With Huntsight and Flowsight, he looked upon every group of Challengers that had decided to conduct a Raid on Veritas and bathed them in the light of his gaze as well. His CUI flickered rapidly. 
 
      
 
    Karmic Synchronization of Uruga Isla, Level 17 Warrior, initialized… 
 
    Karmic Synchronization of Bezar the Nighthawk, Level 22 Devourer, initialized… 
 
    Karmic Synchronization of Iskander Kyosu, Level 31 Archmage, initialized… 
 
    Karmic Synchronization of Feravar Absen, Level 27 Pyromancer, initialized… 
 
    … 
 
      
 
    All Karmic Synchronizations complete! 
 
      
 
    Generating Dungeons… 
 
    All Dungeons generated! 
 
      
 
    All the Challengers within Veritas vanished, drawn into Dungeons attuned to the most powerful amongst them. The Exoders confronting them did so, too. 
 
    Good. Bain nodded to Pasha, who’d remained by his side. The psycanine was once Bain’s Crucible Companion. Now, he was Bain’s Exodus Companion. Their fates were inextricably intertwined, at least until the Exodus came to an end. 
 
    Pasha whined softly, and Bain felt a brief flicker of sadness in their mental link. He reached out and rubbed the psycanine between the ears. 
 
    “It’ll be alright, buddy,” he promised Pasha. “Everything will be alright.” 
 
    No, it won’t. Pasha whined once more before his mind fell silent and hardened into battle readiness. 
 
    Bain gave Pasha a final stroke between the ears before surrendering himself to the pull of the Dungeon. Violet light washed briefly over his vision, and when it cleared, he found himself seated upon a throne of feline skulls. Pasha, Yelena, Ikaru, and Torgar were by his side, all of them standing on the same dais of polished black stone that held the skull throne. A massive chamber stretched beyond the dais. It had stone walls decorated with rows of feline corpses hanging by their necks from gore-drenched metal hooks. 
 
    Given the way Dungeons work, this place must represent some kind of hell or purgatory from Ostarion’s culture, Bain thought. He focused his attention on the CUI notification in the corner of his vision. 
 
      
 
    Assuming Wardenship… 
 
    Bain Lee, Level 40 Ocularist is now the Warden of the Slaughter of the Claw (Level 37 Dungeon)! 
 
      
 
    Sub-Wardens: 
 
    Yelena Osur, Level 35 Paladin of the Burnished Flame 
 
    Ikaru Osur, Level 35 Crystalline Lancer 
 
    Torgar Dunn, Level 35 Rune Smith 
 
      
 
    Monsters available for deployment: 
 
    Hell Knights: Melee combatants, heavy armor, high Might, Resilience, and Swiftness Parameters 
 
    Blood Wraiths: Spell casters, low armor, ethereal, high Resolve Parameter 
 
    Fell Drake: Special Condition, colossal entity, high Parameters, fire-aligned and earth-aligned breath attacks, flying, invisibility 
 
      
 
    Traps available for placement: 
 
    Hellfire Rake: Deals fire-aligned and carrion-aligned damage in a 37-feet radius explosion 
 
    Song of Corruption: Emits a wave of sound in a 37-feet radius; any Challengers whose Resolve Parameter fails to resist will immediately begin attacking the closest entity for 37 seconds 
 
      
 
    Please choose between two options 
 
    1) Deploy monsters and traps manually 
 
    2) Adhere to Dungeon’s default settings 
 
      
 
    “Well, what should we go for?” Bain asked the others as he projected the CUI screen into the empty space before him. “We can manage the Dungeon or leave it to do its own thing. If we choose the latter, it will have more monsters and traps to throw at the Challengers.” 
 
    “I… I’d rather let the Dungeon work by itself,” Ikaru said, wincing slightly. “I don’t think I have the stomach to personally send monsters against Challengers.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” Yelena agreed. “But we must do what needs to be done.” 
 
    “Well said, lass.” Torgar grunted approvingly. He nodded at Bain. “I’ll go along with whatever you decide, lad.” 
 
    “Alright. I think we can leave the Dungeon to its own devices for now,” Bain decided. “If we need to, we can still step in.” 
 
    He extended his will to the CUI screen and chose the second option. A slight tremor rolled across the entirety of the Dungeon. Cosmic energy swirled and roiled beneath its surface. 
 
    And then it began trying to kill every Challenger within its depths. 
 
    “I wonder what the other Cohort leaders will choose to do as Wardens of their Dungeons,” Ikaru said in a quiet voice, almost under his breath. The Crystalline Lancer gripped his spear tightly and sighed. 
 
    He’s still processing being on this end of a Dungeon’s monsters and traps, and he won’t be the only one, Bain thought, directing Huntsight’s molecular vision at Ikaru and taking note of the slight nervous micro-tics in his mannerisms and the cast of his features. Up until I actually pulled this off, they still believed they had to fight the Challengers all by themselves. 
 
    “Focus on the battle at hand, Brother,” Yelena said, clasping Ikaru gently on the shoulder. She turned to Bain. “Is there a way we can observe our enemies’ progress?” 
 
    Bain tapped the butt of his enchanted staff upon the dais. The floor of the chamber rippled. Its surface of false stone parted, and a massive orb of black glass emerged. He waved his hand, and the darkness within the orb peeled away to reveal a platform ringed with lethal traps and balanced precariously upon pillars reaching out from a lake of fire. 
 
    Ostarion and his Inner Circle were on that platform, fighting for their lives against a horde of shrieking armored creatures that could only be Hell Knights. Above them, shadowy entities wreathed in rust-red robes hurled crimson, life-sapping bolts of energy down from their fleshless claws. They were Blood Wraiths, and as Bain watched, three of them managed to isolate one of the Challengers, a Pyromancer, and reduce her to a withered and desiccated husk with their spells. 
 
    The Challengers’ Healer moved to aid the Pyromancer, only for a Hell Knight to bury its clawed gauntlet into the base of his skull. The monster howled with glee as it tore the Healer’s head free from his shoulders. Ostarion crushed the Hell Knight with a single overhand blow before doing the same to the three remaining armored monsters. The Archer and the Cyromancer in his Inner Circle destroyed the rest of the Blood Wraiths. Ostarion barked a command then, and the surviving Challengers fell back into formation around him. 
 
    “They work well together,” Torgar said grudgingly. “But I don’t know if that’s going to be enough to get them through the Dungeon.” 
 
    “Even if it is, they won’t make it past us,” Bain said as he observed Ostarion and the Challengers making their way off the platform into a winding, trap-ridden corridor. The Scoundrel and the Assassin amongst them went to work, using their spells and an arsenal of enchanted wands, rods, and rings to disarm every trap in their way. In the meantime, Ostarion and the rest of his Inner Circle kept watch, so they were able to see detect the cluster of Hell Knights that emerged from an opening in the corridor’s ceiling. Once again, the Warlord unleashed a battle-cry and tore into the monsters while his Inner Circle covered his flanks. 
 
    “I guess we can only wait until they arrive—if they ever do,” Ikaru said, shaking his head. The Crystalline Lancer shrugged and sat down on the edge of the dais, with his feet resting on the third step of the stairway connecting the platform to the rest of the chamber’s floor. “I’m sorry, Bain. What you’ve done is amazing and all, but for some reason, it just feels wrong. But don’t worry. I’ll get over this sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “You’d better,” Torgar huffed. “We will be heavily outnumbered during every attack the Crucible launches on Veritas. This is the only way we can even the odds.” 
 
    “The closer we get to our destination, the more Raids the Crucible will throw at us,” Bain said, grimacing. “Unless I can do something about that.” 
 
    “Crucible Champions… who are able to travel the cosmos freely,” Yelena said, giving voice to what everyone there had to be thinking about. The Paladin furrowed her brow. “We might even find ourselves in battle against Isilith himself.” 
 
    That is more than likely, given how many Esarthu Exoders there are and the karmic ties they all share with their mythical hero, Bain thought. “Crucible Champions, going by the Aurum Lich’s memories, are all at least Level 70 and above. But, hopefully, by the time the Crucible actually starts sending them after us, we will be powerful enough to defend ourselves.” 
 
    “And we’ll be getting there by killing all these Challengers,” Ikaru said, in a grim voice. “I know, I know… the Crucible didn’t force them to attack us. It’s just that… now that we’re no longer Challengers ourselves, I just don’t quite seem to have the same stomach for slaughter I used to have.” 
 
    “I understand, Ikaru,” Bain said. One of the many things he’d suspected since beginning the Exodus was how the Crucible subtly altered the sensibilities of its Challengers, making the latter all far more prone to violence and bloodshed than they would normally have been as members of their original species. No such compulsion existed within the confines of Veritas for the Exoders. 
 
    Ikaru used to be some the Esarthu equivalent of a grocery trucking dispatcher. Of course, he isn’t a natural-born killer. Bain got off the skull throne, walked over to the Crystalline Lancer, and sat down beside him. He gave Ikaru a gentle pat on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, man. You and your family will see an end to all this fighting and killing someday. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Torgar said. He sat down, too, his armor crashing and squealing against itself as he did so. “Whichever remote corner of the cosmos you take us to, there will always be conflict. Sure, things might stay quiet and calm for a while, but sooner or later, someone’s going to want something that doesn’t belong to him, and he’ll take it with a blade or a gun. Or others might come around and want something from us that we’re not willing to give. What I’m saying is that, Crucible or not, there isn’t going to be any end to fighting or killing, and it’s foolish to think otherwise.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but if we are free, then we can choose peace as readily as we choose war,” Yelena said, taking a seat next to her brother. The Paladin rested her sword across her armored knees, and the flames wreathing its blade receded into a few flickers of warmth. She squeezed Ikaru’s forearm briefly with her fingers. “That’s something worth looking forward to.” 
 
    “It is,” Ikaru agreed, and a faint smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. His expression hardened though as his gaze drifted back to the glass orb. “We’ve just got to get through all of this, first.” 
 
    Ostarion had lost more than half of his Inner Circle to a Fell Drake by then. The Warlord was standing amidst flakes of black light and muttering to himself as he beheld the semi-dissolved remains of the Archer, the Scoundrel, and the Assassin revealed by the dissipating corpse of the Special Condition monster that had swallowed them. 
 
    “Exoder Bain Lee!” Ostarion roared as he shook his hammer above his head. “I will kill you slowly and painfully for this!” 
 
    “How far have they made it through the Dungeon?” Torgar asked. He angled his CUI at the glass orb and conjured a screen. A miniaturized three-dimensional sculpture of the Dungeon unfolded across its surface. Six dots of green light indicated the Challengers’ location. They’d only progressed a third of the way to the chamber where Bain and the others were. 
 
    “They’re not going to make it,” Ikaru said. “If we were in their place, I don’t know if we would have done any better.” 
 
    “We would have,” Bain said, grinning. “We’ve got you, after all, plus Yelena and Torgar. The three of you alone are worth a hundred of these clowns.” 
 
    “Don’t forget to count yourself, lad,” Torgar said, a somewhat embarrassed chuckle escaping his lips. The Rune Smith boasted a lot, but he was strangely shy when others praised him. “You were the one who got us through everything, and now we’re all counting on you to get us where we want to go.” 
 
    “He’s right, Bain,” Yelena agreed as she flashed him one of her dazzling smiles. A moment ago, Pasha had sauntered over to her and placed his head in her lap. She ruffled the fur between his ears and covered the psycanine’s eyes as another two of Ostarion’s Inner Circle perished beneath the claws of Hell Knights. The Paladin met Bain’s gaze. “The conclusion is foregone here. We should put an end to their suffering.” 
 
    “Yes. Let’s do that,” Bain said, getting to his feet and hefting his staff. The others did the same and readied their weapons. He turned to them. “Ready?” 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    Bain reached out to the glass orb and made several adjustments to the energy patterns swirling within its depths. The Dungeon roiled and writhed. A column of violet light enveloped Ostarion and the surviving Challengers before manifesting in the chamber with the skull throne. It then disappeared, revealing the Warlord and his Inner Circle sprawled across the stone floor, dazed and confused. 
 
    Ostarion recovered and scrambled to his feet almost instantly, and he didn’t take much longer than that to figure out what was going on. An angry sneer unfolded across his feline features as he glared up at Bain. “You will regret taking pity on us, Exoder!” 
 
    “It’s not pity,” Bain said as the rest of the Challengers stood and took their place alongside their leader. “As the Wardens of this Dungeon, we gain cosmic essence when its monsters and traps kill Challengers, but we stand to gain even more when we do the killing ourselves.” 
 
    As he spoke, he scanned the rest of Ostarion’s Inner Circle. There was a Cyromancer, a bald, gray-skinned man of the Thura species who wore a blue robe and clutched an ivory scepter in his hands, and a heavily armored bipedal toad, a Warrior of the Anura species, stood behind Ostarion’s left shoulder, grasping a quartet of matched blades in each of the four tentacular limbs sprouting from her torso. The telltale translucent aura of her Prowess spell sheathed her towering frame. 
 
    A Glass Smith was there as well, a slender Esarthu woman wielding a glaive of woven crystal and clad in armor of spun glass. The last belonged to the same species as Ostarion. He was a Furyia Nightshade, and he drew a pair of curved blades before vanishing beneath the effects of his Cloak spell. 
 
    “Kill them!” Ostarion commanded. Cosmic energy radiated from him in waves as he refreshed his Battle Spirit spell, which heightened the Parameters and empowered the spells of his Inner Circle. 
 
    The Cryomancer was the first to respond, raising his scepter and hurling a flurry of icicles at Bain, who cast Nullifying Gaze from the golden eye on his left palm and dropped a deadening field of energy on the icy spikes, halting their flight to a crawl. 
 
    Crystal spears appeared by the dozen in the air above Ikaru’s shoulders before zipping out to crash through the Cyromancer’s icicles and descend upon the Challengers. The Glass Smith slammed her glaive down upon the floor in front of Ostarion and conjured a wall of shimmering glass. Ikaru’s spears crashed against the prismatic barrier and shattered, though not without reducing the Glass Smith’s wall to dust as well. 
 
    Ostarion and the Warrior leaped through the cascading shards of glass in a massive arc that took them all the way to the top of the dais and within striking range of Bain. They brought their weapons down toward his head. 
 
    Bain double-cast Concussive Glare from each of the eyes beneath his brow. Invisible hammers of force converged upon the Warrior’s armored form and crushed her into a sphere made up of warped metal, ruptured flesh, and splintered bone. 
 
    The same thing didn’t happen to Ostarion. Cosmic energy emanated from the Warlord’s armor as its enchantments flared into life. A translucent globe of blue light materialized over Ostarion’s body. Bain’s Concussive Glare slammed against the Warlord’s energy barrier, shattered it into flakes of swirling radiance, and crashed against his helm, pauldrons, and shin-guards. The Warlord’s armor buckled and bent beneath the impact. Ostarion fell to one knee before surging to his feet. Blood poured from his mouth as he swung his hammer at Bain’s face. 
 
    Yelena grabbed Bain and pulled him back so that the Warlord’s weapon arced through empty air. She riposted with her burning blade. Ostarion reeled back, a smoking furrow cut into his cheek as Yelena redressed her sword. 
 
    The Warlord grunted with effort as he swept his hammer down again in a looping, overhead strike. Yelena caught it on her shield, and, with a flick of her wrist, she diverted the momentum of its descent so that Ostarion’s weapon descended past her and hammered into the dais, cracking its shiny obsidian-hued surface. 
 
    Yelena riposted again, this time with a lunging thrust. Ostarion managed to deflect the Paladin’s burning blade with his thick bracer and brought his hammer back to readiness. He jabbed its spiked tip out in a tight, measured blow that forced the smaller and slighter Yelena backward. 
 
    The Glass Smith had made it to the top of the dais by then. She thrust out her glaive and sent a flurry of shimmering spikes arcing toward Bain. He dropped Nullifying Gaze on them before drawing Brotherhood from his holster and putting an enchanted bullet into her breastplate and blasting it apart. The Glass Smith reeled back, her torso a shredded and gory mess. Bain shot her again, this time in the throat. The bullet ripped through her neck, leaving her head dangling from her shoulders by a thin strip of mangled flesh. 
 
    He glanced briefly at Torgar and Ikaru, who were slowly but surely overwhelming the Cyromancer. Ikaru was meeting the frost-wielding Challenger spell for spell, while Torgar advanced one measured step at a time, his hammer raised in readiness to crush his foe’s skull. Bain didn’t doubt that he’d succeed. 
 
    The Nightshade appeared behind him then and drove a pair of curved blades toward his neck. The Challenger’s blows never struck home as Pasha shoulder-barged him aside with enough force to send him bouncing and skidding brokenly across the dais of black stone. 
 
    Bain cast Proxysight and summoned a floating, disembodied eye into existence. It spun in midair and tracked the tumbling Nightshade with its gaze. He cast Pyrokinetic Glare through it, sending an intense crimson beam of heat lancing from the Ocular Proxy and into the Challenger’s skull. By the time the Nightshade’s body came to a halt, there was only an ashen stump above his neck. 
 
    The Cyromancer was the next to fall, his brains dripping from Torgar’s hammer, and then there was only Ostarion left, still frantically trading blows with Yelena. The Paladin ducked beneath the swing of the Warlord’s weapon and stabbed him in the gut. Sparks flew as the tip of her burning blade clashed with the enchantments bound into Ostarion’s armor, but the contest was short-lived. The abdominal carapace of the Warlord’s cuirass parted beneath the bite of Yelena’s sword, and a moment later, so did his bowels, then his spine. 
 
    Yelena swept her blade free, cutting Ostarion nearly in half at the waist. The Warlord howled in agony and flopped onto his face. His legs drummed out their death throes upon the surface of the dais, but the upper half of his body remained alive for a little longer yet, just enough for him to raise his head and see Yelena bring her sword down upon his skull. 
 
    “Good work, everyone,” Bain said as the Paladin tore her blade free from the Warlord’s twitching corpse. A CUI notification appeared in the corner of his vision, and he projected it out onto a screen for everyone to see. 
 
      
 
    All Challengers slain! 
 
    Slaughter of the Claw will now commence Essence Cycle… 
 
      
 
    A violet sphere appeared in front of Bain. It was the Dungeon’s core, and it would also have materialized if Ostarion and his Inner Circle had managed to kill him, Torgar, and the Esarthu siblings. That hadn’t happened, of course. 
 
    The core vibrated, and threads of violet light extended from it to fall upon the slain Challengers. Ikaru hissed in alarm as the corpses started to break apart into flakes of darkness, just like the remains of dead monsters would. 
 
    “I know you mentioned something like this would happen, Bain, but it’s still an unnerving sight to behold,” the Crystalline Lancer said. “Yes, they were our enemies, but they were still actual, living entities, just like you and me, and not monsters.” 
 
    “Yes, you are right,” Bain agreed. The Dungeon core floating in the air before him pulsed as the last of the Challenger corpses disappeared. He tapped the tip of Chimera against its surface with just enough force for the contact to register as a blow. The violet sphere broke. Four orbs of colorless light emerged from its crumbling depths, even as everything in the Dungeon turned two-dimensional and cobwebbed with cracks resembling those across a broken mirror’s surface. 
 
    Bain snatched one of the white orbs out of the air. The rest flew to Torgar, Yelena, and Ikaru. His CUI flickered. 
 
      
 
    Level 37 Challenger Bounty received! 
 
    Choose from the following: 
 
    Armament 
 
    Utility 
 
    Development 
 
      
 
    This is easy, Bain thought as he rejected all the options and chose to expend the Challenger Bounty as an upgrade for Brotherhood instead. The enchanted pistol glowed briefly with light. Applying a Level 37 upgrade to a Level 18 weapon would undoubtedly result in the latter undergoing a severe change. It shuddered violently in its holster as its form warped and twisted. 
 
    Several moments passed before it fell still. Bain drew the pistol and saw that it was still an antique revolver, identical in appearance to the one Tommy had given him as a birthday present. Huntsight told him that its grip was a micro-inch thicker, making it sit more comfortably in his grasp. Some silver scrollwork had also been added to its hammer. 
 
    It read heng dai, or brother in Cantonese. Bain couldn’t help a sad smile from tugging at the corner of his mouth as he scanned the pistol with his CUI. 
 
      
 
    Brotherhood 
 
    Enchanted pistol +28 (Legendary) 
 
    Boundless (Infinite ammunition) 
 
    Slaying Alacrity (Bullet speed scales at 2800% of wielder’s Swiftness parameter) 
 
    Rending (+28% armor piercing damage) 
 
    Greater Keenness (increases critical rate by 58%) 
 
    +28% universal damage 
 
    +56 to Swiftness parameter on equip 
 
    Instantaneous Draw (appears in wielder’s hand at will if within 3 feet) 
 
    Kill Assertion (all kills with this weapon grant full cosmic essence) 
 
    Trueshot (fires one bullet that cannot miss; expends all ammunition and suspends Boundless enchantment for 1 hour) 
 
    Brotherhood can be upgraded by absorbing further Warden Rewards or through other means 
 
      
 
    The Trueshot enchantment will come in handy, I’m sure, Bain thought as he holstered the pistol and took in his surroundings. He and the others were standing in the empty chamber on upper sector seventeen again. The Dungeon in which Ostarion and his Inner Circle had just met his doom was gone, the cosmic energy used to create it pulled back to Veritas’s Karmic Core. 
 
    But the World Ship’s engine had gained more than it had expended. The corpses of the slain Challengers and any enchanted items they still possessed at the time of their deaths had been broken down into pure cosmic energy, which was also drawn into the Karmic Core. 
 
    The cosmic essence of Ostarion and others like him, however, went to those responsible for their deaths. Since Bain was no longer a Faction Leader, he didn’t share a Faction Bond with the former members of his Inner Circle anymore. But he could still establish Cohort Bonds with any Exoders, and he’d done so with Torgar, Yelena, and Ikaru, which meant that all four of them partook of an equal share of the cosmic essence they’d earned from killing Ostarion and those of his Inner Circle who’d made it to the chamber with the skull throne. 
 
    All Exoders who’d overseen a Dungeon also gained a sizable portion of the cosmic essence of any Challenger that perished beneath their watch, whether to monsters or traps. The members of Ostarion’s Inner Circle who’d been killed by the Slaughter of the Claw thus yielded much of their cosmic essence to Bain and his Cohort, with the rest being converted to cosmic energy that was then claimed by Veritas’s Karmic Core. 
 
    That was enough for Torgar, Yelena, and Ikaru to ascend to Level 36. The Duraga Rune Smith howled with delight and threw his arms in the air. Yelena smiled and nodded to herself. Ikaru, in contrast, seemed troubled as he put his spear away. 
 
    He’ll get over himself sooner or later, Bain thought as he swept Huntsight and Flowsight across the rest of the World Ship. Everywhere he looked, Dungeons were disappearing, and Exoders were rematerializing within Veritas’s interior. Many of them were hurt, some badly, but there were no fatalities, which was a miracle. Bain sighed in relief as he noticed that Nediras, the only Healer on board, and a crew of Auramancers and Herbalists were already making their rounds. 
 
    No Exoder would die, at least not today. 
 
    “We beat them, lad!” Torgar cried, slapping Bain heartily on the back. “We beat them!” 
 
    “Yes,” Bain said, “but—” 
 
    “But there will be more of them,” Max said as he stepped out of the shadows. “And they will be more powerful, too.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Unraveler wasn’t alone, Bain quickly realized. There was someone else with him, a woman who wore nothing but some kind of spiked harness over her tightly muscled frame. Her complexion was a few shades darker than Max’s, and though she stood only a few inches over five feet, the sense of power radiating from her was no less overwhelmingly potent than that of her fellow Unraveler. But where Max’s gaze was clear and cunning, hers was dreamy and unfocused. 
 
    And she was also standing next to Bain, holding a curved sword against his throat. 
 
    “Hmm,” the woman said, in a breathy voice, “should I kill him? Should I, my love? But I don’t think he will have very much blood to spill, not after what he has done to himself.” 
 
    Ikaru, Torgar, and Pasha, who were standing a pace or so away, were all frozen with fear. Yelena grasped the hilt of her weapon. The look on her face told Bain that she was ready to fight, though she knew she couldn’t win. 
 
    “No, don’t,” Bain said quietly, knowing that the moment the Paladin actually drew her blade, she would die beneath the Unraveler’s. 
 
    “A good call,” Max said to him before turning his gaze to the woman and speaking in an even, careful tone. “There’s no need to kill him, Sava. In fact, we need him alive.” 
 
    “We do?” Sava withdrew her sword. “Ah, yes. We do. We need him to take the Crucible.” 
 
    Take the Crucible? Bain shook his head slowly, wondering what the hell she meant. He didn’t need to breathe anymore, but he still couldn’t help but release the breath he’d been holding as Sava sheathed her weapon and ran over to Max, who folded her into an embrace.   
 
    “Are you… Are you alright, Bain?” Yelena asked, in a shaky voice. The fist she’d wrapped around the hilt of her weapon was trembling enough to rattle the blade in its sheath. Her face was pale, and wisps of her long, flowing hair were plastered to her forehead with sweat. 
 
    Bain and Yelena had undergone so much since their Crucible Challenge began, but that was the closest they’d ever been to death. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he admitted, reaching out to her even as she did the same to him. Their fingers met and intertwined, and for a while, they held each other up so that neither sank to their knees and curled up in a heap. 
 
    Pasha! Bain turned his omni-directional gaze to the psycanine and saw that he’d shrunk down to the size of a tiny Pomeranian. Pasha whined and ran over to nuzzle his snout against Bain’s ankle. Horror swamped the mental link they shared. 
 
    Scared! Scared! the psycanine whined directly into Bain’s mind. 
 
    “So am I, buddy,” Bain said, putting Chimera away and reaching down to ruffle the fur between Pasha’s ears with his free hand. “But… she’s not the worst mind you’ve touched, is she?” 
 
    No, Pasha agreed. She’s like Finn, Alex, and Mary, but— 
 
    “She hasn’t done some of the lines they have,” Bain finished for the psycanine. He turned his regard to Max, who was smiling and talking quietly to Sava. That guy reminds me of Tommy, but also not quite. These Unravelers might both be psychopaths, but there are still lines they haven’t crossed, at least not yet. 
 
    Ikaru gasped and fell to his knees. The Crystalline Lancer had been holding his breath all this time, it seemed, and his aching lungs had finally overcome his paralyzing terror. 
 
    “Fire and Steel…” Torgar whispered through a sweat-drenched beard. “Lad… I… I am…” 
 
    “Everything will be alright, Torgar,” Bain reassured the Rune Smith. “Trust me.” 
 
    “For what it’s worth, please accept my apologies for startling you,” Max said as Sava uncoiled herself from his arms. “We didn’t come here looking for a fight.” 
 
    “Not like we would have found one worth our time anyway,” another feminine voice said. A small, furry head poked out of a worn leather pouch belted to Max’s waist and twitched its ears. “To be fair, though, what you pulled off was pretty impressive. Yes, you. The fellow with all too many eyes. I’m talking to you.” 
 
    Is that a bat? Bain curbed his impulse to scan the furry creature with his CUI. He could have finessed his way past Sera’s defenses, but he was under no illusion that he could do the same to Max’s, which meant that any attempt to scan the Unraveler or any entity connected to him wouldn’t yield any useful information. So instead, he swept Flowsight over the bat and took note of the intricate swirls and patterns of cosmic energy between it and Max. He blinked in surprise. “That’s your familiar!” 
 
    “That’s right,” the bat said, her high, lilting voice carrying a note of approval. She looked up at Max. “And he figured that out without trying to scan either of us. That means he can actually see cosmic energy and, more importantly, comprehend its designs.” 
 
    “Just like Sylan,” Sava said, reaching down to scratch the familiar’s head. “But this man seems a bit more polite than her. Don’t you think, Nessy?” 
 
    “Well, he’s scared to death of us,” the bat replied, humming with pleasure beneath Sava’s fingers. “So, we won’t be getting any snark from him or his people. Right? Right, eye-boy?” 
 
    “My name is Bain Lee,” Bain replied, clenching his jaw. Yelena and the others flinched at the steel in his tone, but none of them took a single step away from him. “Use it, and I’ll use yours, Nessy.” 
 
    “That’s Nesura to you,” the familiar said, chuckling. “We aren’t that close yet and probably never will be since you really aren’t my type anyway. I prefer pretty men, and you’re just a bit beneath that threshold, sorry to say.” 
 
    “Enough, Nesura.” Max sighed exasperatedly. He raised his hands in a conciliatory manner. “Look, Bain… we need to talk. We were doing just that before this interruption, which you handled very well, I must say.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re here to help me bring everyone aboard Veritas out of the Crucible,” Bain said. “But you didn’t say what you would be getting out of that. Now I’m hearing something about taking the Crucible?” 
 
    “You Unravelers want to seize control of the Crucible?” Ikaru nearly choked on his words. “That human woman did say something about taking the Crucible, but it’s only sinking in now. I don’t know if we can let them do that, Bain. Think about all the atrocities the Unravelers would commit if they…” 
 
    “You speak as if you have any choice in this matter at all,” Sava interrupted the Crystalline Lancer. 
 
    “But we do,” Bain said, clenching his jaw and holding tightly onto Yelena to stay on his feet as Sava turned her horrifying gaze upon him. “Veritas’s journey is obviously crucial to whatever you’re trying to accomplish, and we can simply decide to crash the World Ship right now.” 
 
    “There is no need for that, Bain,” Max said. The Unraveler sighed again, this time in obvious displeasure. “Just going off on what you’ve said so far, I should assume you’ve encountered some of those people you call Unravelers, then?” 
 
    “You’re one yourself! And so is that human female!” Torgar blurted, pointing at Max and then Sava in turn. Ikaru hissed and slapped the brusque Rune Smith over the back of his head. Torgar ignored the Crystalline Lancer and continued talking. “All you lot want is cosmic essence, and you have no qualms taking it from us poor, hapless Challengers. The last group of you fellows we encountered did just that!” 
 
    Max muttered something under his breath, softly enough that Bain, even with his heightened Parameters, couldn’t hear. Still, there was little doubt that an obscenity had just passed between the Unraveler’s lips. 
 
    “This might sound trite and hollow to you, but we are not all the same,” he said. “The Unravelers are not a formal organization with a singular mission, at least not anymore. Bain, you mentioned someone named Sera, didn’t you? And I said I had no idea who she is.” 
 
    “You did.” Bain nodded. “But two different groups of Unravelers could very well have the same goal. Why don’t you tell me what’s yours?” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear?” Nesura spat. “It’s to get you and your merry band of idiots aboard this rust bucket out of the Crucible!” 
 
    “And then what? Our escape will somehow give you control over the Crucible?” Bain said. “What would you do with something like that?” 
 
    “At the very least, I’d make sure those who really shouldn’t have it won’t,” Max said. “But before we talk any more about what we’re going to do with the Crucible, why don’t we discuss something more pressing, first?” 
 
    “You mentioned that our subsequent pursuers will assail us in greater force and numbers,” Yelena said. “We already know that.” 
 
    “And you already have a plan in place,” Max said, nodding in approval. “You’re hoping to ascend past Level 70 by repelling any Challengers the Crucible sends your way. Yes, I heard, and yes, you’ll have to pardon me for eavesdropping. That’s good, but I don’t know if it’ll be enough. Correct me if I’m wrong, Bain. The Levels of the Dungeons you generate are synchronized to those of your attackers, but none of these Dungeons can manifest at a higher Level than yours.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Bain said. “And that is also why we’re entirely at your mercy now. Nothing in a Level 40 Dungeon would even come close to leaving a scratch on you.” 
 
    “True.” Max shrugged. “So, here’s the way I see it. The first Crucible Champion that comes after this ship will be the end of you all.” 
 
    “Does that mean we will be attacked by their ilk sooner than we thought they would?” Torgar grunted. “If we haven’t built our strength enough when that happens, our flight will come to a premature end, lad. Perhaps we should have bided our time a bit more within the Crucible…” 
 
    “The longer we stay in the Crucible, the tighter its grasp on us will be,” Bain said. “If we’d remained after the Dominion Task, as a full-fledged Faction with all of its perks and obligations, we would soon find ourselves facing another ordeal, and the reward for overcoming it would bring us to yet another trial, another Task, until—” 
 
    “You become a Champion, an entity whose karmic web is inextricably intertwined with the Crucible,” Max said. “There will be no escape for you then, not even with your startling capacity to sense and manipulate cosmic energy.” 
 
    “Or you die somewhere along the way,” Nesura added, rather unnecessarily. “No, Duraga. Bain is right. You could not have left at a better time. You had neither the means nor the power to do so earlier, and if you’d waited just a bit, you’d be too busy to even make the attempt and perpetually so, until one day, you simply can’t… and won’t.” 
 
    “So that means we simply have to increase Bain’s Level so that he can generate Dungeons powerful enough to deal with Crucible Champions,” Ikaru said. He nodded to Bain. “We need to figure out a way to get you as much cosmic essence as possible the next time we get attacked by Challengers again.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a winning strategy, even if we could pull it off” Bain said. “A Crucible Champion won’t attack alone. He or she will almost certainly have an army made up of Challengers or other creatures. If everyone else falls too far behind in Levels, then they won’t be able to defend Veritas, even if I can hold my own against a Crucible Champion.” 
 
    “Crucible Champions might also track down this heap of metal simultaneously and attack en-masse,” Nesura pointed out. “You lot wouldn’t last more than a few minutes if that happened, not without our help.” 
 
    “And so, we return to the crux of the matter.” Bain looked Max in the eye. “We need to accept your help if we want to succeed.” 
 
    “In all honesty, even if you turned me away right now, I’d probably still do what I could to keep you safe,” Max admitted, grinning. “I just feel that things would go much more smoothly if we can coordinate our efforts.” 
 
    “I’m still not sure if you aren’t one of those individuals you mentioned who shouldn’t be allowed to take control of the Crucible,” Bain pointed out. “You haven’t done anything so far to convince me either way.” 
 
    “What does that matter to you?” Nesura snapped. “Once you’ve made your escape, you’re gone! Why do you care what happens to the Crucible you’ve left behind?” 
 
    “Because I know what it is.” Bain clenched his jaw. “Because I know what it can do.” 
 
    “And that’s why you’ve made the choices you have so far,” Max said quietly before nodding in acquiesce. “Fine. You want to know my plans for the Crucible. In all honesty, they are pretty simple. First, I want to end its spread across the cosmos and stop it from turning more worlds into Spatial Integrations. Second, I want to give every Challenger the choice to leave the Crucible or remain out of his or her own free will. How does that sound to you?” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound too bad, assuming you aren’t just lying your ass off right now,” Bain said. 
 
    “Maybe we should just use a geas item to strip him of his free will, Max,” Nesura suggested. “If we make a move right now, we’ll be able to put him in his place before he crashes this World Ship.” 
 
    “No,” Max said immediately. “I won’t do anything like that. Bain and his Exoders must make this journey of their accord.” 
 
    “Because otherwise, the karmic resonance of our actions will be utterly incompatible with your goal,” Bain reasoned, putting the Unraveler’s words and scraps of knowledge from the Aurum Lich’s memories together. “Our bid for freedom has a symbolic, metaphorical significance beyond its physical actualization. It is not enough that we leave the Crucible… we must also do so of our own volition. Only then will the Exodus destabilize the Crucible enough for someone else to seize control of it.” 
 
    Surprise flickered through Max’s eyes. The Unraveler nodded slowly. “You have a better understanding of the Crucible’s inner workings and karmic designs than I’d thought, Bain. Good. This will make things much easier for the both of us in the end.” 
 
    “I know,” Bain said. Pasha whined and huddled closer to his heel. He stroked the psycanine’s head. “I know.” 
 
    “What is he talking about, Bain?” Yelena asked. 
 
    “Just about what we need to do to succeed,” Bain said, giving the Paladin’s fingers a brief squeeze before releasing her hand. “Alright, Max. My people and I worked really hard to start the Exodus. I really don’t want it to end right now. So, here’s how things are going to play out. You’re offering your help? We’ll take it. Meanwhile, I’ll keep Veritas on its path. And when the time comes, we’ll both do what we’ve got to do. How does that sound?” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound too bad,” Max said, echoing Bain’s earlier words. “But hopefully, I can convince you of my sincerity, if not with my words, then with my deeds.” 
 
    “We will see about that,” Bain said.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Veritas was very capable of soaring through the skies and even the cold vacuum of space, but the Exodus wasn’t a journey over a physical distance. Powered by its Karmic Core, the World Ship tumbled through a void of pure chaotic potential, the void amidst the Spatial Integrations within the Crucible itself. 
 
    Along the way, errant trails of cosmic energy reached out from that swirling emptiness, seeking to latch onto the nightmares, hopes, and ideals of those aboard Veritas and birth monsters or Dungeons from such a union. 
 
    But that didn’t happen, thanks to the Karmic Core, which Bain had pretty much given his life to create. The World Ship was a world unto itself, a refuge for the Exoders and a deathtrap for any Challengers. 
 
    Bain leaned back against the captain’s throne and took a moment to sweep his gaze around the bridge. Torgar and the small crew he’d assembled bustled around the throne, checking sensors and making the minute, endless refinements to the World Ship’s energy channels that would keep everything up and running. 
 
    A few dozen strides away, Trasynthus and several of his advisors stood over a table. Three-dimensional likenesses of Veritas’s many chambers hovered in the air above them. They spoke in low, quiet voices, forging strategies, tactics, and contingencies for the battles to come. 
 
    Yelena was stationed at the far end of the bridge, near a Pathway Structure that would take her to almost anywhere within the World Ship. She was deep in conversation with a Desarki woman, whose likeness flickered within a CUI screen. The Paladin had taken on perhaps the most difficult role of all: tending to the minutiae of life aboard Veritas and all its demands and issues. Right now, she was probably trying to mediate tensions amidst the various species that comprised the Exoders. 
 
    Duraga have hundreds of ancestral foes, and the Skittars can be creepy sometimes. The Selan are cold and aloof, just like many of the Esarthu without their mind-control gems. The Desarki are a bit better in that respect, but not by much, and to no one’s surprise, the humans are just shitty all-around, Bain thought, shaking his head and looking at Yelena’s composed and serene features with fresh admiration. But if there’s anyone who can deal with all of that, it’s her. 
 
    The Paladin must have somehow noticed his regard, even though he was facing away and literally looking through the captain’s throne with Huntsight’s passive X-ray vision. She flashed him one of her dazzling smiles before returning to her work. 
 
    “I don’t compliment people often, but I think it’s warranted in this case,” Max said, rubbing his jaw. He’d been studying the three-dimensional likeness of Veritas hovering above a control panel next to the captain’s throne. “This is amazing, Bain. It’s a vessel with enough karmic resonance to truly hurt the Crucible. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen anything like this before, and I’ve seen a lot in my time.” 
 
    “And how much time was in your time, if you don’t mind me asking?” Bain cast the Unraveler a sidelong glance. “You’re obviously not from Earth, at least not in the twenty-first century, anyway.” 
 
    “Earth?” Max arched his brow. Genuine curiosity flickered through his eyes as he tapped his brow with a gauntleted finger. “Ah. I see. That’s the name of the world your ancestor’s Seedship landed on.” 
 
    “Seedship…” Bain felt his eyes widen in surprise. Pasha, who was napping next to his heel, stirred and placed a furry paw on his foot before dropping off into slumber again. “Are you saying that humanity came from another planet?” 
 
    “To be honest, the scholars and historians of my homeworld know little about this matter, too.” Max shrugged. “But the general consensus is that the cradle of humanity was a world called Terra. Before it died, it sent forth vessels capable of traversing the cosmos. Three of them landed on the world where I was born. At least one must have landed on yours. And then…” 
 
    “Let me guess… the pioneers quickly devolved into savagery and slaughter, and humanity had to start all over again,” Bain scoffed. “I don’t know if that happened on your world, but nothing else could have on Earth.” 
 
    “It did,” Max said quietly. The Unraveler folded his arms across his chest. “But the Crucible’s touch fell upon my world first, and having said that, here’s the answer to your question about my age: I don’t know. Or rather, I can’t be sure. You’ve probably figured this out already, but time doesn’t flow linearly within the Crucible. To me, only a few years have passed since I began what some call the Unraveling. But when I stop to talk to those who seek me out, they tell me that untold eons have passed since the first Unraveling occurred. Tens of thousands of years. A hundred times that. I don’t know.” 
 
     “What does it matter?” Nesura said. The familiar was perched atop one of the control panels and studying it with rapt fascination, which meant that she could see past the layers of metal and alien plastic and perceive the energy patterns beneath, at least to some degree. “We’re here now, and if even half of what I’m looking at is real, then we’ve found what we need to finally win, Max. You weren’t kidding about this Bain fellow being amazing. Good thing Sava didn’t kill him.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s a good thing?” Sava asked drowsily. The female Unraveler sat on a chair a few paces away from the captain’s throne. She’d dozed off a while ago, only rousing at the sound of her name. She yawned before looking around. Her gaze was cold and distant until it fell upon Max. Then it filled with warmth and adoration. She smiled. “Is there anything you want me to kill?” 
 
    “Not right now,” Max said, walking over and taking her bare hand in his armored one. The edges of his gauntlet joints dug into her flesh, and a slight hiss of pleasure escaped her lips. He stroked her cheek gently. “Get some rest. You haven’t had any in a while. There will be killing to do soon enough.” 
 
    “Alright.” Sava leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes. A moment later, she was snoring softly. 
 
    If Bain still had a heart, it would have skipped several beats as he finally realized something about the Unravelers. He felt his jaw drop and his eyes bulge, and when he tried to speak, his tongue felt heavy and tangled in his mouth. 
 
    “Looks like he’s finally figured it out,” Nesura said, glancing at Max. “It took him much less time than every other Unraveler did, though.” 
 
    “No one else could see cosmic energy like he can,” Max said. He nodded to Bain, not unkindly, before raising his left hand. An amber band of light appeared just above his armored wrist. It was his Cosmic Lens—an Unraveler’s equivalent of a CUI. 
 
    Cosmic energy roiled within its depths, forming patterns so intricate and multilayered Bain knew he would never have any hope of deciphering them. It was the source of Max’s unfathomable power, forged through the accumulation of hundreds, maybe even a thousand or more, Levels’ worth of cosmic essence. 
 
    But it was also bound within the amber band of light around the Unraveler’s wrist. His flesh was empowered by—and not suffused with—cosmic energy, which meant that Max was human, in every sense of the word. If he wanted to, he could live, age, and die. 
 
    The same was true of Sava, too, Bain realized. 
 
    The two Unravelers possessed godlike, world-shattering power, but their mortality was within their reach, ready to be claimed whenever they so desired. 
 
    Something else fell into place within Bain’s racing thoughts, then. He took a deep breath he didn’t need and gave voice to what he suspected. 
 
    “Are you… Are you the Cataclysm Knight?” he asked. 
 
    “Apocalypse Knight,” Nesura corrected. “Yeah, yeah. Go ahead and sing our praises, prostrate yourselves in worship, offer us all sorts of gifts and tributes…” 
 
    “He’s not going to do any of that,” Max said evenly as he met Bain’s gaze. “If he were, he would never have gotten this far.” 
 
    “This… this all began with you,” Bain said. “You were the one who first freed your world from the Crucible’s influence, and that pissed off the Cosmic Dominus. So, it started absorbing other worlds whole instead. That was what happened to Sera. But somehow, that wasn’t enough to stop you. You and others like you were still able to break worlds free from the Crucible. So, it started the Crucible Challenge, which combined worlds into Spatial Integrations.” 
 
    “And that’s what happened to you,” Max said, a genuine note of regret evident in his voice. “I will not apologize for my actions, Bain. I did what I had to.” 
 
    “I know.” Bain leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. All around the bridge, the Exoders had stopped working to listen to the conversation between him and the Apocalypse Knight. Their faces were awash in equal measures of horror, wonder, and fear. “And I’m not angry. I’ve had enough time to think things through. Sooner or later, the Crucible would have come for Earth. Sure, maybe things wouldn’t have been as bad, but that would be like comparing being knee-deep in shit to being neck-deep in the same. Utterly pointless.” 
 
    “I like this fellow,” Nesura said. “He looks skinny and weak, but he’s got a clear head on his shoulders. That’s not so easy to find, these days.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” Max agreed. “Now, Bain, let me explain—” 
 
    “What you want from me?” Bain wiped his brow with the back of his shaking left hand. “I think I can guess. You are the first Unraveler, but now you’re at an impasse. You can’t free worlds if they’ve been turned into Spatial Integrations. A Spatial Integration cannot be undone, at least not without killing every Challenger on it, and even then, I can’t imagine the amount of cosmic energy and effort that would have to go into piecing the broken worlds back together. But if you can take control of the Crucible itself…” 
 
    “It still can’t be done,” Max said, shaking his head. “Not by me. I am not a subtle man, Bain. Neither am I a builder or creator. I am a creature of war. All I know is death and destruction. Even if I had the Crucible in my grasp, I wouldn’t be able to do much more than maintain the status quo. At best, I could perhaps stop it from absorbing and destroying more worlds, but even that’s not guaranteed. I could very well end up being as helpless as any Challenger as the Crucible’s inner workings grind on the way they have always done.” 
 
    “That’s where you come in,” Nesura said, jabbing a clawed wingtip in Bain’s direction. “But before we even go there, we will need to—” 
 
    Bain slammed his fist into the armrest of the captain’s throne. The sudden bang cut off the familiar’s words and startled Pasha to wakefulness. He quickly reached down and stroked the psycanine’s head soothingly. “Sorry, buddy. It’s alright. Go back to sleep.” 
 
    Really? Pasha pushed his moist nose into Bain’s hand. Are you sure? 
 
    “Yes.” Bain forced a smile onto his face and false feelings of calmness and relaxation into the mental link he shared with Pasha. He hadn’t been able to do something like this until recently, thanks to the gradual merging of the Aurum Lich’s memories with his and the acquisition of the knowledge such a union bestowed. 
 
    Pasha put his head down and closed his eyes again. Bain stood up and nodded to Max. “Let’s go for a walk.” 
 
    “Alright,” the Apocalypse Knight agreed. Nesura hopped into his belt pouch. He smoothed the hair over Sava’s brow. Her eyes fluttered open, and he kissed her on the cheek. “We’re taking a stroll. Come find us when you feel ready.” 
 
    “I will,” Sava said. She got up from the chair, walked over to the captain’s throne, and nuzzled up against Pasha. Amazingly enough, the psycanine didn’t shriek in horror. Instead, he placed a forepaw on her thigh and continued snoring. 
 
    I guess she’s not the same as Alex, Finn, or Mary after all, Bain thought. He exchanged brief glances with Torgar, Yelena, and Trasynthus. “Just carry on, everyone. If something happens, I’ll come back right away.” 
 
    Torgar shrugged and went right back to work. Trasynthus and Yelena furrowed their brows in worry, but eventually, they nodded as well and returned to their duties. Bain walked to the Pathway Structure and commanded it to take him to one of Veritas’s outermost chambers, where no Exoder usually went. 
 
    Space bent around him, and he found himself at his destination. He looked up to the glass-paned ceiling. The Crucible’s madness swirled beyond, the infinite patterns within its depths insinuating a million unthinkable secrets to his eyes. Without the Aurum Lich’s knowledge and mental fortitude, Bain would have lost his mind at the maddening sight. 
 
    Max materialized next to him. The Apocalypse Knight didn’t need to use the Pathway Structure. He could go anywhere he wanted within Veritas instantly, it seemed. He looked through the windows, too. 
 
    “All I see is a swirling violet expanse,” he said, “but that’s not the case for you.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” Bain said. He extended a thread of cosmic energy into the floor of the outer chamber and made a few adjustments to the patterns beneath its surface. A small column of metal emerged before warping into the semblance of one of the many control panels on Veritas’s bridge. He placed his hand on its surface and conjured another three-dimensional likeness of the World Ship. But this time, the miniature Veritas was within a tunnel of black light that led to a spherical world-sized abyss. 
 
    “We will travel all the way through the void to entrance to the Architect’s lair,” he explained, pointing to the end of the tunnel. “Then we will enter and overcome whatever challenges she sees fit to throw at us. If we succeed, we will reach the far end of her realm, where there is a breach in the very fabric of the Crucible. Beyond that lies the rest of the cosmos, and Veritas will then bring the Exoders to wherever they wish to make their new home. The cosmic energy it carries will help them build that home.” 
 
    “If you do that, you will be doing exactly what she wants,” Nesura said, poking her head out of Max’s belt pouch. “But then again, other than killing yourself and everyone except us on this ship, you don’t really have any other option.” 
 
    “No, I do not,” Bain agreed. “And I have come to terms with what that means. This Architect of Fate… she made me. I don’t know if you’re familiar with the notion of the butterfly effect.” 
 
    “Do explain,” Max prompted. 
 
    “It’s when a small, seemingly insignificant action ripples through time and space, generating a causal chain that eventually results in the culmination of a great design,” Bain said, the Aurum Lich’s thoughts and words surging through his mind. “I am part of this great design. A fairly crucial part. And everything I am was engineered over who knows how many eons and across who knows how many worlds by this Architect of Fate.” 
 
     He tapped his temple, then. “Just so you know, I have someone else’s memories in here. He used to be called the Golden Emperor or something like that, and he ruled over millions of worlds. But he, too, was part of this design, which brought us together, in a more literal sense than I’d like. And he, too, knew this was the case.” 
 
    “But you both are alright with it,” Nesura said. “That’s why the Golden Emperor accepted the dissolution of his consciousness into yours, and you’re accepting the destiny Sylan has laid out for you.” 
 
    “Sylan?” Bain scratched his head in puzzlement. “You mentioned that name just now, but…” 
 
    “That’s one of the many names the creature called the Architect of Fate goes by,” Max explained, grimacing. “Nesura, Sava, and I have had dealings with her, Bain. I owe her a favor as a result of those dealings, and she’s called it in to send me here so that I can protect you until your journey through the Crucible comes to its end. But it needn’t be the end Sylan wants.” 
 
    “Why would that matter to me?” Bain asked. “I know that if I succeed, the Crucible will undergo a huge disruption, one severe enough for her—or you—to take it from the Cosmic Dominus. But then the Exoders will be out of it completely. They won’t be involved anymore. That’s all I care about. And for what it’s worth, when the time comes, I won’t interfere in any struggle between the two of you, mostly because I… Wait…” 
 
    Bain turned his gaze to a darkened corner of the chamber. He sighed. “Come on out, Srral and Filaxes. I know you’re there. I can see right through Srral’s Cloak spell. I don’t know how you learned it, but good job, anyway.” 
 
    The Raneolus stepped sheepishly into view. He was in his human form: a tall, leanly muscled man… who wasn’t wearing a shirt and had his pants hanging halfway down to his knees. Srralntharizz grinned. “Hey, boss. I didn’t actually learn how to cast Cloak. It’s just an enchanted item I got from kicking those Challengers’ asses.” 
 
    Filaxes was in a state of undress, too, wearing nothing but an opened robe over her scaly shoulders. She seemed entirely unperturbed. Her forked tongue flickered from her fanged maw. “Hail, Faction Leader… no, that’s not right. Not anymore. What term of address should I use, lord?” 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” Bain said, sighing. “And just use my name. What are the two of you doing here?” 
 
    Srralntharizz laughed nervously and opened his mouth to speak, but Filaxes beat him to it. 
 
    “We were copulating, of course,” the Selan Lavamancer said, in her usual matter-of-fact fashion. “Srral said that the view would be nice here, but in truth, it’s nothing special. I would have preferred the privacy of our sleeping chambers or the voyeuristic excitement of a gallery vaguely within sight of passersby.” 
 
    “Uh, sure.” Bain couldn’t help but chuckle at the embarrassment on Srralntharizz’s face. “I’m sorry, but as you can see, I’m in the middle of an important discussion with our… guests. So, if you don’t mind…” 
 
    “We’re leaving, boss!” Srralntharizz cried, his face paling as he registered Max and Nesura’s presence and the sheer sense of power radiating from them. He grabbed Filaxes by the elbow and began hauling her toward the Pathway Structure. The two of them vanished a moment later. 
 
    “That’s one way to go about it,” Max said softly. “Holding on to your humanity, or whatever the equivalent is for any species in the cosmos, that is. I don’t have to make any effort at all since it’s an inextricable part of me and also because I have Sava, but it’s different for Challengers, the other Unravelers, and yes, you Exoders. I’ve seen so many of them lose touch with what they used to find important, and sooner rather than later, they aren’t quite so different from the monsters they kill and are killed by anymore.” 
 
    “I know,” Bain said. “That’s just one of the many reasons I pushed to get the Exodus underway. The sooner the Exoders leave the Crucible, the less of themselves they lose to it.” 
 
    “You exclude yourself from the Exoders’ hopeful destination and destiny,” Nesura said. “You’ve done it enough times to say that you know what your fate will be. You won’t intervene in our final conflict with Sylan not because you don’t want to but because you can’t.” 
 
    “Yeah, because I’ll be dead,” Bain said, looking at the familiar. “You can sense cosmic energy, can’t you? What do you see when you look at me?” 
 
    “A revenant, walking long past when it should be in its grave,” Max said somberly. “A sacrifice, to be burnt upon an altar dedicated to freedom. I’ve seen many like you, Bain, and I’ve even buried a few of them myself, too.” 
 
    “Great.” Bain smiled and stretched his arms. It felt as if a huge load had been lifted from his shoulders. He’d unburdened himself to the Apocalypse Knight in a way he could never have done with Yelena, Torgar, or Ikaru. “So, there you go. I’ll do what I’m destined to do, and you help me get there. After that, good luck. I have a feeling you’ll kick this Sylan’s ass anyway.” 
 
    “As I said, the Crucible would be wasted on me.” Max sighed. “I might not be able to master it. And let’s say you’re out of the picture and Sylan does somehow manage to beat me, there is nowhere in the cosmos your Exoders will be safe from her. She wants to absorb everything into the Crucible and in doing so, take control of every karmic thread in existence. Where there was once endless carnage, there will only be sterile, lifeless tyranny.” 
 
    “And here’s another possibility,” the Apocalypse Knight went on. “The Cosmic Logos… Dominus won’t surrender to oblivion so easily. What if he retakes control of the Crucible? You can be sure he will hunt down your Exoders, wherever they might flee to, and bring them back into the Crucible again.” 
 
    “So that means I have to support you, Max,” Bain said, shaking his head and chuckling cynically. “You can keep the Crucible in check. Or at the very least, I can maybe wring some kind of promise out of you to leave the Exoders alone since you seem like the type of person who takes promises seriously, given that you’re here.” 
 
    “You’re not listening.” Max frowned. “Didn’t I say the Crucible would be wasted on me? If I haven’t been clear enough, let me say it now in no uncertain terms: I don’t want the Crucible, Bain. I want you to have it.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bain’s first reaction was to recoil in surprise. His next one was to burst out laughing. Max and Nesura exchanged glances while he vented his bitter mirth. 
 
    “Shut up,” Nesura said, after a few moments. “What’s so funny, you idiot?” 
 
    “I thought you two knew what awaited me at the end of the Exodus,” Bain said, wiping an errant tear from the corner of the two-eyed socket upon his forehead. “But obviously…” 
 
    “Obviously we also know that there’s a way for you to live past the destiny Sylan has laid out for you,” Max said, a note of harshness entering his voice. “Otherwise, we wouldn’t be talking about this at all. You’re not a stupid man, Bain. In fact, you’re one of the cleverer ones I’ve come across. Make the connection.” 
 
    “No, no.” Bain chuckled once more before sighing. “I already figured that part out. So, I get to live, provided I take control of the Crucible, but as what? Some kind of ephemeral creature like the Aurum Lich? A Dungeon monster? Or do I become something like the Adjudicator?” 
 
    “The latter,” Max said right away. “You know very well that your body is falling apart. That… thing jammed into your forehead is holding your energy channels together, but it won’t work for very much longer. In fact, as you increase your Level, which is something you’ll have to do, it will become less and less effective. Soon, your flesh will dissipate like that of a slain monster’s or just break apart, and I won’t lie to you, Bain. There’s nothing Nesura, Sava, or I can do to stop that from happening.” 
 
    “There’s something we can do to delay it just a bit longer, though,” Nesura said, ducking back into Max’s belt pouch. A moment later, a humanoid of crimson light appeared next to the Apocalypse Knight. Its features were strikingly beautiful, and its proportions were distinctly feminine. 
 
    Bain scanned it reflexively. 
 
      
 
    Crimson Incarnation 
 
    Nesura Trillia Fengthela Vix 
 
    Level 999+ 
 
    NO FURTHER INFORMATION AVAILABLE 
 
      
 
    What the hell? Bain thought as the glowing crimson creature walked up to him and jabbed him somewhat painfully in the chest with its index finger. Before he could pull away, cosmic energy pulsed from the crimson incarnation and flowed into his body before uncoiling into intricate patterns that wrapped themselves around his largest energy channels. 
 
    “There you go,” Nesura’s voice said through the creature’s lips. “I just cast Infinite Fortification on you. It will halve the rate of your physical degradation for a short period of time, but each subsequent instance I cast this spell on you, its effectiveness will also be halved.” 
 
    “That should buy you enough time for you to see the Exodus through,” Max said. “But the moment you exceed Level 99, you can expect your deterioration to accelerate drastically. From that point on, the lifespan of your physical vessel will be measured in days, perhaps a week or two, at best.” 
 
    “Exceed Level 99?” Bain felt his jaw drop. “Is that even possible?” 
 
    “It is, and you must,” Max said. “You will need to have at least that much power if you want to succeed. You know what’s coming for you.” 
 
    “I do.” Bain nodded. He turned Huntsight and Flowsight on himself to examine the channels and pathways within his body. Nesura’s spell had strengthened them, allowing cosmic energy to flow much more smoothly and powerfully through their lengths. His nodes and centers had benefited as well, which meant that his own spells would retain their potency and focus, at least for a little longer. “You’ve already seen how we’ll deal with Challengers, Max, and you’ve heard our plans to cope with the Crucible Champions. Even if you hadn’t shown up, we’d be fine, I’m sure.” 
 
    “He… he actually believes that!” Nesura scoffed. The crimson incarnation threw its head back and laughed. “You seriously think you can get to Level 70 and above by the time the first of those idiotic puppets finds you?” 
 
    “No.” Bain turned his gaze to the tunnel through which the miniaturized Veritas was traveling and pointed again toward the spherical abyss at which it terminated. “But I bet we can get there before any Crucible Champions do. Once Veritas is inside the Architect’s Lair, I might be able to hijack its workings to create Dungeons up to her Level, which must be above Level 99. That’s how I intended to even the odds.” 
 
    “That’s very risky,” Max said. He raised his left wrist, which bore his Cosmic Lens. “My original Class was the Arcanist, which focused on bending and sometimes outright breaking the Crucible’s rules. But its capabilities were strictly bound by my Level at the time. I couldn’t copy a spell above my Level, for instance. Neither could I craft a higher-Level enchanted item. 
 
    “At first, I was frustrated by this limitation,” he continued. “But I soon grew to understand why my original Class had it in place. Levels serve as more than a summation of any given entity’s power. They also indicate just how much cosmic energy can be safely handled by said entity. If I’d somehow managed to transcend the limitations of the Arcanist Class, I could very well have perished a long time ago, consumed by one of my own spells or fatally cursed by an enchanted item I crafted.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying that the same could happen to me if I attempted to repurpose the Architect’s energy patterns,” Bain said. “That might not be the case. I am capable of doing things far beyond what my Level would suggest.” 
 
    “I know you are,” Max said, grinning. “You might be Level 40, but your power is easily the equivalent of an entity somewhere between Level 50 to Level 60.” 
 
    “That’s still nowhere near enough to be trying to subvert one of Sylan’s spells or enchantments,” Nesura added. “And there’s one other thing. I saw how the Dungeons you generated work. Each of them needs an Exoder to serve as its Warden, isn’t that right?” 
 
    “Yes.” Bain nodded. “The Dungeon’s contents are derived from the most powerful enemy’s consciousness, but they must be anchored to an Exoder’s mind. The first time I took control of a Dungeon, the destruction of its monsters and traps drained my mental energy. I made several refinements to Veritas’s Dungeons so that this wouldn’t happen to any Exoders acting as their Wardens. When the monsters and traps in them are expended, the dissipating cosmic energy is returned to the Dungeon’s existential fabric instead, to be later recycled into Veritas’s Karmic Core for subsequent use.” 
 
    “But they still rely on a mental connection to an Exoder for coherency,” Nesura pressed. “Several of your Dungeons were one or two Levels above their Wardens, and thanks to this discrepancy, they nearly fell apart before they completed their job. What do you think will happen when you, or any of your lackeys, try to hold together a Level 99 Dungeon? The monsters inside might very well turn on the Warden instead, and when they’re done with the poor, hapless idiot, there will be an actual Dungeon inside this heap of metal, ready to spawn monster incursions that will kill everything within reach.” 
 
    “But those Dungeons didn’t fall apart,” Bain countered. “The Exoders were in Cohorts, and there were three or more sub-Wardens for each Warden. I configured the Dungeons this way to compensate for the discrepancy in Levels.” 
 
    “And still, it almost wasn’t enough,” Nesura insisted. Her crimson incarnation arched an impeccably manicured brow. “Also, I bet you haven’t figured out the energy algorithm to indicate the exact collective Level each Cohort would present when they assume Wardenship of a Dungeon. In fact, I bet you can’t even attain any consistency in that. The Cohorts of your Exoders might present different collective Levels on different occasions.” 
 
    “There’s no need to be that harsh, Nesura” Max said, sighing and shaking his head. “We can’t accomplish even a tenth of what he’s done with this World Ship so far. Since Spatial Integrations started happening, all we’ve managed to do is kill monsters and Crucible Champions, and there’s no end to them. Our war has ground to an impasse of pointlessness, which brings this conversation right back to the crux of the matter, Bain. Sylan needs you to seize the Crucible. I need you to help me do some actual good with it.” 
 
    “At the expense of my life,” Bain said, trying and failing to keep the bitterness from his voice. 
 
    “No, your life is already forfeit, and there’s nothing I can do about that,” Max said. His features turned grim. “I’m asking you to live beyond your impending death, not as a mortal or a Challenger but as the heart and soul of the Crucible… as its Adjudicator, if you will.” 
 
    “Why me, though?” Bain asked. “You said you weren’t a builder or a creator, Max, but neither am I. Also, living forever as the Crucible’s Adjudicator doesn’t seem like a very attractive prospect. It answers to the Cosmic Dominus, doesn’t it? So, if things play out the way you want them to, you’ll be in charge, while I do all the actual work. I’m sorry, Max, but that’s a shitty job offer. You’d understand if I don’t take it.” 
 
    Max exchanged another glance with Nesura. The two seemed to engage in a brief, wordless conversation through the mental link they obviously shared, judging by the faint thread of cosmic energy connecting their temples. 
 
    Bain clenched his jaw, poured as much cosmic energy as he could into his Huntsight and Flowsight spells, and turned them onto the energy thread between Max and Nesura. Sub-atomic patterns unfolded before his vision, and the Aurum Lich’s knowledge swiftly deciphered them into recognizability. 
 
    And all of a sudden, he was seeing what the Apocalypse Knight and his familiar were saying to one another. 
 
    He’s being an idiot, Max, Nesura snapped. Just break out the geas item and then have Sava kill enough of these Exoder fools to terrorize the rest into submission. 
 
    No, that isn’t an option, Max replied. We already went over this. If he doesn’t complete the Exodus out of his own volition, nothing will change within the Crucible. Besides, Bain… 
 
    He reminds you of Corvis, doesn’t he? That’s why you’re going so easy on him, Nesura cut in. Brief images of a strong, sturdy man with a warm and friendly face flashed through the mental connection between her and Max. They told Bain that Corvis Tober had been Max’s best friend in another life and on another world. He’d been a kind and brave family man who always sought to do the right thing, no matter how difficult that would be. 
 
    “This Corvis…” Bain said out loud. “He seems like a fairly nice guy. I would have liked to meet him.” 
 
    Max and Nesura snapped their gazes to him. Surprise flickered momentarily through their eyes. After a few moments of silence, the Apocalypse Knight spoke first. 
 
    “I think you two would have gotten along,” he said, nodding slowly. 
 
    “He can see karmic ties!” Nesura said, in a breathy voice laden with awe. “By the Blood Gods, Sylan has really outdone herself this time by creating something like him.” 
 
    “He’s not her creation, not wholly, anyway,” Max said. “What he’s capable of… what he’s done, those were all him.” 
 
    “How do you know about what I’ve done?” Bain asked, frowning suspiciously. “Can either of you see and read karmic ties, too?” 
 
    “We can’t,” Max admitted, pushing the crimson incarnation’s hands away from his face and stifling Nesura’s attempt to shush him. A warm smile creased his face briefly. “It’s a matter of deduction, really. You have accrued considerable power in a remarkably short amount of time, judging by the newness of the Spatial Integration from which the Exodus began. You have demonstrated skills and abilities neither Nesura nor I have ever seen before or are capable of replicating. You are leading and protecting a huge group of people, many of whom are vulnerable and helpless, away from the Crucible’s horrors. All that tells me what kind of person you are, and the Architect of Fate’s role in who you are is a lot smaller than you think it is.” 
 
    “How is that?” Bain demanded. “Hasn’t she been pulling everyone’s strings all this time?” 
 
    “She has a habit of biting off a bit more than she can chew. She did that with me, and things didn’t turn out very well for her,” Max said, tapping his breastplate with an armored finger. He then pointed that finger at Bain. “And since she isn’t the type to learn from her mistakes, I have a very good feeling she’s done that with you, too.” 
 
    “Alright.” Bain coughed into his fist, feeling slightly uneasy at the Apocalypse Knight’s words. He’s just projecting his memories of that Corvis guy on me. “That still doesn’t change the fact that being your eternal lackey sounds very unappealing.” 
 
    “You’re mistaken,” Max said. “I don’t intend to have any part in controlling the Crucible at all, unless I absolutely have to in order to prevent Sylan or the Cosmic Dominus from taking it back after the Exodus has run its course. You won’t be anyone’s lackey, Bain. As the Adjudicator, you will get to do with the Crucible whatever you wish, answering to no one but yourself.” 
 
    “And the Crucible,” Nesura added darkly. “You know by now that it has rules, and though you can change those rules as the Adjudicator, you will still have to follow them once you’ve done so. Or break them and face the consequences.” 
 
    “That’s nothing new to me,” Bain said. He looked away and turned his gaze to the void beyond the windows, all the while still keeping the Apocalypse Knight and the familiar on the edges of his omni-directional vision. “I’ve actually given this some thought before, about beating the Adjudicator into submission and then subsuming it so that I can force the Crucible to let my people go. But, of course, I don’t have the power to pull off something like that.” 
 
    “You’re in luck then,” Nesura said, grinning as she smacked Max’s breastplate with the back of the crimson incarnation’s hand. “Because we do.” 
 
    “You still haven’t answered my question,” Bain said. “Why me? Is it because I remind you of this Corvis guy? I’m nothing like him, you know. I’m not a family man. In fact, I killed my family. He was a craftsman and a builder, from what I can tell. I’m not.” 
 
    “I don’t think Corvis would have been a good Crucible Master,” Max said. “For all his virtues, he was too… human. Even as a Knight-Errant, I mean, Cosmic Challenger, he was too steeped in his mortality and too rigid and moralistic in his thinking. If he were to claim the Crucible, he would be swiftly overwhelmed by its infinite potential. At best, it would consume him. At worst, he would use it to enforce his own morals across the cosmos. And the thing about well-intentioned tyranny is that it’s still tyranny.” 
 
    “You, on the other hand, stand somewhere between the both of us,” he continued, pointing at Bain again. “You’re not addicted to the travails of the Crucible like I am, but neither are you fixated on your mortality and its reclamation.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the whole point of the Exodus? You know, what I’ve literally given my life for?” Bain asked wryly. 
 
    “What I’m trying to say is that you only think you yearn for your mortality, Bain, but in fact, you don’t really care for it anymore,” Max said. 
 
    “That’s bullshit.” Bain frowned. “I…” 
 
    “You said you’ve given your life for the Exodus,” Nesura interjected. “But if you truly valued the prize waiting for the Exoders at the end of their journey, you wouldn’t be willing to give it up in the first place. And don’t start moralizing on notions of self-sacrificial altruism. They are mere illusions for those who are weak of mind and heart. You are neither. You value your machinations of cosmic energy far more than your mortality.” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” Bain snapped. “If I did, then I’d simply stay in the Crucible as a Challenger, play my Dominion Task out, and in time, become a Champion. Then I’d hunt you both down and kill you.” 
 
    “Many have tried, boy.” Nesura’s smile turned cold and flinty. “Many have tried.” 
 
    “Relax,” Max said to his familiar before turning his attention back to Bain. “Let me put things a different way. Suppose your body isn’t breaking down and that you’ll survive the Exodus and travel with your people to a remote corner of the cosmos. What happens after that?” 
 
    “I will use the cosmic energy in the Karmic Core to turn everyone mortal again,” Bain said. “No more CUI, no more spells, no more Levels, and no more goddamn Dungeons and their monsters. But since I won’t, Yelena and Torgar will do that. I’ve calibrated the Karmic Core to them, and they already know how to use it.” 
 
    “Fine.” Max shrugged. “But is that what you’d truly want for yourself? Would you really be willing to relinquish cosmic energy, grow old, and live out the remainder of your days as a mortal? Ask yourself that question, Bain, and answer it as honestly as you can.” 
 
    Bain kept his gaze fixed on the storm of raw cosmic energy raging beyond Veritas’s hull. There, patterns formed and dissolved in their trillions with each passing moment, in an endless cycle that teased an infinite number of mysteries and possibilities. 
 
    Time passed. He didn’t know how much, but Max and Nesura waited silently and patiently for him. 
 
    Eventually, Bain shook his head. No. I could never give this up. Without Huntsight and Flowsight, everything I see will be so drab and plain. Without my spells, life won’t be worth living. 
 
    “I think it’s finally sunk in for him, Max,” Nesura said. Her crimson incarnation folded its arms over its impossibly proportioned chest and flashed a toothy grin. “And I get it now. It’s not so much that he reminds you of Corvis. He reminds you of you.” 
 
    “I’d say there are quite a few significant differences.” Max grinned. “For instance…” 
 
    “I’m a bit taller,” Bain said, straightening his posture. He chuckled at the twitch that ran briefly across Max’s brow and the guffaw forcing itself from Nesura’s lips. “But you’re right. I wouldn’t know what to do with myself once the Exodus was done. I will—” 
 
    His CUI pulsed then, and notifications scrolled down the corner of his vision. He focused on them. 
 
      
 
    Cosmic Insight attained! 
 
    Reward: Species Shift 
 
    Original Species: Human 
 
    New Species: Arcane Lich 
 
    +10% Universal Spell Efficacy 
 
    +10% Universal Spell Efficacy for all carrion-aligned spells 
 
    +10% casting speed 
 
    As an undead entity, your Resilience parameter is no longer relevant. Its value will be transferred to your Resolve parameter. All physical traits previously stemming from your Resilience parameter will now apply to your Resolve parameter.   
 
    Parameters 
 
    Might: 184 
 
    Resilience: 0 
 
    Swiftness: 184 
 
    Resolve: 1169 
 
      
 
    What the hell? Bain couldn’t help but gasp in horror, though he had no lungs. He cast Proxysight and summoned an Ocular Proxy before turning its vision on himself and expecting to see a fleshless skull where his face had been. To his relief, that wasn’t the case. He still retained his appearance. 
 
    “An Arcane Lich, eh?” Nesura arched her brow. “I guess it isn’t surprising, considering that golden thing you’ve got jammed into your forehead. It’s an undead creature, and now, so are you.” 
 
    “Damn.” Bain prodded his cheek gingerly with his right index finger. “So, what now? Am I going to become a walking skeleton over time?” 
 
    “No,” Max said. “As an Arcane Lich, your flesh shouldn’t rot and decay, as long as it holds cosmic energy. But your energy pathways and channels should be far more resilient now. With Nesura’s spell in place, you now have much more time than you would have had, maybe enough to actually see your people to their destination and even spend some time with them there.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t I start decaying as soon as I give up cosmic energy? Or maybe I’ll just drop dead?” Bain asked. 
 
    “One or the other,” Nesura said, grinning nastily. “That’s for you to find out. The question is… do you want to, or do you want to stay in the Crucible and stop its advance across the cosmos once and for all?” 
 
    “Are you trying some weird reverse-psychology sale tactic on me?” Bain asked the familiar. “That kind of thing doesn’t work very well, you know? There are studies on that.” 
 
    Bain had retained the Crucible’s instant translation capabilities within Veritas’s interior. The crimson incarnation threw its head back and laughed for several moments. 
 
    “I’ll have you know, my stratagems in persuasiveness are legendary throughout the cosmos,” Nesura said, when her mirth was spent. “I knew you were different, Bain, because you can see through one of them so quickly. But my genius is unmatched! Now—” 
 
    “Enough,” Max said. He glanced at Bain. “Once she begins praising herself, she won’t stop for several hours. So, let’s not get her started.” 
 
    “I think it’s a bit too late for that,” Bain said, nodding at the familiar, who had begun a self-aggrandizing rant about her mastery in the art of persuasion. 
 
    “Great. Just great.” Max sighed and slumped his shoulders in defeated resignation. “Let’s get back on track. So, what will it be, Bain? Death or eternal life?” 
 
    “I’m not going to agree to anything more just yet. We already have a deal in place, so let’s stick to that for the time being,” Bain said. “Right now, I need to focus on the Exodus itself instead of thinking about what comes after.” 
 
    Alarms began to blare, then. Veritas’s sensors had picked up the distinct energy signatures that heralded the arrival of another Raid. Within minutes, Challengers would be appearing once more within the World Ship’s depths, seeking to wreak as much death and destruction as they could. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Max said. “I’m going to guess that you want Sava and I to sit this one out, too. Your Exoders could definitely use the cosmic essence.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Bain replied as he turned and jogged to the Pathway Structure.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Challenger that made it to Bain’s Warden Chamber was named Hecato, and he was a dozen-armed Warrior who wielded a curved sword in each of his massive fists. His torso was serpentine and sheathed in thick plates of armor, and whatever evolved Class he had acquired gave him the ability to project bladed shockwaves from his weapons. 
 
    And that was what he did now, hurling a tide of shimmering, immaterial blades at Bain, who bathed them in the deadening effects of quadra-cast Nullifying Gaze spells and brought them to a near halt. 
 
     Pasha dashed past him, transitioning from his canine form to his humanoid War Form. He’d cast his Prowess spell, wreathing his thickly muscled limbs in a field of translucent energy that would heighten his already prodigious strength and swiftness. 
 
    Akasha kept pace with the psycanine. The Wanderer was under the effects of a Prowess spell, too. Together, they stormed into the midst of the crawling shockwaves and shattered them into shards of swirling light with their fists, feet, and elbows. 
 
    The Dungeon he’d conjured to take on the strongest Challengers in the most recent Raid had manifested as a mazelike network of massive, interconnected caves. The Warden Chamber was merely the largest of those caves, its craggy walls decorated by spheres of green light. 
 
    “Your death will be exquisite, Exoders! I will flay the flesh from your bones while keeping you alive and conscious!” Hecato raged. He began a slithering advance, his blades held above his head in readiness to strike. “You will beg for oblivion with every burning nerve, every mutilated synapse!” 
 
    “He sounds angry, boss,” Srralntharizz said. The Weaver had assumed his arachnid form, but his worry was evident in every nervous tic that trembled down the lengths of his eight legs. He was standing next to Bain, ready to conjure layers of energy webs in Hecato’s path. 
 
    “He should be,” Filaxes said. The Lavamancer was on Bain’s other flank. She wielded a whip of biting frost in her left fist while floating a cluster of molten orbs above the surface of her right palm. “We killed all his companions.” 
 
    “Well, technically, we didn’t kill them,” Srralntharizz said. “The monsters and traps in this Dungeon did.” 
 
    “But you deployed and set off that last cluster of traps that killed their Healer, didn’t you?” Filaxes asked. “Things went completely downhill for them from that point on.” 
 
    “You were the one responsible for my lover’s death, Raneolus scum?” Hecato roared. Looming over Akasha and Pasha, the Challenger bristled with rage. “You will suffer the most!” 
 
    “Thanks, babe,” Srralntharizz deadpanned. “He really needed to know that.” 
 
    “Did he?” Filaxes blinked in momentary confusion. Understanding filled her eyes an instant later. “Ah, you’re being ironic again. I can never tell.” 
 
    Bain tuned the Lavamancer and the Weaver out and cast Crushing Gaze at the ground beneath Hecato’s scaled underbelly. Earthen claws burst from the cavern floor and clutched at the Challenger’s serpentine bulk, briefly bringing his advance to a grinding halt. 
 
    Akasha and Pasha took the chance to lash out at Hecato. The Wanderer unleashed a flurry of punches and kicks on the Challenger’s left flank, while the psycanine bit and clawed at his right. Neither of them had any success against Hecato’s potently enchanted armor. Their blows rang or scraped uselessly off its burnished surface. 
 
    He’s fully decked out in Level 40 gear, which matches his own Level, too, Bain thought. I can’t say the same for most of the Exoders, especially not Akasha, who has only a few weak enchanted items, and definitely not Pasha, who has none at all and can’t use any. 
 
    “Fall back, you two!” Bain called, raising his staff and hurling out triple-cast Pyrokinetic Gaze spells. Immense globes of flame roiled into existence in the air above Hecato’s head and fell upon him, wreathing his body in fire. 
 
    Srralntharizz hurled out multi-colored webs of light that spun toward the Challenger. They wrapped themselves around his armored shoulders and began sapping his strength and vitality. Holding her icy whip in reserve, Filaxes sent the molten spheres above her palm hurtling forward. They crashed against Hecato’s helm, breastplate, and bracers. 
 
    The Challenger roared and swept his blades out. Shockwaves rippled from the arcs of his weapons, blasted Srralntharizz’s and Filaxes’s spells into oblivion, and rolled toward the Exoders as an inexorable, scything wall. 
 
    But by then, Bain had completed his study of Hecato’s spell and forged his own take on it. As he took a split-second to burn a sequence of pathways and channels through his body, a CUI notification appeared in the corner of his vision. 
 
      
 
    New spell attained! 
 
    Bladestorm Glare 
 
    Projects 400 blades of cosmic energy that deal physical and air-aligned damage up to 400 feet away. High cosmic energy consumption. 
 
      
 
    Pasha read Bain’s intents through their mental link, then. He grabbed Akasha by the scruff of his neck and dragged the Wanderer aside, clearing an empty space between Bain and the encroaching wall of bladed shockwaves. 
 
    The air in front of Bain’s eyes whistled and keened as he quadra-cast Bladestorm Glare. Hundreds of barely visible swords flickered into existence before coalescing into a wall of scything wind that swept over Hecato’s shockwave tide and bore down upon the Challenger. 
 
    Still draped in the flames birthed by Bain’s Pyrokinetic Gaze spells, Hecato grunted in surprise at the sight. He reacted swiftly, crossing his arms across his torso and projecting an energy barrier from the enchantments bound into his armor. The Bladestorm Glare rolled over his serpentine bulk, drawing trails of sparks as they hacked and slashed at the Challenger’s defenses. 
 
    A crack appeared over Hecato’s energy barrier, then another. The Challenger roared in defiance as the translucent sphere of colorless light sheathing his body burst apart, and several hundred immaterial blades fell upon him and ripped through his armor in an instant. Gouts of bright green blood arced into the air. Three of Hecato’s arms fell free from his torso to thump wetly upon the ground. Strings of his entrails followed. The Challenger lost another two arms and a third of his lower body before Bain’s spell spent its fury and petered out into a faint breeze against the walls at the far end of the Warden Chamber. 
 
    A strangled gasp wheezed through Hecato’s blood-streaked lips. His eyes were gone, reduced to gory trenches beneath the ruins of his brow. He reached one of his remaining arms tremblingly out toward Bain. Filaxes split it down the middle with a flick of her icy lash. The Lavamancer sliced her whip sideways and across Hecato’s neck. 
 
    The Challenger’s head tumbled from his shoulders, bounced off the ground, and rolled several feet before coming to a rest. The rest of his bulk keeled over and fell with a terrific clamor of crashing metal, and a pool of blood spread beneath his remains. 
 
    Srralntharizz was there in a flash, rifling through Hecato’s belongings and grabbing anything he found valuable. Bain didn’t stop the Weaver. Srralntharizz had proven his trustworthiness time and again, and he could be counted on to deposit anything he looted in a communal stash overseen by Trasynthus and managed by Nediras. 
 
    Hecato’s cosmic essence flowed into Bain’s body then, split four ways across the Cohort. Filaxes, Akasha, and Srralntharizz ascended two Levels, bringing them to Level 20 and unlocking their Class Evolutions. Bain was watching them chatter excitedly amongst themselves when a CUI notification flickered into existence. 
 
      
 
    Level 41 attained! 
 
    All parameters have improved by 9 
 
      
 
    That sounds about right, he thought. I was already on the verge of getting to the next Level before this Raid started. I still have a long way to go, though. 
 
    “Is that all of them?” Akasha asked, wiping his brow with the back of his hand. The Wanderer was sagging with exhaustion. He’d ventured from the Warden Chamber several times to ambush the Challengers and actually managed to pick off a few of them all by himself. But he’d exhausted his cosmic energy reserves and taken several fairly serious injuries in the process. 
 
    “Yes,” Bain said as the Dungeon dissolved all around them. He looked around and met everyone’s gaze briefly. “Thank you. That was very well done.” 
 
    “Damn right it was,” Srralntharizz said, dancing from one of his eight legs to another. “We kicked the asses of a Level 40 Faction Leader and his Inner Circle!” 
 
    “It wasn’t exactly a fair fight,” Filaxes said, a slight frown creasing her scaly brow. The Lavamancer shrugged. “But we cannot afford the luxury of fairness, so we must secure our victories however, wherever, and whenever we can.” 
 
    “We must also secure our rewards, too,” Akasha said as he caught the sphere of white light that drifted into his grasp. 
 
    Bain did the same and used the Challenger Bounty to upgrade his Circlet of Ocularism. The metal band across his brow flowed and warped, but he reached out to the cosmic energy within its length and modulated it so that the enchanted circlet didn’t undergo too large a change from receiving such a powerful enhancement. He scanned it with his CUI as it settled back into place. 
 
      
 
    Greater Circlet of Ocularism 
 
    Enchanted Circlet +28 
 
    +280% efficacy to all Ocularist spells 
 
    -28% cosmic energy costs for all Ocularist spells 
 
    Greater Warding Gaze (42% universal damage reduction while any Ocularist spell is active 
 
    +1 ocular aperture 
 
      
 
    That additional ocular aperture will let me cast one more spell at the same time, he thought. Pasha brushed up against his shin, then. The psycanine had shrunk down to his tiny form again. Bain gave him a good backrub. “Good job, buddy. You were amazing out there.” 
 
    Thanks! Pasha wagged his tail and panted happily. But we should check on the others quickly, Bain. I’m worried about them. 
 
    “I was just about to do that,” Bain said as he swept Huntsight and Flowsight across the entirety of Veritas. As he’d suspected, his Cohort had taken the longest to deal with their Challengers. All across the World Ship, the Exoders who’d assumed Wardenship of the Dungeons were slumped over in place from exhaustion or injury. Nediras’s crew was already spreading out through the hallways and corridors, ready to stretcher any casualties back to Veritas’s infirmary. 
 
    The Exoders had won again, but this time, they’d done so at a greater price. Bain spotted several corpses scattered throughout the World Ship, unclaimed and unmolested by its Karmic Core. The sight made him snap his attention swiftly to where Yelena’s Cohort was. 
 
    To his relief, she was safe and sound, and so were those with her. The Paladin was helping Esther Song to her feet. The no-nonsense, tough-as-nails Slayer accepted Yelena’s assistance gratefully. She was bruised and battered—as she usually was after every tough fight—but it was obvious to Bain that she was ready for much more. Saira Gupta, a human Duelist Bain had freed from Tommy’s influence, was there as well. The dusky skinned woman seemed dead on her feet from fatigue, but she was otherwise unhurt. 
 
    The last member of Yelena’s Cohort was Ikaru. The Crystalline Lancer’s features were strained with tiredness, and his armored coat bore a few rips and tears that hadn’t been there, but he, too, was uninjured. 
 
    That’s good, Bain thought. During the latest Raid, he had taken on the most powerful group of Challengers, as he’d done previously, but this time, there had been more Level 35 and above individuals amongst them, so the Exoders had needed to spread their powerhouses out a bit more thinly to deal with the more numerous threats. 
 
    Yelena’s Cohort had taken on a group of Challengers who averaged out at roughly Level 38 and come through relatively unscathed. Bain started looking for Torgar, who’d formed a Cohort of his fellow Duraga to confront a dozen Level 35 Challengers. 
 
    He found the Rune Smith quickly. Torgar was alone, his features grim and bloodied. Three Duraga corpses were laid out at his feet. His Cohort had secured victory as well, but he was the only one remaining to savor its bittersweet aftertaste. As Bain watched, the Rune Smith thumped his armored fist across his breastplate before promptly loading up his kinsmen upon a floating disc of blue light. Words fell from his lips, and though Bain didn’t know how to read lips, he didn’t need to understand what Torgar was saying to realize that the Rune Smith was uttering some kind of funereal chant or prayer. 
 
    We’re taking unsustainable attrition, Bain thought, sighing. We need reinforcements. Hopefully, my little project pans out. 
 
    Bain raised the slim metal band around his wrist and focused on the acid-etched rune upon its surface. The Resonance Coil pulsed briefly with light as the cosmic energy established a communication link with similar bracelets on Yelena and Ikaru’s wrists. 
 
    “Let’s meet on the bridge,” he said into the bracelet. 
 
    “Aye, lad,” Torgar’s voice chimed. 
 
    “Ikaru and I will be there shortly,” Yelena replied. 
 
    Bain nodded and let the Resonance Coil fall back into dormancy. The Duraga Rune Smiths and Uvol Yenn, a Spellbinder who’d become the de-facto leader of the Creators aboard Veritas, had managed to mass produce and distribute the communication bracelets among the Exoders. 
 
    Uvol Yenn was telling me that the Creators are running short of crafting materials, he remembered. At this rate, we might not be able to replenish our Restoration Tabs and Healing Pellets. I’ll have to figure out a way to keep our stores up. 
 
    “Is there anything else you need from this fellow, boss?” Srralntharizz said, pulling Bain away from his ruminations. The Weaver had kept one of his eight legs on top of Hecato’s corpse. When he removed the limb, Veritas’s Karmic Core would absorb the Challenger’s remains and repurpose his cosmic energy. All across the World Ship, Cohort leaders or, in the event of their deaths, their seconds-in-command were doing the same thing to the bodies of their most powerful foes. 
 
    “Take a pattern reading and send it to the bridge,” Filaxes said, smacking Srralntharizz on the back with enough force to make him flinch and shout an annoyed ‘Hey!’ 
 
    The Lavamancer spoke over his protests. “Those were your instructions, weren’t they? Or were you not paying attention when Lord Trasynthus Osur was briefing us just now?” 
 
    “I just wanted to make sure that was what the boss wanted,” Srralntharizz grumbled. 
 
    “It is, Srral,” Bain said. “Please take the pattern reading. Once you’re done with that, you can let Veritas claim the body. Thank you.” 
 
    “I’ll get onto it right away!” Srralntharizz produced a small crystal rod from whatever extra-dimensional storage pouch he wore on his person and waved it over Hecato’s corpse. The rod chimed briefly and emitted a faint thread of cosmic energy from its tip all the way to the World Ship’s bridge. 
 
    Bain swept his omni-directional vision across Veritas once more and saw that an Exoder in every Cohort was doing or had just done the same thing as Srralntharizz. He glanced downward at the bridge, where Hulram, one of Torgar’s fellow Rune Smiths, was working furiously over a set of terminals to record all the energy patterns dissipating from the remains of the slain Challengers. 
 
    As he turned his attention back to his own Cohort, he saw that Hecato’s corpse had dissolved into flakes of black light, the cosmic energy bound into his flesh claimed by the World Ship’s Karmic Core. Bain gave Srralntharizz, Filaxes, and Akasha a thumbs-up. 
 
    “We’re done here,” he said. “I don’t think anyone here needs to be patched up by Nediras or one of the Auramancers, but you could all use some rest, so go get some.” 
 
    “Got it, boss!” Srralntharizz tapped one of his hair arachnid legs to his brow in a mock salute. “You have a good one, too.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Bain relinquished the Cohort bond and walked over to the nearest Pathway Structure, with Pasha following closely by his heel. The psycanine didn’t say anything through their mental link as they walked, being content to bump his nose affectionately against Bain’s shin few times. 
 
    In response, Bain gave Pasha a quick head pat with one hand while he activated the Pathway Structure with the other and traveled straight to Veritas’s bridge. Hulram looked up from his work as Bain walked over to the Rune Smith’s terminals. 
 
    “Congratulations on your victory, Bain Lee,” Hulram said before glancing back down at the control panel he had placed his left hand upon. “The parsing and categorizing of the energy patterns will be done in an hour or so.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Bain said as Yelena and Ikaru emerged from the Pathway Structure at the far end of the bridge and walked over to him. He nodded to the Esarthu siblings. “Looks like you two have both gained another Level. Well done.” 
 
    “Challengers yield more cosmic essence than monsters do when you kill them,” Ikaru said grimly. He raised his hand. “I know, I know. They had a choice. We don’t. There’s no need to tell me again. It still just feels wrong to me.” 
 
    “I think it’s a good thing that it does,” Bain said. His words earned him a warm smile from Yelena. He returned it before clasping Ikaru on the shoulder. “It’s a tough burden, but it’s one I think is worth bearing.” 
 
    Ikaru nodded before looking past Bain and at the swirling vortex beyond the bridge’s windows. “I’m sure they will be fine, but I can’t help but wonder how Finn, Alex, and Urtek are doing.” 
 
    “Either they are reveling in the endless slaughter of the Crucible or they are dead,” Torgar said, emerging from the Pathway Structure as well. The Rune Smith had found some time to wipe the blood from his face. He must have taken a Healing Pellet, too, as he wasn’t nearly as injured as he’d been after the end of the Raid. Torgar sighed as he approached Bain and the Esarthu siblings.  
 
    “I have ascended another Level, too, but there is less than a day’s time between the two Raids, which means that at this rate, we will be wiped out long before we reach the Architect of Fate’s lair. We need more power and numbers if we are to survive the journey ahead.” 
 
    “Or we need to figure out a way to lessen the frequency of the Raids,” Yelena added. 
 
    “Why not all three?” Bain said, grinning.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bain walked over to the central terminal upon the bridge and extended a thread of his own cosmic energy into one of its control panels. CUI screens appeared above the terminal, each framed by the same metallic substance that comprised most of Veritas’s walls and floors. Bain fashioned simple energy patterns that bound the CUI screens into permanency. The result was a panel of screens that spanned roughly five feet across and stood two feet tall, mounted upon the terminal by a simple but sturdy metal lattice. 
 
    Torgar clicked his tongue, obviously disapproving of what he considered to be shoddy human work, but he didn’t say anything. Bain didn’t doubt that the Rune Smith would take it upon himself to touch up the supporting lattice later. 
 
    Next, Bain drew threads of cosmic energy directly from the Karmic Core and linked it to his newest creation. The panel of screens flashed briefly with colorless light. Patterns solidified within them. 
 
    “What is this for?” Ikaru asked, angling his left wrist at the screens and scanning them with his CUI. He arched his brow in obvious confusion. “My CUI calls it the Manifestor but doesn’t say anything else about it.” 
 
    “It’s something like the Nexus in the Dominion Task, isn’t it?” Torgar said, walking to Bain’s side and peering closely at one of the screens. “We still have the Projection Anchors, which we’ve used to build the Pathway Structures and Uvol Yenn’s Fabricator Structure, but we’ve lost all the others that we had. But with this, we might be able to get them back.” 
 
    “If we can regain access to the Summoner Structure or create something else with similar capabilities, we might be able to bolster our numbers,” Yelena said, approaching as well. The Paladin held a snoozing Pasha in her arms. 
 
    “I don’t know if we’ll have enough time to carry out Summoning expeditions before the next Raid arrives,” Ikaru said, scratching the back of his head. He turned to Bain. “Did you say you can get us all three of things we need, namely more power, fewer Raids, and reinforcements?” 
 
    “I might be able to,” Bain replied before casting a sidelong glance at Hulram. “I’ll have to wait until he’s done sorting through the energy scan data from the last Raid, though.” 
 
    “I’m working as quickly as I can,” Hulram called back, obviously having overheard Bain’s words. 
 
    “I know,” Bain said apologetically. “I didn’t mean to rush you. Please just carry on.” 
 
    Torgar stomped over to his fellow Rune Smith and looked briefly over Hulram’s shoulder. He frowned and turned back to Bain. “He’s only sorting and compiling the energy patterns in their rawest form, without any annotations or analyses at all. Are you sure that’s all you need?” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Bain said, tapping the Azraelain embedded in his forehead meaningfully. Just days ago, he would have needed Torgar and Hulram’s help to decipher energy patterns and deduce their functions. Now, thanks to the Aurum Lich’s knowledge, he could identify what each pattern did on sight. 
 
    “Alright then, lad.” Torgar took off his gauntlets and cracked his knuckles. “I’ll help out, too. The two of us will get the work done quickly enough.” 
 
    Hulram nodded and took a half-step to the side, making room for his fellow Rune Smith at his terminal. A moment later, the two of them were engrossed in their work. 
 
    “You wanted us to take all those scans of the dead Challengers and send them to Hulram, but what exactly are you looking for, Bain?” Ikaru asked. 
 
    “These Challengers were sent directly to Veritas through Raids, projections of the Crucible’s functions with specific energy patterns and alignments,” Bain said. “If I can isolate these patterns, I should be able to design a Structure that can disrupt or at least slow down their manifestations.” 
 
    “This means that Raids will either not happen at all or occur much less frequently,” Yelena said. “We suffered much greater losses in the latest Raid because we were still trying to shake off the fatigue from the last one. Such a Structure would allow us to recuperate more fully in between battles.” 
 
    “That would also mean fewer of our people getting hurt or killed,” Ikaru added. He walked closer to the Manifestor and read from one of its screens. “Hey, it seems that we can create another Fabricator Structure with this, too. That might not be a bad idea, Bain. Our Creators could use the additional working space.” 
 
    “We can also build additional Pathway Structures,” Yelena said, looking at another screen. “That would make life much more convenient aboard Veritas. But surely there has to be a limit to how many Structures we can build, Bain. During the Dominion Task, we were constrained by Construction Points. Is there something similar in place, here?” 
 
    “Veritas’s Karmic Core contains enough cosmic energy to build any number of Structures, but maintaining all of them is another matter entirely,” Bain explained. He reached out to one of the Manifestor’s screens. Words scrolled across its surface. 
 
      
 
    Manifestation Capacity: 20% 
 
    Manifested Structures: 
 
    375 Pathway Structures (3%) 
 
    1 Fabricator Structure (5%) 
 
    1 Lesser Integrity Structure (12%) 
 
      
 
    “A Pathway Structure is far less complex than a Fabricator Structure, so Veritas can keep many more Pathway Structures in existence,” Bain continued, tapping his chin thoughtfully. “If I had to estimate, something like a Summoner Structure would take up twenty or more percent of Veritas’s Manifestation Capacity. A Structure that slowed down Raids would cost even more. Of course, we can break down Structures at will to free up Manifestation Capacity.” 
 
    “Would the cosmic energy invested into a broken-down Structure be lost?” Ikaru asked. “During the Dominion Task, if we took down any Structures, we would forfeit all of the Construction Points that went into them.” 
 
    “No, that’s not how it works here.” Bain shook his head. “The Karmic Core will reabsorb any unclaimed cosmic energy and re-circulate it throughout Veritas’s interior.” 
 
    “What does the Lesser Integrity Structure do?” Yelena wondered. She put Pasha down on a nearby chair and danced her fingers across one of the Manifestor’s control panels. The words across one of its screens changed. 
 
      
 
    Lesser Integrity Structure 
 
    Maintains Karmic Integrity of Veritas amidst raw cosmic energy 
 
    Manifestation Capacity required: 12% 
 
    Current Karmic Integrity: 100% 
 
    Upgrade or build more of this Structure to maintain Karmic Integrity 
 
      
 
    “We are traveling through the void between the Crucible’s Spatial Integrations,” Bain said. “That means we are awash in pure cosmic energy, and we already know how cosmic energy has a tendency to latch onto conscious thought. And when that happens, monsters and Dungeons appear. The Integrity Structure encases Veritas in a field of counteractive cosmic energy that prevents this from happening.” 
 
    “I’m going to guess that if our Karmic Integrity falls below a hundred percent, we’ll be at risk of monsters and Dungeons suddenly appearing in our hallways and chambers,” Ikaru said, grimacing. 
 
    “You’re right,” Bain said. “That’s why we can’t let that happen. The more Manifestation Capacity we take up, the harder the Integrity Structure has to work. Once we exceed thirty percent Manifestation Capacity, I’ll probably have to create another one.” 
 
    “But that will take up more Manifestation Capacity, too,” Ikaru pointed out. The Crystalline Lancer sighed. “At this rate, we won’t be able to have many Structures in play at all.” 
 
    “The Integrity Structure can be upgraded,” Yelena said. “Would doing so increase its efficacy without also increasing the Manifestation Capacity it requires?” 
 
    “It would,” Bain said, “but I need Dungeon core fragments to upgrade any Structures. I still have a small amount stashed away in Domain Shaper. Just enough to upgrade this Integrity Structure once.” 
 
    “The only thing that can collect Dungeon core fragments is a Domain Tool like yours,” Ikaru said, pointing to the plain glove covering Bain’s left hand. “But you can’t afford to preoccupy yourself with Summoning Expeditions and any Dungeons they might involve.” 
 
    “No, I can’t,” Bain agreed. “That’s why I’ve already sent a schematic of the energy patterns needed to create Domain Tools to Uvol Yenn. Hopefully, he and his people can figure out a way to make more of them.” 
 
    “Do they have the materials to do so?” Yelena asked. “We spoke to Uvol together, Bain. He told us that the Creators were running low on crafting materials, remember?” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” Bain chuckled ruefully. “I’ll have to figure out a way to get them more, too. There’s a Structure I had in mind. It’s called the Adventurer Structure, which creates portals leading directly to Dungeons across the Crucible. There, our people can kill monsters and harvest crafting materials from them.” 
 
    “I don’t think we will have enough Manifestation Capacity to create every Structure we need.” Ikaru’s grimace turned deeper. “Can we upgrade the Karmic Core somehow?” 
 
    “We can, I think.” Bain sighed. “But it’ll take something containing highly condensed cosmic essence. If I had to guess, such a material can only be found in the remains of a Crucible Champion. And even, it might not even suffice.” 
 
    “We’re not going to have much luck getting that,” Ikaru said, his shoulders sagging in despair. The Crystalline Lancer blinked then as if he were recalling something that had just slipped his mind. “Wait. What about those two Unravelers? Maximo Strident and Sava Saree! They’re on our side, aren’t they? Can’t they go kill a few Crucible Champions and get what we need?” 
 
    “We can’t rely on them entirely,” Yelena said, a disapproving frown creasing her brow. “In fact, I’m not sure we can trust them at all.” 
 
    “If they wanted us dead, we’d be dead, Sister,” Ikaru pointed out. “But at this point, they’ve done nothing except offer their help, which we could use.” 
 
    “I have a feeling they can’t just waltz into the Crucible and kill some of their Champions,” Bain said. “But both of you are right. Max and Sava haven’t done anything to hurt us, but neither can we rest all our hopes on them. Sooner rather than later, we’ll have to deal with a Crucible Champion. Hopefully, we'll be strong enough to win and get what we need by then.” 
 
    Torgar looked up from his work. “Lad, I’ve got the first few pattern groups sorted. I’ll send them over to one of the terminals in front of you right now.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Bain said, tapping a few buttons on a nearby control panel. Several CUI screens flickered into existence above it, all of them bearing depictions of energy patterns that he would have found impossibly complicated just a few days ago. Now, they were open books to him, their mysteries laid out in their entirety beneath his gaze. 
 
    He studied them for a few moments before nodding to himself. That’s it. The Crucible was using the first three patterns to lock-on to Veritas. The bottom two patterns work together with those three to create portals that Challengers can use to travel directly over. If I can project a disruptive field… yes, I can, which means I have what I need to build and calibrate a Structure that will reduce the frequency of Raids. 
 
    Bain pushed threads of cosmic energy from his eyes into the Manifestor. More permanent CUI screens emerged from its bulk. Its control panels rippled as they acquired more buttons, keys, and switches. One of its screens flashed briefly. 
 
      
 
    New Structure available! 
 
      
 
    Lesser Disruptor 
 
    Slows down Crucible Raid Attunement by 50% 
 
    Manifestation Capacity required: 35% 
 
    This Structure can be upgraded. 
 
      
 
    “Great!” Ikaru cried. He pumped one of his fists in the air excitedly, mimicking one of Finn’s characteristic gestures. “Build it, quickly!” 
 
    “Actually, why don’t you do it?” Bain gestured to one of the control panels. “Just follow the on-screen prompts.” 
 
    “Me?” The Crystalline Lancer shrugged before exchanging a sidelong glance with his sister. “I could, I guess. I just thought you’d want to do the honors.” 
 
    “I don’t need these control panels to operate the Manifestor,” Bain explained, tapping his brow pointedly. “I can simply do so by manipulating the energy patterns within its depths.” 
 
    “You built this for us to use,” Yelena said softly in a worried voice. Her lips curved into a sad smile. “Thank you, Bain.” 
 
    Ikaru tapped a few keys on the control panel. The CUI screen flickered. 
 
      
 
    Lesser Disruptor Structure is ready for Manifestation. 
 
    Proceed? Yes/No 
 
      
 
    Ikaru affirmed his choice, and the Manifestor pulsed with colorless light. Veritas’s image appeared in another permanent CUI screen next to him. It depicted a massive antenna-like rod extending from the hull of the World Ship’s upper section. The new addition didn’t stop growing until it was nearly ten miles long. Waves of cosmic energy radiated from its length, adding the patterns within them to the ones comprising the encapsulation of the Integrity Structure. 
 
    Fresh words scrolled across the length of the CUI screen. 
 
      
 
    Lesser Disruptor Structure has been manifested. 
 
    Manifestation Capacity: 55% 
 
    Manifested Structures: 
 
    375 Pathway Structures (3%) 
 
    1 Fabricator Structure (5%) 
 
    1 Lesser Integrity Structure (12%) 
 
    1 Lesser Disruptor Structure (35%) 
 
      
 
    “There it is,” Bain said, tilting his brow at the image of the newly altered Veritas in the CUI screen. “We should have at least two days’ time in between Raids now. But I’m still not done. Not yet.” 
 
    He looked back down at the energy patterns Torgar had sent him and drew deeply on the Aurum Lich’s knowledge. New patterns unfolded within his mind, and he input them into the Manifestor as well. Words appeared across one of its screens. 
 
      
 
    New Structure available! 
 
      
 
    Lesser Attunement Sensor 
 
    Gives at least 24 hours’ notice of impending Raid 
 
    Manifestation Capacity required: 5% 
 
    Only 1 such Structure can be manifested at any given time. 
 
    This Structure can be upgraded. 
 
      
 
    “The portals that the Crucible uses to send Challengers here require very complex energy patterns,” Bain explained. “The Crucible needs a lot of time to build these patterns and activate them. This new Structure will let us know two hours before that happens.” 
 
    “Right now, our energy sensors give us barely five- or six-minutes’ notice,” Yelena said. “This will make a huge difference.” 
 
    “Would you like to build it?” Bain asked her. 
 
    The Paladin nodded and began tapping upon another control panel. A few moments later, the screen closest to her informed her of her success. 
 
      
 
    Lesser Attunement Sensor Structure has been manifested. 
 
    Manifestation Capacity: 60% 
 
    Manifested Structures: 
 
    375 Pathway Structures (3%) 
 
    1 Fabricator Structure (5%) 
 
    1 Lesser Integrity Structure (12%) 
 
    1 Lesser Disruptor Structure (35%) 
 
    1 Lesser Attunement Sensor Structure (5%) 
 
      
 
    “Well done,” Bain congratulated her. He looked at both Ikaru and Yelena. “What do you think of the Manifestor? Is it easy to use?” 
 
    “It is,” Yelena said. “The prompts and instructions are intuitive and all but foolproof. Any Exoder should be able to use the Manifestor to build more Structures.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t let just anyone do so, though,” Ikaru pointed out. He pulled up a chair and sat down heavily upon it, his fatigue evident in his hunched-over posture and the tightness of his eyes. “I know it makes no sense for anyone aboard Veritas to betray us at all, but we should still restrict access to the Manifestor.” 
 
    “I agree with you on restricting access to the Manifestor, but I’m not quite sure about how it would make no sense for any Exoder to turn traitor,” Bain said. “I wouldn’t put it past the Crucible to begin reaching out to those amongst us with promises of rewards such as Class changes, cosmic essence, or enchanted items if they would only return to it as Challengers and sabotage the Exodus while they did so.” 
 
    “Is there any way you can prevent that?” Ikaru asked, his eyes widening with horror. “The last thing we need is to find enemies in our midst!” 
 
    “I can’t stop the Crucible from communicating with Exoders, at least not yet. Once it has done so and the energy patterns involved have been recorded, I might be able to fashion a Structure that can block any attempts it makes to reach out to our people,” Bain said. “But by then, it might be too late. For now, we’ll just have to count on Esther and her security team to keep an eye out for any suspicious activity.” 
 
    “It is an ugly necessity but a necessity nevertheless,” Yelena said. She clasped Ikaru gently on the shoulder. “Go get some rest before you collapse, Brother.” 
 
    “Alright.” Ikaru rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand and got to his feet. He glared across the top of the Manifestor at Torgar. “Yes, we all know about your vaunted Duraga vitality and your disdain for Esarthu frailness. Spare me the mockery, just this once.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to mock you,” the Rune Smith said, looking up from his work. “We all fought hard today, and we’ll need to fight harder yet in the days to come. Go and get your rest so you can do so.” 
 
    Ikaru blinked in surprise. He nodded wordlessly before shuffling away to the Pathway Structure at the far end of the bridge and vanishing. 
 
    “You alright, Torgar?” Bain asked, no less astonished at the Rune Smith’s behavior. Normally, Torgar would never fail to have a quip about human shoddiness or Esarthu weakness. 
 
    “I am, lad,” Torgar replied. His craggy features were downcast, and the minute tics in his posture and bearing revealed a different kind of fatigue beneath Huntsight’s subatomic gaze. The Rune Smith was tired, not of fighting but of losing people. 
 
    He did just see three other Duraga, people that he probably knew personally, die a short while ago, Bain thought. He opened his mouth to express his condolences, only to clamp his lips shut again, knowing that anything he could say would only darken Torgar’s mood. 
 
    Yelena had arrived at the same conclusion, too, it seemed. The Paladin walked over to Torgar and gave him a brief but warm side-hug. The gesture brought a ghost of a smile to Torgar’s lips and the slightest hint of moisture in the corner of his eye. 
 
    “The next set of patterns is ready,” Hulram reported. The Rune Smith tapped a key on his terminal, and one of the ephemeral screens near the Manifestor displayed a series of energy patterns. 
 
    Bain parsed them through the Aurum Lich’s memories and identified them as the ones the Crucible used to rally Challengers to its Raids. If he could just subvert their nature, then he could… 
 
      
 
    New Structure available! 
 
      
 
    Lesser Liberator 
 
    Sends Liberation Quests through the Crucible. Challengers who respond will be given the chance to make an accord with the Exoder operating the Liberator Structure. If an accord is reached, up to 4 Exoders can travel instantaneously to the Challengers’ location. There, the Exoders will have to neutralize a threat to the Challengers. 
 
    If the Exoders are successful, the Challengers’ karmic link to the Crucible will be severed, and the Challengers will also become Exoders. 
 
    All surviving Exoders will be returned to Veritas instantly upon the completion of the Liberation Quest. 
 
    Up to 10 Liberation Quests can be active at any given time. 
 
    Manifestation Capacity required: 25% 
 
    This Structure can be upgraded. 
 
      
 
    “That’s quite similar to the Summoner Structure,” Yelena said. “We can certainly bolster our ranks with it.” 
 
    “How many will heed our call, though?” Torgar asked, still laboring away at his terminal. 
 
    “We can’t say for sure, but I’m willing to bet that across all of the Crucible’s Spatial Integrations, there will be some Challengers who want the same thing we do, but they simply lack the means we have,” Bain replied. He reached out to the Manifestor directly and commanded it to build the Liberator. One of the permanent CUI screens flashed briefly before depicting a cross-section diagram of Veritas’s interior. 
 
      
 
    Lesser Liberator Structure is ready for Manifestation. 
 
    Please select location. 
 
      
 
    I’ll put it somewhere in the middle of the World Ship, just for convenience’s sake. If Trasynthus thinks it will make more tactical or strategic sense to place it elsewhere, he can do the relocation himself later, Bain thought as he focused on one of the larger empty chambers in Veritas’s central decks.  
 
      
 
    Lesser Liberator Structure has been manifested. 
 
    Manifestation Capacity: 85% 
 
    Manifested Structures: 
 
    375 Pathway Structures (3%) 
 
    1 Fabricator Structure (5%) 
 
    1 Lesser Integrity Structure (12%) 
 
    1 Lesser Disruptor Structure (35%) 
 
    1 Lesser Attunement Sensor Structure (5%) 
 
    Lesser Liberator Structure (25%) 
 
      
 
    “Great.” Bain grinned at the readout on the permanent CUI screen before turning his gaze back to Yelena. “Do you think you have it in you to make a little trip, or are you too worn out from the last Raid?” 
 
    “Thanks to the Auramancers, I am still battle-ready,” Yelena said. “But what about you, Bain?” 
 
    “I could use a breather, but like you, I’m still good to go,” Bain replied. “Torgar?” 
 
    “I’ll never turn down a fight, lad,” the Rune Smith rumbled, cracking his knuckles again. He turned to Hulram, who waved him away. 
 
    “It’s alright, Dunn,” the bald Rune Smith said. “Go on ahead. You really should get your wounds completely healed and your armor properly patched up first before you get into another fight, though.” 
 
    “Aye, that I will.” Torgar clasped hands briefly with Hulram before stomping over to Bain, with Yelena following closely behind. He studied the cross-section diagram of Veritas briefly. “I’m going to tidy up a bit first, lad, but I’ll see you there within the hour.” 
 
    “I’ll go round up a fourth Cohort member,” Yelena said. “And I also want to let my father know about these new Structures you’ve built, so he can start planning some kind of roster that will allow us to balance our forces between undertaking Liberation Quests and fending off Raids.” 
 
    “Alright.” Bain nodded. He reached down and stroked Pasha’s head, stirring the psycanine to semi-wakefulness. “Hey, buddy. Do you want to go for a walk with Yelena or Torgar? Or do you want to take a nap here?” 
 
    Pasha yawned before hopping off the chair Yelena had placed him upon. He butted Bain’s shin with his nose. I’ll go walk with pretty Yelena. 
 
    Torgar gave Bain a hearty thump on the back as he walked past and toward the Pathway Structure. Yelena squeezed his hand briefly as she did the same, with Pasha following on her heels. The two of them vanished, but a few moments later, Exoders began emerging from the Pathway Structure to resume their posts at their respective workstations upon the bridge. 
 
    Most of them were Esarthu, but Bain counted more than a few Duraga and humans in their midst, too. There were even a few Wexalli, members of a cybernetic species with mechanical limbs and torsos of metallic spheres encasing the organic parts of their anatomy. They all bowed politely and disturbingly reverently to Bain when they saw him. 
 
    Several Exoders also cast curious glances at the Manifestor, but none of them deigned to comment on it, overawed as they were by Bain’s presence. 
 
    “I’ve sent you the last of the patterns,” Hulram announced from his terminal. The Rune Smith stretched his neck muscles and rolled his shoulders. “That took much less time than I’d thought it would, thanks to Dunn’s help.” 
 
    “Thank you, Hulram.” Bain clasped hands briefly with the Rune Smith as he approached. “Please go get some rest if you need to.” 
 
    “I wasn’t in any of the fighting Cohorts during the last Raid, so I’m not tired at all,” Hulram said. The Rune Smith swept his gaze across the bridge, and despite having omni-directional vision, Bain couldn’t help but do the same. 
 
    Everywhere he looked, he saw Exoders averting their eyes from him. Bain sighed and sat down in the chair Ikaru had pulled up. 
 
    “Don’t let their regard get to you,” Hulram advised. “We are all stuck in troubling and uncertain circumstances, even by the Crucible’s standards, and they’ve all witnessed you doing the impossible. That’s why many of them view you as their savior… perhaps even in a deific sense.” 
 
    “I’m not a god,” Bain said quietly. “I’m just—” 
 
    “Our savior,” Hulram said, keeping his voice low as well. A sympathetic smile tugged at the Rune Smith’s lips. “That is a difficult burden to bear, but I have a feeling you’ll manage it just fine.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” Bain promised the Rune Smith. Hulram tilted his head respectfully before making his way to the Pathway Structure, too. 
 
    Bain turned to where Trasynthus’s planning table sat. The Swordmaster wasn’t there, but several of his advisors, two Esarthu and a human, were. They’d conjured charts on CUI screens above the table and were talking quietly amongst themselves when the human noticed Bain’s regard and nudged his fellow strategists to silence. 
 
    “How can we be of service, Bain Lee?” the human asked, sketching a deep bow. He was a tall and broad-shouldered man with a dusky complexion and a crew cut that suggested some form of prior military service. Of course, instead of combat fatigues, he wore an enchanted suit of plate armor and a sword belted to his hip. 
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to know where Trasynthus is, would you?” Bain asked. 
 
    “Lord Trasynthus Osur is seeing to some organizational affairs in one of the lower sectors, Bain Lee,” one of the Esarthu strategists said. “He should be here shortly. If you want, I can contact him and urge him to heed your summons immediately.” 
 
    “No, it’s alright.” Bain shook his head. “Yelena will find him and fill him in on what he needs to know. Please, carry on.” 
 
    “Yes, Bain Lee,” the three strategists said in nigh-unison before returning to their work. 
 
    That will never stop being weird. Bain couldn’t help but grimace inwardly at how the practice of using his name as some kind of reverent, almost worshipful epithet had spread beyond the Esarthu Exoders and to the members of every species aboard Veritas. He suppressed a shudder as he moved to the captain’s throne. 
 
    I still have the better part of an hour before I have to meet Torgar, Yelena, and whomever she manages to scrounge up, Bain thought as he swept his omni-directional gaze throughout the entirety of the World Ship with Huntsight and Flowsight. As he’d expected, there was no sign of Max, Sava, or Nesura. Either the three of them had left or they simply didn’t wish to be found. 
 
    Bain shrugged. He couldn’t afford to spend time worrying about them. Max and his people were more than capable of taking care of themselves, and Bain didn’t think he’d need to worry about any treachery on their part, either. He focused on his CUI and commanded it to list all the spells he knew. 
 
    One of them, Veil Sight, was throbbing with violet light, which meant at least one Primordial Entity wanted to speak to him. A few days ago, he would have been simply summoned against his will to their realm. Now, he was more than powerful enough to hold his ground. 
 
    Maybe being inside Veritas helps, too, he pondered. This place is far less accessible than any Spatial Integration across the Crucible. So, if any Primordial Entity wants to talk to me, it will have to do so on my time. 
 
    Still, it probably wasn’t a good idea to needlessly antagonize them by keeping them waiting. Bain leaned back in the captain’s throne and cast Veil Sight. 
 
    Violet light filled his vision then, and Veritas fell away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A world of empty skies awash in bright white light stretched out before Bain’s vision. He blinked and found himself suddenly looking upon a mountainous castle of glass, replete with hundreds of towers. 
 
    Misericorde, he thought as a trio of robed humanoids emerged from one of the castle’s many balconies and floated toward him. Stringy, fibrous tendrils sprouted from their exposed skills to congregate into a fleshy, brain-like mass floating above their heads. Their complexion was a pale shade of blue, and their cherubic features sported fixed smiles and vacuous gazes. 
 
    “Hello, Bain!” the humanoids spoke in unison. “It’s good to see you! Thanks for using my spell to kill your Rival!” 
 
    “Hello, Misericorde,” Bain replied carefully. “You’re very welcome. Your spell is very powerful.” 
 
    “It is, isn’t it?” Misericorde’s three bodies did a little dance in the air. “Anyway, let’s not waste time. I’m really enjoying your performance so far, so I want to give you another spell. Accept it or die.” 
 
    “I accept,” Bain said, fighting down the thrill of terror that crept up his spine. “Thank you, Misericorde.” 
 
    The smiles upon the Primordial Entity’s three faces widened. One of its bodies waved its hand, and a CUI screen appeared. 
 
      
 
    Veil Spell: Fleshplague Spike 
 
    Caster: Misericorde  
 
    Turns a surface into a field of Fleshplague Spikes up to 82 feet away from the Veil Rift. This field can have a radius up to 82 feet. All entities within this field have an 82% base chance to contract the Fleshplague. The Fleshplague inflicts light proliferation-aligned damage and imposes a 10% penalty to all parameters for 82 seconds. This damage is doubled for every healing spell or regeneration effect that has been used on the infected in the last 30 seconds. This damage is tripled for every verdant-aligned spell cast by the infected in the last 30 seconds. 
 
    The Fleshplague will linger within the infected’s bodies for up to 82 years, turning them into its carriers. 
 
    Consumes 2 effective casts of Veil Rift 
 
      
 
    Veil Spell: Fleshplague Reap 
 
    Projects a beam of proliferation-aligned energy up to 82 feet away from the Veil Rift that targets a single entity. If the target has been infected with the Fleshplague, it suffers critical proliferation-aligned damage. This damage is doubled for every healing spell or regeneration effect that has been used on the target in the last 30 seconds. This damage is tripled for every verdant-aligned spell cast by the target in the last 30 seconds. +10000% damage to any target that contains verdant-aligned cosmic energy in its body. 
 
    Consumes 0.5 effective casts of Veil Rift 
 
      
 
    “There you go!” Misericorde said. “But we’re not quite done here, yet. I have some friends who’d like to meet you. I already called out to them, so they should be here soon.” 
 
    “Speaking of your… friends, do you know what happened to Ahura Sa?” Bain asked. “My Veil Pact with him is gone.” 
 
    “Oh, him?” Misericorde’s bodies trembled. Their vacant gazes turned skyward for a few moments before lowering themselves down to Bain once more. “He’s dead. An army of Unravelers killed him, but he killed many of them, too. Incidentally, the leader of those Unravelers is really, really angry with you. When she finds you, she’ll probably kill you.” 
 
    Great. Just great. Bain suppressed his urge to sigh. He wasn’t surprised, though. Sooner or later, he would need to settle things with Sera. “Thanks for letting me know, Misericorde. But aren’t you worried that those Unravelers will come for you, too, if you continue associating with me?” 
 
    “I’m not,” the Primordial Entity said. Its bodies shrugged in unison. “I’ll just kill them all until they finally kill me, and that will be that. Simple, right?” 
 
    “I suppose,” Bain replied. “That definitely sounds simple.” 
 
    “That’s why I like you, Bain,” Misericorde said. “You’re reasonable, clever, and logical. You’re also very good at killing things or getting others to kill for you.” 
 
    “Uh…” Bain coughed uneasily into his fist. “Thanks.” 
 
    Several moments of uncomfortable silence followed. Then the borders of Misericorde’s realm wavered, and another world revealed itself to Bain. It was a realm of swirling shadows beneath a purple-blue sky. He couldn’t help but peer into the roiling darkness with Huntsight and Flowsight. Sure enough, he quickly detected movement from something massive and multi-legged. 
 
    A pale gaunt face emerged from the shadows, then. Its lips were bloodless, and its eyes were orbs of blazing crimson light. When it opened its mouth to speak, Bain saw that it had no teeth, only a pair of mandibles that protruded, tongue-like, from its throat. 
 
    “I am Oomuka, the Huntress in the Dark,” the Primordial Entity said. Her voice was surprisingly calm and melodic. “And I have watched your travails with great interest, Bain Lee.” 
 
    “Hello, Oomuka!” Misericorde waved happily. “It’s good to see you! How have you been?” 
 
    “I have been well, dearest Misericorde,” Oomuka replied. Her long, multi-segmented body writhed in the darkness as she spoke. “Thank you for arranging this meeting.” 
 
    “Of course!” Misericorde gestured in Bain’s direction. “Please, go ahead and speak with Bain. Don’t mind me.” 
 
    Oomuka tilted her massive head in a polite bow to Misericorde before turning her gaze fully back to Bain. 
 
    “Hi,” Bain said to the Primordial Entity. “I guess you want to form a Veil Pact, too?” 
 
    “Indeed, though I am far keener on witnessing your audacious endeavor than actually acquiring cosmic energy,” Oomuka said. “What you are attempting to accomplish will break the Crucible itself, if only for the briefest of moments. And when it reforms, what will it be like? Would it still be a scourge upon the cosmos, or would it become Sylanthierra Voulan Iksaeru’s instrument of cold, sterile tyranny? Or perhaps… it might turn into a nigh-omnipotent arbitrator of cosmic balance and harmony. If at all possible, I would like to nudge events toward the latter outcome.” 
 
    “Cosmic balance and harmony?” Bain frowned. “What does that entail? If there’s anything I’ve learned, it’s that what’s balanced and harmonic to someone might be hell to another. As for that long name you mentioned, I’m going to assume you’re talking about the Architect of Fate. You could argue that she wants balance and harmony, too, only just in the flavors she likes.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t, and I couldn’t,” Oomuka said. “She seeks complete dominance over the entirety of existence. It is a degree of tyranny even beyond that which the Cosmic Dominus has so far exerted. You are an instrument of her design, but that need not be all that you are.” 
 
    “I already have something in the works,” Bain told her. “Maybe you’ve heard of this guy called Maximo Strident? Big, tall, wears blue armor?” 
 
    “I am aware of your alliance with the Apocalypse Knight,” Oomuka said. “But you do know that is also one of the machinations of the creature that calls herself the Architect of Fate, do you not?” 
 
    “She sent him to me, apparently, so yes, his presence is certainly part of her plan,” Bain conceded. He shook his head and sighed. “So, what do you suggest, uh… Lady Oomuka?” 
 
    “I require no honorifics, Bain Lee,” the Primordial Entity said. Her lips twitched slightly in the semblance of a smile. “I seek only to restore balance to a cosmos long ravaged by the Cosmic Dominus’s foul creation, and to do that, I would desire the complete dissolution of the Crucible itself.” 
 
    “If that happened, wouldn’t the entire cosmos be flooded with cosmic energy and be thrown into disarray?” Bain asked, drawing upon the Aurum Lich’s knowledge. “Countless worlds would be reduced to their component atoms. All manner of cosmic horrors would be birthed from such a phenomenon. The suffering that would result would be ten times worse than what the Crucible is causing right now.” 
 
    “But it would also be temporary,” Oomuka said. “A mere trillion eras would see harmony return to the cosmos once more.” 
 
    “A trillion eras, eh? I’m not sure just how much time that is, but I do know that even if it might just be the blink of an eye to you, it isn’t to the rest of us,” Bain said. “And I’d bet that you wouldn’t have to experience any of the horror and pain that the rest of us would, either. I’m sorry, Oomuka, but if forming a Veil Pact with you means doing things your way, then I’m going to have to pass.” 
 
    “Very well, Bain Lee.” Oomuka’s smile faded. She glanced in Misericorde’s direction. “You told me that I wouldn’t be able to sway him, dearest friend, and it turned out that you are correct—as you usually are.” 
 
    “Told you so!” Misericorde said cheerily. “But please don’t kill him. I’ve just deepened my Veil Pact with him, and he’s going to die soon, anyway.” 
 
    “I do not take being spurned very well, but I will spare him for your sake,” Oomuka said. She turned back to Bain. “We cannot come to a complete accord, but perhaps we can still arrive at some kind of agreement.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” Bain said. “You still want to form a Veil Pact so you can at least get some cosmic energy out of this whole exchange.” 
 
    “Yes,” Oomuka said. She closed her crimson eyes. The countless clawed limbs protruding from her immense body wriggled in the darkness of her realm. A CUI screen appeared. 
 
      
 
    Veil Spell: Shadow Gate 
 
    Caster: Oomuka 
 
    Creates up to 41 pools of darkness up to 41 feet away from the Veil Rift. Each pool can have a radius of up to 41 feet. Any entity that enters a pool will be transported to the realm of the Huntress in the Dark for 41 seconds. 
 
    Consumes 4 effective casts of Veil Rift 
 
      
 
    “My dearest friend has informed me of your particular entanglement with the Unraveler known as Sera,” Oomuka said. A malevolent snarl stretched across her face. “I would very much wish for her to visit my realm, if only briefly, so I can repay her for the insult she’s dealt me. Use the spell I would grant you on her, and that will be the end of our Veil Pact. Our alliance will be a short but mutually beneficial one, Bain Lee.” 
 
    “That works for me,” Bain said before casting Veil Pact. 
 
      
 
    Veil Pact established with Oomuka, Primordial Entity (13% Crucible acquisition)! 
 
    Spells manifested through Oomuka’s Veil Rift: 
 
    Shadow Gate (Lv. 5) 
 
    3/5 possible Veil Pacts established. Increase Levels in Veil Seer Specialist Class to establish more simultaneous Veil Pacts 
 
      
 
    That’s right. My Veil Pact with the Grieving Shrieker is still active, Bain recalled. He opened his mouth to thank Oomuka, but the Primordial Entity was already gone, taking her realm with her. Bain shrugged and turned to Misericorde instead. “Do you have any other friends who’d like to talk to me?” 
 
    “Yes.” Misericorde pointed behind Bain. “He’s already here, sitting in your shadow.” 
 
    Bain snapped his omni-directional gaze downward and found a squat, hunchbacked humanoid creature doing exactly what Misericorde had said. It wore black, filthy robes that emanated a charnel stench, and when it looked up at Bain, it did so with eye sockets filled with wriggling maggots. 
 
    “I am Rot Eater,” the Primordial Entity said, sweeping a clawed hand over an expanse of piled corpses in varying stages of decay. It was his realm. “You make many corpses. I like that. Form a Veil Pact with me, and I’ll help you make more.” 
 
    Rot Eater wriggled the claws of his raised hand, and a CUI screen appeared. 
 
      
 
    Veil Spell: Stream of Putrefaction 
 
    Caster: Rot Eater 
 
    Projects a stream of charnel- and proliferation-aligned cosmic energy up to 820 feet from the Veil Rift. Any entities struck by this stream take heavy charnel- and proliferation-aligned damage and have an 82% base chance for any organic part of their bodies to begin rotting. 
 
    Consumes 3 effective casts of Veil Rift. 
 
      
 
    “So what do you think? Is that good enough for you?” Rot Eater asked, rising to his full height and towering over Bain. “I won’t be offended if it isn’t.” 
 
    “It seems like it’s a powerful spell, but I already have many projectile-based spells of my own,” Bain said. “Do you have anything else to offer?” 
 
    “Hmm.” Rot Eater cupped his chin thoughtfully. He then waved his hand again. “What about this?” 
 
      
 
    Veil Spell: Bloom of Putrefaction 
 
    Caster: Rot Eater 
 
    Summons a Bloom of Putrefaction for 82 seconds at the Veil Rift’s location. The Bloom of Putrefaction will attack any entities hostile to the Veil Seer and his allies. 
 
    Consumes 3 effective casts of Veil Rift. 
 
      
 
    “This spell will let me lend you my favorite flower every now and then,” Rot Eater explained. “It’s very good at making new corpses, but it also likes eating them, so that’s something to keep in mind.” 
 
    This means that any Challengers I kill with it won’t have their remains broken down and reclaimed by Veritas’s Karmic Core. I should only use this against monsters if at all possible, Bain thought. He nodded to Rot Eater. “Yes, this spell seems useful.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s get this Veil Pact sorted out, then,” Rot Eater said. “You know what? Why don’t you just take both spells? That’d let me better help you make more corpses, and I can get a bit more cosmic energy for myself.” 
 
    “Is that all you want from me?” Bain asked. “You don’t need me to do anything else for you?” 
 
    “No.” Rot Eater scratched his head. It was a disturbingly human mannerism. “Why would I? I have everything I need. I’d just like some cosmic energy once in a while, just like Misericorde would.” 
 
    “Okay,” Bain said before casting Veil Pact. 
 
      
 
    Veil Pact established with Rot Eater, Primordial Entity (93% Crucible acquisition)! 
 
    Spells manifested through Rot Eater’s Veil Rift: 
 
    Stream of Putrefaction 
 
    Bloom of Putrefaction 
 
    3/5 possible Veil Pacts established. Increase Levels in Veil Seer Specialist Class to establish more simultaneous Veil Pacts 
 
      
 
    “Bye,” Rot Eater said as soon as Bain finished reading the CUI notification. The Primordial Entity and his realm disappeared. 
 
    “That… went surprisingly easily,” Bain couldn’t help but comment to Misericorde. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it?” Misericorde said, its bodies clapping their hands to a beat. “My friends and I are rather easygoing, you know? All you have to do is obey us and things will go swimmingly.” 
 
    “I didn’t obey Oomuka, though,” Bain pointed out. 
 
    “Well, I really didn’t want her to kill you,” Misericorde explained. “And she knows that. So, because she didn’t want to make me unhappy, she just lent you her spell and left instead.” 
 
    “What do you think about this all?” Bain asked. Misericorde tilted its heads in an expression of obvious puzzlement, so he continued speaking. “You know, the Exodus, the Crucible, and all that.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t really care, myself,” Misericorde said. “I just find what you’re doing very exciting, and I’m quite curious to see just what would happen if you did succeed. But even if you don’t, and you just died to a Challenger, a Crucible Champion, or a monster, I’d be slightly bummed for a bit, but then I’d probably forget all about you after that.” 
 
    “I see,” Bain said. “Do you have another friend for me to talk to, then?” 
 
    “Give me a second.” Misericorde seemed to gaze into nothingness for a moment. It then shrugged again. “Belaxa isn’t coming after all, it seems. I think she was a bit put off by what you said to Oomuka. Belaxa wants to destroy the Crucible, too, you see.” 
 
    “So, we’re done here?” Bain asked. 
 
    “We are.” Misericorde danced its bodies across the air once more before turning its back and drifting back to the glass castle. “See ya later, Bain.” 
 
    Violet light filled Bain’s vision again, and when it receded, he was back aboard Veritas and seated upon the captain’s throne once more. Several of the Exoders present cast him curious looks. He waved them back to their duties as he got up and walked over to the Manifestor. 
 
    Ikaru’s right. I should restrict access to this, he thought as he swept Huntsight and Flowsight over the set of terminals he’d just built. No one had touched them except Ikaru and Yelena. Bain reached out to the energy patterns within the Manifestor, added a few more of his own, and stepped back to look at one of its screens. 
 
      
 
    List of Exoders authorized to access the Manifestor: 
 
    Bain Lee 
 
    Yelena Osur 
 
    Ikaru Osur 
 
    Trasynthus Osur 
 
    Torgar Dunn 
 
    Esther Song 
 
    Srralntharizz 
 
    Filaxes Gorsk 
 
    Nediras 
 
    Akasha 
 
      
 
    That should do it. Bain checked his CUI and found that he still had another thirty minutes or so before he was due to meet with Yelena and Torgar at the Liberator Structure. Let’s see what else I can do with this in that time. 
 
    Looking through the last few energy patterns Hulram had sorted for him, he found what he needed: how to create a Structure that would conjure portals to Dungeons within the Crucible. Bain reached out to the Manifestor again, and the screen closest to him flickered. 
 
      
 
    New Structure available! 
 
    Lesser Adventurer 
 
    Searches the Crucible for Dungeons within 5 Levels of the operator’s Level. When a suitable Dungeon is located, this Structure will create a portal leading to it. Any Exoders who enter the portal can only return to Veritas when the Dungeon’s core has been destroyed. 
 
    If all the Exoders who enter a portal are killed, the portal will close. 
 
    This Structure can create up to 10 portals at any given time. 
 
    Manifestation Capacity required: 20% 
 
    This Structure can be upgraded. 
 
      
 
    Veritas doesn’t have enough Manifestation Capacity for an Adventurer Structure right now, but if I upgrade one of the existing Structures… Bain scanned Domain Shaper with his CUI. 
 
      
 
    15,717 cosmic shards remaining 
 
      
 
    That should be enough to upgrade the Liberator Structure. He reached out to the Manifestor again and commanded it to form an input valve leading directly to the Karmic Core. Metal writhed and bent beneath his will until eventually, a raised grille replaced one of the Manifestor’s control panels. 
 
    All this time, the Exoders on the bridge were staring at him in rapt fascination. Bain looked up from his work and gave them as reassuring a smile as he could. “There’s nothing to worry about. I’m just adding more Structures to Veritas that will help us on our journey.” 
 
    Relieved murmurs and encouraging mutters washed from the Exoders. Several of them even approached Bain and thanked him fervently for his efforts. He shook their hands and returned their bows. After a while, they finally left him alone to his work. 
 
    I’ve only got fifteen or so minutes left, he thought as he checked his CUI. I’d better get this done quickly. 
 
    Placing Domain Shaper over the grille, he commanded the enchanted glove to release all the Dungeon core fragments it had collected. Specks of violet light fell from his palm before being drawn directly to the Karmic Core. One of the Manifestor’s screens flashed with new words. 
 
      
 
    15,717 cosmic shards absorbed! 
 
    New Structure upgrades available 
 
      
 
    Bain focused his will on the Liberator Structure and commanded the Manifestor to upgrade it. 
 
      
 
    This will consume all available cosmic shards. 
 
    Confirm: Yes/No 
 
      
 
    Yes. Bain nodded to himself as colorless light pulsed briefly from the Manifestor, and more text appeared on the screen he’d been looking at. 
 
      
 
    Intermediate Liberator Structure created! 
 
    Sends Liberation Quests through the Crucible. Challengers who respond will be given the chance to make an accord with the Exoder operating the Liberator Structure. If an accord is reached, up to 8 Exoders can travel instantaneously to the Challengers’ location. There, the Exoders will have to neutralize a threat to the Challengers. 
 
    If the Exoders are successful, the Challengers’ karmic link to the Crucible will be severed, and the Challengers will also become Exoders. 
 
    All surviving Exoders will be returned to Veritas instantly upon the completion of the Liberation Quest. 
 
    Up to 30 Liberation Quests can be active at any given time. 
 
    Manifestation Capacity required: 20% 
 
    This Structure can be upgraded. 
 
      
 
    Bain’s next instruction to the Manifestor was to build the Adventurer Structure and locate it next to the Liberator Structure. A slight tremor ran through Veritas as the Manifestor did its work. He frowned and looked at one of its screens. 
 
      
 
    Warning! 
 
    Any further Structures will lower Karmic Integrity below 100%. 
 
    Upgrade or build more Integrity Structures to prevent this from happening. 
 
      
 
    Yeah, I should really stop here. Bain winced and withdrew his will from the Manifestor. He checked his CUI again. Only five minutes remained, so he stepped away from the terminals, said a few polite farewells to the bridge crew, and strode toward the Pathway Structure.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Wyrd Lord was a Level 39 Special Condition monster, standing nearly twenty feet tall and bearing perhaps a thousand pounds of muscle upon its vaguely humanoid frame. It had an antlered skull for a head, with eyes that burned with a sickly green light. A mass of stinger-tipped tentacles swarmed from the bulbous knob in which its right arm terminated, and a sickle-shaped blade sat within its left fist. 
 
    The monster stormed across an urban ruinscape, its hoofed feet kicking apart piles of concrete debris or hurling aside abandoned vehicles with every stride it took. Hundreds of lesser monsters called Wyrd Spawn followed in the wake of its charge. They were far smaller in size and slighter in build than their leader, and they carried no weapons save for the misshapen mass of claws and tentacular stingers writhing upon the ends of their arms. 
 
    “Here they come,” Jack Conway said to Bain. The human Ranger was a tall, lanky man wearing a long coat of enchanted chainmail. His weapon of choice was a heavy crossbow bearing enchantments that gave it unlimited ammunition and an immense firing rate. He was a former Faction Leader, but after accepting Bain’s offer through the Liberator Structure, he and his Inner Circle had been stripped off their status and the perks that came with it. 
 
    As far as the Crucible was concerned, Jack Conway was a simple Challenger who’d dared to defy its will, so it had dropped a massive monster incursion on his former Dominion, one that threatened to wipe out every Challenger who’d been in his Faction. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Bain said, hefting Chimera to readiness. “We’ve got this. Fall back to where the rest of your people are waiting. Just be ready to take down any of the monsters that get past me.” 
 
    “Alright.” Jack nodded, his eyes bright with equal parts fear and hope. He waved to the members of his former Inner Circle, a fairly formidable group consisting of another three Rangers, two Warriors, a pair of Guardians, a Healer, a Pyromancer, and a Geomancer. They were all human. “You heard the man. Let’s move.” 
 
    A chorus of, “Yes, sir,” rose from the Challengers as they peeled themselves off the stone battlements the Geomancer had built. Other Challengers with combatant Classes did the same and followed. Jack’s followers moved with tightly drilled, almost-military precision, which suggested that that their leader and likely trainer had probably been some kind of professional soldier before the Crucible Challenge.   
 
    They’re pretty competent, but they’re also only Level 30 or so on average, which means they have no chance against this batch of monsters, Bain thought before stepping off the battlements in the opposite direction and into an eighty-foot drop. Concrete cratered beneath his heels when he landed, but his undead flesh withstood the impact easily enough. 
 
    Yelena, Torgar, Esther, and Pasha were already there, formed up into a loose battle-line thirty feet or so away from the battlement walls. They’d been fighting for the better part of two hours, each of them taking down dozens of Wyrd Spawn ranging from Level 25 to Level 36. Their efforts had earned them two consecutive Levels, bringing them to Level 38, but they were also battered and worn out, with Esther looking the worst for wear. 
 
    “This lot might be a problem, especially that big one,” the Slayer said, pointing at the approaching horde of monsters. She rubbed her bruised jaw and winced. “But we’ll handle them. And what were you saying to that Conway fellow, anyway? Get past “me”? What’s that about?” 
 
    “I’m saying that you can leave the last stretch to me,” Bain said, walking to her side. He nodded to Yelena and Torgar as he did so. “Fall back with Conway’s people. They might need your help.” 
 
    “With the monsters that get past you?” Esther scowled, but she didn’t protest any further. The Slayer lowered her axe and refreshed her Prowess spell. She then jogged to the battlements and scaled the eighty-foot-tall structure in the blink of an eye. 
 
    “You sure about this, lad?” Torgar asked. The Rune Smith’s armor was scuffed and scratched, and his face was streaked with sweat. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” Bain said. He patted Pasha’s back. “Help Torgar out, will you, buddy?” 
 
    Okay! The psycanine panted happily before heaving Torgar onto his back. Ignoring the Rune Smith’s complaints, he scampered up the battlements and disappeared over its lip. 
 
    “I’ll stay,” Yelena said in a tone that brooked no dissent. She walked past Bain so that she stood between him and the incoming monsters. The Paladin raised her burning blade and gleaming shield before falling into a fighting stance. 
 
    “Alright,” Bain said. He took a few steps forward so that he was standing alongside instead of behind her. Yelena blinked in surprise, but before she could say anything, he turned his gaze upon the monsters. 
 
    And then he began to kill them. 
 
    The Ocular Proxies he’d left hovering two hundred feet in the skies a while ago unleashed a barrage of Pyrokinetic Glare and Cyrokinetic Glare spells, birthing a swirling maelstrom of fire and ice that descended from the heavens and fell amongst the Wyrd Spawn and their gigantic leader. 
 
    The Wyrd Lord raised its sickle-like weapon and roared a series of unintelligible words, and a bubble of translucent energy flashed into existence around its grotesque bulk. Flowsight told Bain that it was a Shield spell, for all intents and purposes, and it held the elemental storm of his spells at bay. 
 
    The other monsters weren’t quite as formidable. Dozens of them perished in an instant, burnt to a crisp or reduced to broken shards of bloodied ice. But the survivors pressed on, undaunted as they trampled the remains of their slain kin underfoot. 
 
    Bain raised his left hand, angled the golden eye upon his palm at the incoming horde, and double-cast Crushing Glare. Clumps of broken concrete, rock, and stone infused with earth-aligned cosmic energy tore themselves from the ground. The monsters had time to gibber in surprise for a split-second before the earthen fragments congregated upon them at hypersonic speed. 
 
    A thunderous, grinding crash filled the air, and two massive spheres of stone appeared where fifty or so Wyrd Spawn had been, leaking rivers of ichor from the fissures upon their uneven surfaces. The Wyrd Lord roared and kicked one of the spheres, sending it whistling through the air to land twenty feet away from Bain’s right flank. 
 
    Yelena flinched at the near miss, but Bain was unperturbed, having studied the minute air currents swirling around the hurtling boulder at a subatomic level with Huntsight. He’d known it wouldn’t hit him or Yelena. 
 
    He also knew that it was time to finish this. 
 
    Quadra-cast Concussive Glare spells from the two eyes on his forehead sent hammers of invisible force scything into the ranks of the monsters and killing two hundred of them in an instant. Double-cast Carrion Gaze spells from his left eye washed the remains of the slain monsters in tides of carrion-aligned cosmic energy, while double-cast Lich Gaze spells from his right eye reanimated them before they’d even struck the ground. 
 
    The Concussive Glare spells had shattered the Wyrd Lord’s energy barriers, reduced its charge to a faltering stutter-stepped halt, and caused torrents of ichor to pour from its eyes and fleshless snout from the backlash. It rallied quickly enough, only to find itself surrounded by the reanimated corpses of hundreds of its former followers. 
 
    The undead creatures moaned in unison and fell upon the Special Condition monster, ripping and tearing into its flesh with their claws and stingers. The Wyrd Lord fought back gamely, hacking down the reanimated Wyrd Spawn in droves with every swing of its sickle and ripping them limb from limb with its tentacles. Within a few seconds, it had destroyed all but ten of the undead entities. 
 
    Bain cast Mortis Blossom on one of the remaining corpses. It exploded, turning into a starburst of searing flesh and slicing bone shrapnel that blew apart the Wyrd Lord’s left leg. The Special Condition monster fell face-first upon the ground. The rest of the undead Wyrd Spawn pounced upon it and began ripping and tearing into its flesh. The Wyrd Lord began thrashing its remaining limbs, but before it could fling away the reanimated corpses, Bain detonated all of them with more Mortis Blossom spells. 
 
    A column of torn flesh and broken bone roared into existence where the Special Condition monster had been lying. The ground shook beneath Bain’s feet with enough force to birth cracks along the surface of the earthen wall behind him and bring the entire structure tumbling down. 
 
    Pasha, Torgar, and Esther had made it past the battlements a while ago, and they stood in front of Jack’s combatants, who’d formed a battle-line to protect the non-combatants behind them. Their faces were rapt with awe and horror in equal measure as they beheld the devastation wrought by Bain’s spells. 
 
    Tides of dust billowed from the epicenter of the Mortis Blossom explosion to wash over Bain. He nodded to himself, but just as he began to turn away, something massive and ragged hurled itself from the swirling dust toward him. It had only one limb: a malformed hand carrying a bent but still lethally sharp sickle blade. 
 
    Bain raised Chimera reflexively. Fire-aligned cosmic energy coalesced beneath the surface of his eyes, but he already knew that the Wyrd Lord had gotten too close, too quickly. Its weapon would cut him in half before he could complete even the simplest of his spells. 
 
    But then Yelena was in front of him. She caught the monster’s sickle blade upon her shield, and in the same heartbeat, she swept her burning sword through its tattered neck. The Wyrd Lord bleated once before its head toppled from its shoulders and thumped into the dirt. The rest of its bulk followed shortly after. 
 
    “Thanks, Yelena,” Bain said shakily. 
 
    “You’re very welcome,” Yelena said, smiling dazzlingly at him over her shoulder as the Wyrd Lord’s remains began to dissolve into flakes of black light. 
 
    A massive CUI screen appeared in the air above Jack Conway’s head. 
 
      
 
    Retributive Crusade has failed! 
 
    Jack Conway (Lv. 31 Ranger) and his followers are now Exoders! 
 
    Returning to Veritas in 10 seconds… 
 
      
 
    Jack and his former Inner Circle raised their weapons above their heads and roared in triumph. The rest of the new Exoders did the same, birthing a thunderous chorus of cheers. Torgar joined them as well, banging his hammer against his shield while Pasha howled with joy. Esther hitched her axe back to her belt. The dour grimace on her face gave way to a stony smile of grim satisfaction. 
 
    A CUI notification appeared in the corner of Bain’s eye. He focused on it. 
 
      
 
    Level 42 attained! 
 
    All parameters have been improved by 9 
 
    Note: You have 2 Classless Levels. Assign them to your applicable Classes to realize your true potential. 
 
      
 
    That’s right. I really should get around to doing that at some point, Bain thought. Colorless light filled his vision then, and when he could see again, he was back aboard Veritas, standing in the chamber containing the Liberator Structure and the Adventurer Structure. The former had taken on the appearance of a plain stone doorway, while the latter looked like a stairwell ascending into empty air. 
 
    Torgar appeared next to him. The Rune Smith sighed in obvious disapproval and muttered his usual imprecations about “human shoddiness” as he beheld the two Structures again. Bain didn’t doubt that he’d alter their appearances later. 
 
    Esther, Yelena, and Pasha materialized next. The psycanine shrank down to his tiny form, ran up to Bain, and leapt into his arms. 
 
    Tired, Pasha said before resting his head against Bain’s chest. A moment later, he was snoring softly. 
 
    “That’s why I’m not a dog person,” Esther said, arching her brow. “I’m not into cats, either. All they do is eat and sleep.” 
 
    “Pasha’s not a dog,” Bain reminded her, grinning at the irritation that flickered through her eyes, “and he doesn’t eat.” 
 
    Esther clicked her tongue. She exchanged a glance with Yelena before turning back to him. “Speaking of eating, when you have some time, swing by to the lower eighteenth sector.” 
 
    “What for?” Bain asked, genuinely nonplussed. The entirety of Veritas was transparent to his Huntsight and Flowsight spells. He’d definitely swept his gaze over the lower eighteenth sector before, but he’d never noticed anything noteworthy going on over there. 
 
    “You’ll find out,” Yelena said, her lips curving into a coy smile. 
 
    “Not that it’s very important,” Esther added. The Slayer seemed slightly embarrassed all of a sudden. “Just come by if you can spare the time. You probably can’t, since you’ve got so much going on, so…” 
 
    The new Exoders appeared in the chamber, then. There were hundreds of them, and their numbers filled the room to near-bursting point. The vast majority of them had non-combatant Classes, and there were many children in their midst, which spoke volumes of what kind of person Jack Conway was: a protector of the weak and innocent. 
 
    Startled cries and worried murmurs arose from their midst. Handing Pasha over to Yelena, Bain climbed onto one of the many chairs scattered throughout the chamber and waved Chimera above his head so the new Exoders could all see him. 
 
    “Hello!” he said, raising his voice. “You have all arrived safely in Veritas. There’s nothing to worry about. Welcome aboard! Some of our crew will be along shortly to help everyone get settled in.” 
 
    The doors—a doubled set of tall, massive metal panels—to the chamber swung open, and Nediras walked in. The tall Hemavore was wearing plain gray robes, and he wore a genial and pleasant expression upon his face. He spotted Bain immediately and gave him a quick nod of acknowledgment before he addressed the newcomers. 
 
    “Greetings, My name is Nediras,” the Healer said. He gestured to the small group of Esarthu and humans standing behind him. All of them were non-combatants, so they’d taken it upon themselves to serve as the World Ship’s errand-runners. Now, they all carried baskets laden with blankets and bandages in their arms. Nediras tilted his head respectfully to his helpers. “My fellow travelers here will show you to your quarters. Please, follow us.” 
 
    Startled gasps arose from the newcomers as Nediras’ Bloodswords pushed their way through the non-combatants and formed a protective cordon around the Healer. They were tall and powerfully built Hemavore women clad in black leather armor and masks that covered most of their faces, and they all carried two-handed swords nearly as long as they were tall. Nediras visibly suppressed a sigh before raising his hands and patting them in the air. 
 
    “It’s alright. These are my… assistants,” he said. “They are here to keep everyone safe. Please, don’t mind them.” 
 
    Fortunately, the Healer’s words were able to stifle any panic from rising among the newcomers, and within moments, they were filing out of the room, their eyes filled with equal parts hope and worry at the Exodus that lay ahead of them. 
 
    Jack and his Inner Circle lingered behind, and they approached Bain once the last of the newcomers had left. 
 
    “Thank you!” he said, reaching his hand out. “Thank you so much.” 
 
    “No problem,” Bain said, stepping down from the chair so that he could shake the Ranger’s hand properly. “We’re glad to have you. But things will only get more difficult from here on, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Everyone who’s here now knows that,” Jack said. “When we got the CUI notification for the Liberation Quest, anyone who wanted to decline could. Those who did left shortly before you arrived, and good riddance to them. I cannot imagine what kind of sicko you’d have to be to want to stay in the Crucible.” 
 
    “I can,” Torgar rumbled. His fingers danced across the hilt of the hammer hitched to his belt. “I personally know several such individuals to whom we owe our lives, and I’m not fond of them being called ‘sickos’.” 
 
    “But they are,” Esther snapped, glaring at Torgar. “And it’s a good thing they’re no longer with us. If there’s any justice left at all in this godforsaken cosmos, they’d have died horrible, painful deaths by now.” 
 
    Torgar returned the Slayer’s flinty regard and opened his mouth to give voice to some undoubtedly nasty retort. Yelena spoke up before he could, however. 
 
    “Hush,” the Paladin said in a firm but gentle tone. She rocked Pasha gently in her arms. “The two of you will wake him with your bickering.” 
 
    “Aye, lass,” Torgar said, lowering his voice. “I wouldn’t want to disturb the little one’s rest.” 
 
    Esther sneered, but whatever she’d been about to say died on the tip of her tongue beneath Yelena’s calm gaze. The Slayer sighed and folded her arms across her chest. 
 
    “Uh…” Jack glanced at Torgar and Esther, in turn, before looking back to Bain. “I didn’t mean any offense.” 
 
    “None was taken,” Bain reassured him. “You and your group seem like a capable lot. We will be counting on you in the days to come.” 
 
    “We’ll pull our weight, sir,” one of the Warriors standing behind Jack promised. His name was Brandon Cobbs, Bain recalled, and he wore a dark grey set of enchanted plate armor over his heavily muscled frame. “We won’t let you down.” 
 
    “Damn right we won’t,” Jack agreed. He jerked his thumb over his shoulder at his former Inner Circle. “Back in the day before the world ended, we were in the Special Forces, 5th Group.” 
 
    “Green Berets,” Esther said, obviously noticing the confusion on Bain’s face. “The 5th Group served in the Middle East. That’s all moot now, of course. But just so you know, Bain, Green Berets aren’t just soldiers. They’re spies and assassins, too. Now that they’re on our side, make sure you use them accordingly.” 
 
    “Alright. I’m sure Trasynthus can figure that out.” Bain nodded to Jack. “Trasynthus is our strategist and tactician. He’ll find a place for you.” 
 
    “Actually, I can think of one right now,” Yelena said, glancing at the Adventurer Structure. “Jack Conway and his comrades-in-arms are a tightly knit and cohesive group used to fighting alongside one another. We don’t really have anyone else like them, at least not anymore with you, me, and the rest of the former Inner Circle having taken on our new duties on Veritas.” 
 
    “I get what you’re saying, Yelena. We need a dedicated Dungeon-delving group to help our Creators collect crafting materials from monsters,” Bain said. “So, what do you think, Jack? Is this something you can handle?” 
 
    “It’s definitely right up our alley,” the Ranger replied. He looked over his shoulder at his former Inner Circle. Many of them were bruised, battered, and weary. Jack grimaced and turned back to Bain. “We might need a little downtime, though.” 
 
    “You’ll get it,” Bain said. 
 
    Trasynthus appeared at the chamber’s doorway, then. He strode briskly over to Bain and clasped his hand.  “Hello, Bain. Master Dunn contacted me with his Resonance Coil and told me to attend you at my earliest convenience, so I made my way here post-haste. Congratulations on your victorious Liberation Quest.” 
 
    “Thanks, Trasynthus,” Bain said as the Swordmaster clasped hands with Torgar and Esther, too, before embracing his daughter. He gestured at the former Green Berets. “This is Jack Conway. He was a Faction Leader, and these other gentlemen here used to be part of his Inner Circle. On Earth, they were part of some elite military group.” 
 
    “I see.” Trasynthus nodded. “The mere fact that they managed to complete their Dominion Task already proves just how formidable they are. Welcome, Master Conway. Welcome, brave humans.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Jack said, obviously recognizing Trasynthus as a fellow soldier, albeit one belonging to another species and hailing from a different world. “Bain told us you’re in charge of all troop deployments aboard this ship.” 
 
    “That is my role, yes, but the final word on all matters belongs to Bain alone,” Trasynthus said. A small smile tugged on his lips. “Seeing as he is the sole reason we could embark on this Exodus, I believe that is only fair.” 
 
    “We’re all in this together, Trasynthus,” Bain protested. “I wouldn’t have gotten this far without everyone’s help.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Trasynthus bowed slightly, conceding the point. “Now, how may I be of service? Did you summon me here to meet our new allies?” 
 
    Torgar summoned you, not me, Bain thought, suppressing the urge to sigh in exasperation. “I was going to ask you to find a place for them, but Yelena suggested sending them out as some kind of protective escort for any of our Creators using the Adventurer Structure.” 
 
    “That is a good idea,” Trasynthus said. “One of my advisors will draw up a deployment schedule for them and for the Creator Cohorts they will be assisting. Was there anything else?” 
 
    “I think that’s it for now.” Bain clasped the Swordmaster’s hand again. “Thanks, Trasynthus. I really appreciate it.” 
 
    “Of course.” Trasynthus smiled before looking at the former Green Berets. “In the meantime, I would be honored to show Master Conway and his brothers-in-arms to their quarters personally. Please, follow me.” 
 
    “Are we done here?” Esther asked, once the Swordmaster and the newcomers had left. The Slayer was sagging with fatigue. If the last Raid hadn’t exhausted her, this Liberation Quest certainly had. 
 
    “We are,” Bain confirmed. “Good job out there, Esther. Thanks for your help. Now, go get some rest.” 
 
    “I will.” Esther frowned and looked Bain up and down. “But what about you? You don’t seem like you’re tired at all, and you used up more cosmic energy than all of us put together, casting all those spells like that. Yelena’s swaying on her feet, and Torgar was yawning just now when he thought no one was looking at him.” 
 
    “Bah! I was bored, human! Not tired!” the Rune Smith scoffed, shaking his fist. “My vitality is limitless! Limitless, I tell you! In fact, I—” 
 
    “No, Torgar, don’t,” Yelena said, placing her hand gently but firmly on Torgar’s wrist to prevent him from casting Stalwart Rune just to prove his point. “We all know just how tough you are, so there’s no need for you to waste your cosmic energy.” 
 
    Bain chuckled as the dour and irascible Rune Smith nodded meekly. 
 
    “Aye, lass,” Torgar said. “You’re right. There’s no need.” 
 
    “You still haven’t answered my question,” Esther said, her gaze boring into Bain. “How aren’t you worn out at all? We all know your species has changed to something weird, and you’re not even a living creature anymore. Is that why?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, Esther,” Bain said, finally giving in to his urge to sigh. He pulled up a chair and sat down. “I don’t know much about the ramifications of changing my species, but I’m just not tired. My cosmic energy reserves have replenished themselves already, too.” 
 
    “I consulted our archives and did some research on what it means to become an Arcane Lich,” Yelena said. “An Arcane Lich isn’t a member of a separate species in and of itself. Rather, any member of any species can become one by suffusing his or her flesh with cosmic energy.” 
 
    “And you’ve been burning all kinds of pathways and channels through your own body, lad,” Torgar said worriedly. “That would do it. Are you sure you’ve not felt anything untoward, though?” 
 
    “Yes, I am. I feel perfectly fine,” Bain lied. He had to be getting better at it as Yelena didn’t look at him suspiciously this time. She smiled instead, before reaching out and giving his hand a quick squeeze. 
 
    “Is there anything we have to worry about, though?” Esther arched her brow. “You’re now undead, right? Are you going to suddenly go crazy and start killing everyone so you can drink our souls or some such bullshit?” 
 
    “What?” Bain rolled his eyes. “No! What the hell, Esther?” 
 
    “Eh.” The Slayer shrugged. “If that does happen, there’s not much we can do about it. Without you, Bain, we’re all dead. Every last one of us on Veritas. Dead.” 
 
    “Hmm. That’s grim, even for me,” Torgar remarked, scratching his beard furiously. “There… there’s no chance of that happening, right, lad?” 
 
    “There isn’t,” Yelena said. “Transitions into undeath usually inflict tremendous amounts of trauma on the psyche of a Challenger—or an Exoder—and it is this trauma that drives the newly arisen undead entity toward unhinged derangement or severe psychosis. This is not true of the transformation into an Arcane Lich. In my professional opinion, Bain’s mind is undamaged.” 
 
    That’s right. Yelena used to be some kind of psychologist or counselor before the Crucible Challenge, Bain recalled. He chuckled and waved at Esther. “You heard what Dr. Osur said? She’s cleared me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard that,” Esther said. “Remember what I said about the lower eighteenth sector? What I’ve got going on there might help you keep your head on straight.” 
 
    “Really? Now I’m really curious,” Bain said. He glanced at Yelena. “What do you think? Should we head down there right now?” 
 
    “We can,” she replied. “You seem to be completely fresh, but Torgar, Esther, Pasha, and I are rather all worn out right now. And I don’t think anyone else is in much better condition, either. Without anyone to form a Cohort with you, you won’t be able to go on another Liberation Quest or take on a Dungeon with the Adventurer Structure, so we might as well pay a visit to the lower eighteenth sector.” 
 
    “That’s a good point.” Bain stood and took Pasha back into his arms. “There’s not much else we can do right now. Alright. Let’s take a walk.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bain had swept Huntsight and Flowsight over Veritas’s lower sectors many times before, and he’d also passed through them on one or two occasions as he made his way from one end of the World Ship to the other. He had never really walked through their metal corridors, nor spent much time within their chambers. 
 
    Not that he’d ever had any real reason to. His own room was somewhere in the upper sectors, within a quick Pathway jaunt’s distance to the bridge. And now that he’d located the Liberator Structure and the Adventurer Structure within a chamber in the middle sectors, he had even less of a need to ever step foot within the lower sectors. 
 
    That’s right. I think I remember Nediras telling me that most of Veritas’s crew and passengers had their living quarters located in the middle sectors. Maybe placing those two Structures there wasn’t the best idea after all. Or was it? It’s a shorter trip between them and the rooms of anyone we’d be sending on Liberation Quests or Dungeon runs, Bain thought, rubbing his jaw thoughtfully as he followed Esther and Yelena down a winding stairwell. 
 
    Torgar had declined to come along, saying that he’d much rather be resting in his own room. So, the Rune Smith had picked Pasha up and left, promising that he’d drop the psycanine off in Bain’s room along the way. 
 
    “Some of these steps aren’t angled properly,” Esther warned, glancing over her shoulder at Bain. “Don’t slip and crack your head open. That would be a really stupid way to die after all we’ve been through.” 
 
    “It would,” Bain agreed. Veritas was suffused with cosmic energy, which meant that an Exoder’s skull could very well crack against one of the World Ship’s floor tiles, providing one struck the other with enough force. “But you don’t have to worry about me. Thanks to my parameters, my reflexes are simply too fast for me to just slip and fall.” 
 
    Esther clicked her tongue irritably and turned away. She continued her stomping trudge down the stairwell, while Yelena chuckled and looped her arm through Bain’s. 
 
    “Could you use your highly tuned reflexes to make sure I don’t fall?” she said, smiling. 
 
    “What are you talking about? Your physical parameters eclipse mine, even without your Prowess spell,” Bain began. “I… wait. I’m talking and behaving like an idiot.” 
 
    “No,” Yelena said, with a slight shake of her head. “You just needed a bit of reminding that there is a reality beyond Levels, parameters, and spells. Like right now, with our arms linked as we walk down this stairwell, what are we doing besides being two Exoders who could never possibly lose their footing on this mildly treacherous terrain?” 
 
    “I’m having a nice little walk with you, Yelena,” Bain said, returning her smile. “And enjoying your company.” 
 
    “And I’m doing the same,” she said. 
 
    The rest of the journey went by in amiable silence, and a few more minutes of walking brought Bain to a fairly spacious compartment within Veritas’s lower reaches. It was only half the size of the chamber containing the Liberator Structure and the Adventurer Structure, but it was packed with Exoders. 
 
    More than a hundred humans, Esarthu, Duraga, Deskari, and Skittars sat at long metal tables in small groups, chatting among themselves and… picking away at small plates and bowls of food. Bain blinked in surprise at the sight. Challengers, Unravelers, and Exoders didn’t need to eat or drink. 
 
    “It’s just something nice to do once in a while, okay?” Esther said. The Slayer gestured to an empty spot at one of the tables. “Sit down. I’ll see what I can find for you.” 
 
    Bemused, Bain did as he’d been told. Yelena took a seat across the table from him. Several Exoders nearby greeted her warmly, and before long, the Paladin was chatting away with them, leaving Bain to take in the bustling eatery and savor the aroma of food in which it was awash. 
 
    The Esarthu did bring in their livestock and their little hydroponic arrays. I think the Desarki added some of their stuff, too, he recalled, his mind awhirl and brought to the brink of sensory overload by the smells, sounds, and movement all around him. It was all markedly different from the stench of spilled blood, the clash of weapons, and the deadly swirl of battle. 
 
    A Skittar child bumped into him from behind, then. She’d been holding a small metal saucer in her hands. The impact knocked it from her grasp and sent the jellied mass upon its surface tumbling through the air. Bain’s Swiftness parameter was pathetic compared to Yelena’s, but thanks to his Level, it was still high enough for him to catch the saucer before it hit the floor, then use it to scoop the jelly from its haphazard flight. 
 
    He handed the saucer back to the Skittar child. “Here you go.” 
 
    “You… you’re Bain Lee!” she cried, pointing at him. Her gaze was fixed on the two eyes jammed into the single socket upon his forehead. “You’ve got to be!” 
 
    Her words were lost in the eatery’s ambient clamor. Bain gave her a little shrug. “Yep. That’s me. Hello.” 
 
    “Hello to you, too,” she said, before holding out her saucer. “My name is Meena. Would you like some jelly?” 
 
    “Thanks, but no.” Bain shook his head. “I’m… not really hungry.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry either. I never am.” Meena flicked her tail from left to right and straightened the collar of the brown robes she wore. “But my mother says it’s important to eat something once in a while, because when we get to where we’re going, we will need to eat almost every day, so we might as well start getting used to it.” 
 
    “Your mother is very smart,” Bain said. “You should listen to her.” 
 
    “I will, Bain Lee,” Meena promised, giving him an earnest nod. Her whiskers twitched upon her snout. “Are you sure you don’t want any? I just remembered that you’re the one bringing us on this trip, right? Mother says we need to be thankful to you. This jelly can be my thanks.” 
 
    “You saying “thank you” would be enough, Meena,” Bain told her. 
 
    “Okay.” The Skittar child lowered her saucer. “I’ll be going now. It was nice meeting you, Bain Lee.” 
 
    “Bye, Meena,” Bain said, but Meena was already walking away, her attention completely focused on another Skittar, a grown woman, who was beckoning to her from the table next to his. 
 
    “Mother, I saw Bain Lee,” the child said, as she set down her saucer and heaved herself onto a bench. “We spoke a bit.” 
 
    “Of course you did, dear,” the Skittar woman said, stroking Meena’s brow. “I’m sure he was very nice.” 
 
    “He was, I suppose,” Meena said, picking up a spoon and digging into her jelly. “He was a bit boring, though.” 
 
    Bain grinned and turned away, allowing the conversation between the child and her mother to fade back into the background. Yelena was done talking to the Exoders who’d approached her. 
 
    “What is it, Bain?” she asked. “You seem a little confused. Unsettled, even.” 
 
    “Well, I am a bit confused as to how this all came about,” he said, raising his finger and twirling it in a gesture that encompassed the whole eatery. “But that aside, I guess I’m just not used to seeing children running around like they don’t have a care in the world again. In my corner of Earth, they were the first to die when the Crucible came. I have a feeling it was the same in many other places, too.” 
 
    “But there are also places where it wasn’t the same,” Yelena pointed out. She glanced pointedly past Bain’s shoulder, and he followed her gaze with his own omni-directional vision to a corner of the eatery, where several human and Skittar kids were kicking a ball around. Their eyes were bright with glee, and their voices were loud and cheerful. Nearby, a small group of Esarthu and Desarki girls were working on some kind of origami project using pieces of brightly colored paper. 
 
    “The people in those places looked toward a future beyond the end of their world, one beyond the endless slaughter and suffering within the Crucible,” she continued. “And you have given them just that, Bain.” 
 
    “We still have quite a bit of ground to cover before we reach our destination,” Bain said. “I haven’t given these people anything yet except possibly a horrible death.” 
 
    “That’s what they would have gotten anyway if they’d stayed in the Crucible,” Esther said, emerging from the crowd with a tray in her hands. She set it down on the table before laying out what appeared to be a small bowl of soup and rice in front of Bain. The Slayer did the same for Yelena, then herself before sitting down beside the Paladin. She frowned at Bain. “What’s that look on your face? Have you forgotten how to use a spoon? And come on, you must know how to use chopsticks.” 
 
    “I…” Bain picked up the metal spoon next to his bowl of soup. Compared to a pistol’s grip, a knife hilt, or a staff, it felt odd and unfamiliar in his grasp. He shook his head slowly. “You know what? I actually think I have.” 
 
    “Okay.” Esther’s scowl faded. Her voice lost a smidgen of its cold harshness. “That’s alright. Take a deep breath and try again. It will come back to you soon enough.” 
 
    “It will.” Bain grimaced. “Now, this smells delicious and all, but I don’t need to eat. In fact, I’m not sure I even can. I’m an undead creature now, remember? I don’t even have a stomach.” 
 
    “Well, none of us need to eat, you dimwit,” Esther said. “And I don’t think it matters what body parts you still have or don’t have. As you know, whatever species we are, our bodies don’t work the way they did anymore, which means that anything that you swallow should get taken care of by your cosmic energy.” 
 
    “But…” Bain looked down at the soup in front of him. It was reddish and smelled of spices, and it contained a few pieces of some kind of leafy vegetable and… “Wait. Is this tofu? Is this Korean tofu soup?” 
 
    “Soon tofu, you idiot,” Esther growled. “And no, it’s not. Not really, anyway. I don’t have any seafood on hand, obviously, and not many ingredients, either. But Yelena’s people had some beans I could make tofu with, and the Desarki brought along some plants with them that I used to make the soup base. They also had some grain that’s pretty much the same thing as rice, only with a bit of a nuttier taste.” 
 
    “Wait. You made this?” Bain widened his eyes in surprise as he tried and failed to picture the hardboiled former homicide detective laboring over a kitchen. 
 
    “Not these bowls, but I did come up with the recipe.” A dangerous light flashed across Esther’s eyes. Her hand fell on the haft of her axe. “Why? Do you have a problem with that?” 
 
    “Uh… no?” Bain said, hoping desperately that his words hadn’t emerged as a squeak. 
 
    “Lady Song is a culinary expert,” Yelena said. “She used to cook for her sister’s children.” 
 
    “I did,” Esther said in a quiet voice. She jabbed a finger at Bain’s face. “Now, eat up. No one’s going to feed you!” 
 
    “I would,” Yelena said, a coy smile tugging at her lips, “if he asked me nicely.” 
 
    Bain quickly spooned some soup into his mouth. Spiced, savory warmth flooded over his tongue before flowing down his throat. The food vanished before it got much farther, however, completely digested by the cosmic energy suffusing his flesh. Still, the flavors lingered hauntingly upon his senses. He’d eaten soon tofu plenty of times, thanks to the surprisingly large number of Korean restaurants in Chinatown. Esther’s concoction wasn’t quite there flavor-wise, which wasn’t surprising at all given the circumstances, but it was close enough.  
 
    “Wow! This is great!” he said, lowering his spoon. “You’re amazing, Esther!” 
 
    “Eat,” Esther said sternly. “And don’t rest your elbows on the table! What are you, some kind of savage?” 
 
    Bain ate. After a few more spoonfuls of soup, he picked up the chopsticks and started on the rice. It had a slightly nutty flavor that reminded him of brown rice, as Esther had mentioned, but it was also sweet and mellow. He shoveled it down eagerly before finishing the rest of his soup. 
 
    “That was nice, but…” Bain began to say. 
 
    “It doesn’t feel right?” Esther finished for him. “And it shouldn’t. We used to eat to live. Here, we eat to try to remember what it felt like, and no memory can match up to the actual thing.” 
 
    “Pleasure is greatest when it is paired with necessity,” Yelena added. The Paladin had only taken a few mouthfuls of her food, but she’d already set her utensils down. “As Exoders, eating food is little more than a brief novelty or a slight indulgence, which is why you won’t see any of us here consuming very much at all.” 
 
    Bain looked around the eatery again, this time more closely, and he saw that Yelena was right. Nobody had little more than a few scraps of food, and anyone who ate did so in tiny, distracted bites. Even Meena had only taken a few nibbles of her jelly. 
 
    “Eh. That’s not necessarily a bad thing for now,” Esther said, waving dismissively. “It’s not like we have a lot of food in the first place. And that’s not the main point anyway. People come here to unwind and spend time with one another more than they do to eat and drink.” 
 
    “To keep themselves grounded and remind themselves of what they used to be and what they will be after the Exodus. And you’re telling me that this is what I need, too,” Bain said. He smiled at Esther. “Thanks. I really appreciate this.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that’s because you’ve been cooped up in the bridge so much or spending time with your new best pal, that shifty fellow called Max,” Esther said. “Also, nobody wants you going psycho on us.” 
 
    “If I do go psycho, you’ll be among the first to know,” Bain promised her. He grinned when she arched her brow. “But tell me, how did this all start? Did you walk down here one day and just decide to set up shop?” 
 
    “You put me in charge of security, didn’t you?” Esther said. “And let me tell you it’s not easy keeping the peace here.” 
 
    “No, I can’t imagine it would be,” Bain agreed. “It’s difficult enough dealing with just humans, but there are at least five different species on board Veritas. I’m sure tensions started brewing soon after we set off on the Exodus.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Esther nodded. “My patrols had to put down one brawl after another. Nobody died from those scuffles, which was surprising. People just aren’t as bloodthirsty here as they were in the Crucible, I suppose.” 
 
    “No, they aren’t,” Bain said. “I’ve had a suspicion that the Crucible makes Challengers more prone to resorting to deadly violence. Now you’ve all but confirmed it.” 
 
    “That doesn’t absolve them of any responsibility for their actions,” Esther said, her gaze hardening. “It doesn’t absolve any of mine, either. We all made decisions, and good or bad, we have to live with them.” 
 
    “I hear you.” Bain nodded. He glanced down the length of the table he was sitting at. At its far end, several Duraga matrons were chatting amiably with a pair of Desarki women and a Wellaxi of indeterminate gender. “So, you came up with this place for people to unwind, but more importantly, for them to get together and learn more about each other. And once they had it, things got a little less tense around here.” 
 
    “That’s only because we’re all literally in the same boat here,” Esther said. The dourness returned fully to her features. “Once we get to wherever we’re going, you can be goddamned sure things will just go back to how they’re supposed to be: humans killing humans, Esarthu killing humans and Duraga, and everyone at war with everyone else.” 
 
    “That is a grim outlook,” Yelena said, widening her eyes in surprise. “I didn’t expect that from you.” 
 
    “I’ve spent my entire life dealing with the worst of humanity,” Esther said. “And then I learned that the worst of other species are just as bad.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say, Esther?” Bain asked, stacking his now-empty bowl on top of his plate and arranging his spoon and chopsticks neatly beside them. 
 
    “You’re in charge of this boat I just mentioned,” the Slayer said. “When we get off the boat, we’ll still need someone in charge, or everything will go to shit. Are you going to be that someone? And if you are, what will you be? King? Emperor? Supreme Leader? Faction Leader?” 
 
    “Honestly, I haven’t given it much thought,” Bain admitted. “But I can tell you I won’t mind never being called ‘Faction Leader’ ever again.” 
 
    “Well, give it some thought now,” Esther said, thumping her fist on the table with enough force to draw the attention of the chatting women and the Wellaxi. She looked them back in the eye, and they returned hastily to their conversation. 
 
    “I… I suppose we can have some kind of constitutional republic?” Bain ventured, feeling like an inattentive schoolboy standing in front of a strict teacher. 
 
    “Look how well that turned out,” Esther said, sneering. “No, that’s no good. Come up with something else.” 
 
    Bain glanced at Yelena for help, but she simply shook her head. 
 
    “The Esarthu have followed the teachings of Isilith for generations, but they have only done so beneath the shadow of the Crucible,” she said. “Isilith’s ideals cannot subsist beyond that. My people must learn a new way of life and cultivate new principles to which they aspire.” 
 
    That’s not going to be easy. Bain sighed and threw his hands up in defeat. “Well, I don’t know. I do know that there’s no way in hell I’m going to be any type of king or emperor. ‘Chairman’or ‘president’ wouldn’t work, either. I guess what I’m trying to say is that when the Exodus is done, I don’t want to be in charge. Someone else will have to figure all that shit out.” 
 
    “I believe that’s rather fair,” Yelena said before whatever protest Esther had been about to make could leave her lips. “Bain made the Exodus possible. At its end, he shouldn’t need to do any more if he doesn’t want to.” 
 
    “You’re absolutely right, Yelena, but that’s not the point I’m trying to make,” Esther said, grunting in exasperation. She gestured impatiently at Bain. “Think, dimwit. What am I trying to get to here?” 
 
    “You’re trying to say that I should still think about the future,” Bain realized. “Whatever my role might be in the days to come. You want me to think about life and living on a day-to-day basis, not only for myself, but for those around me, too.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Esther rapped her knuckles on the table. “Staying grounded means also looking ahead. Scum like Finn O’Connell and Alex Smith can’t do that. And I only needed to take one look at that Max fellow and that Sava woman to know they’re all birds of a feather.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t quite say the same, but I’m not going to argue over that with you.” Bain picked up his cutlery and utensils. “Where should I bring these? Is there a collection rack, tray, or bin for dirty dishes?” 
 
    “What do you think this place is?” Esther rolled her eyes. “A food court? There’s a washing station at the far end of the room. Clean up after yourself, then stack your things properly in the boxes nearby. And make sure they’re dry, first!” 
 
    “Okay,” Bain said shakily. 
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    Yelena and Esther left shortly after to get some rest. Bain was content to linger a bit more within the eatery and soak up the smells, sounds, and noises of life aboard Veritas. With a strip of Esarthu silk covering the eyes on his forehead, nobody recognized him, so he sat on the same bench and chatted with anyone who had something to say. 
 
    An hour passed by before Flowsight registered two discordant energy signatures within the chamber containing the Liberator Structure and the Adventurer Structure. They were ones he recognized, and it was pretty obvious their owners were waiting for him, so he excused himself from the company of the very chatty Wellaxi man he’d been talking to and made his way to the nearest Pathway Structure. 
 
    A quick trip across the World Ship’s expanse later, he found Max and Sava standing before the two Structures. Trasynthus and the Desarki Venomancer named Gareesa were there as well, keeping an uneasy vigil over the two Unravelers. They all turned to Bain as he approached. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Bain asked right away. 
 
    “Our… allies have requested my presence here,” Trasynthus said. He nodded to Gareesa. “I’ve seen fit to bring along my deputy, too.” 
 
    “Hail, Bain Lee,” Gareesa said, sketching a deep bow. “I am honored to stand before you.” 
 
    “Uh, yes. Sure. Hello.” Bain scratched his head and fought down the urge to grimace in despair. “I guess this would actually be the first time we’ve spoken since we set off, right?” 
 
    “I would have come to pay my respects sooner, Bain Lee,” Gareesa said. “Unfortunately, my duties to date have kept me preoccupied in the middle and lower sectors of Veritas. Those are regions where you don’t usually frequent.” 
 
    “There’s no need to pay me any respects,” Bain said exasperatedly. “Anyway, it’s good to see you. And, Max, what’s up? What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Admiring your handiwork, for starters,” Max said, gesturing to the Structures. “This is very impressive. You’ve pretty much turned your vessel into an adversarial rival to the Crucible with the Liberator Structure. And the Adventurer Structure will allow your people to plunder it for resources.” 
 
    “That’s the idea.” Bain gave Sava a cautious nod of greeting. “Hello, Sava.” 
 
    “Hello,” the Unraveler said absently. She looked around Bain. “Where’s the cute puppy? I like him. I want to hold him.” 
 
    “Pasha should be in my room taking a nap,” Bain said. “I’m sure he would be happy to play with you later.” 
 
    “Alright.” Sava nodded before turning her vague and distant gaze back to the Structures. “Max has something important to tell you, so you’d better listen carefully.” 
 
    “I will,” Bain replied. He nodded to Max. “I’m all ears.” 
 
    “You’ve figured out how Raids work by now, right?” Max asked. 
 
    “I have,” Bain said, drawing on the Aurum Lich’s knowledge. “The Crucible establishes Karmic Synchronicity between its Spatial Integrations and Veritas. It then uses this Karmic Synchronicity to create spatial distortions, or portals, from the Spatial Integrations that lead here. During a Raid, Challengers travel through these portals to attack us. Because Veritas is traveling through the Crucible itself, Karmic Synchronicity has to be established anew each time there is a Raid, and each Raid cannot last indefinitely and cannot occur in immediate succession. That is, once a Raid is done, the Crucible needs time to send another, and we’ve increased that time with our Disruptor Structure.” 
 
    “Huh, he understands what Karmic Synchronicity is,” Nesura said, popping her head out of Max’s belt pouch. “It’s true that he’s got a trove of stolen knowledge in his skull, but being able to actually comprehend any of it is a whole other matter.” 
 
    “What… what is Karmic Synchronicity?” Trasynthus asked before nervously coughing into his fist. “I apologize for my ignorance, but if I’m to be part of whatever endeavor you are attempting, I believe I would benefit from being enlightened.” 
 
    “In all honesty, I don’t quite understand it myself,” Max admitted. The Apocalypse Knight shrugged apologetically. “But I’ll try to put it into words that make sense to me. Basically, when two things are the same in some ways, there is some kind of link, or Karmic Synchronicity, between them. This link can be used in different ways. If you destroy one of the linked objects, you might also destroy the other, for instance.” 
 
    “Or it could be used to create portals leading from one of them to the other,” Bain added. 
 
    “I… I see.” Trasynthus licked his lips nervously and dabbed at his forehead with a handkerchief of Esarthu silk. “So… there must be similarities for Karmic Synchronicity to be established, must there not? What similarities could there be between Spatial Integrations in the Crucible and Veritas?” 
 
    “One contains Challengers, while the other contains entities that used to be Challengers,” Nesura said. The familiar cackled. “And yes, before you start going on about how tenuous such a connection is, that is more than enough to establish Karmic Synchronicity, given the nigh-infinite amounts of cosmic energy the Crucible is willing to and has invested in crushing you pathetic Exoders.” 
 
    “But that means there can’t be many of these sites,” Bain said. “If we can take them all out, then the Raids will stop. Crucible Champions might not be able to find us.” 
 
    “You won’t be able to do that,” Max said. “I won’t be able to do that. The Crucible can replace these locations endlessly, though it will need time to do so. But it’s still worth attacking these Synchronization Loci, if only because destroying them will further reduce the frequency of Raids and make it more difficult for Crucible Champions to locate this ship.” 
 
    “But Raids will still occur, right?” Gareesa asked. “Why can’t a Crucible Champion simply attack us through one of them?” 
 
    “Crucible Champions aren’t Challengers anymore,” Nesura said. “Raids are opportunities for Challengers to prove themselves to the Crucible so that they can eventually become Champions. Champions, on the other hand, have nothing further to prove. They are instruments of the Crucible that seek only to hunt down Unravelers and acquire more power by wreaking havoc through the cosmos. Any of them that come after you will have to rely on his or her own means, not the Crucible’s.” 
 
    “But even if all of them have those means, they will still benefit from the Karmic Synchronicity between Veritas and the Crucible’s Spatial Integrations,” Bain pointed out. “Destroying those Synchronization Loci Max mentioned will deprive them of this benefit and buy us even more time to get closer to our destination and increase our Level.” 
 
    “If Raids become less frequent, then we cannot rely wholly on them to accrue power,” Trasynthus reasoned. He glanced at the Structures. “We must undertake Liberation Quests and assail Dungeons instead.” 
 
    “On that note, Bain, you shouldn’t bother going on any of those personally anymore,” Max said, pointing in turn to the Liberation Structure, then the Adventurer Structure. “Leave such efforts to your followers. You have more important things to do instead.” 
 
    “You mean attacking the Synchronization Loci?” Bain asked. “How am I going to get to them, though? If I had a sample of their energy signatures, maybe I could attune the Adventurer Structure to them, but I don’t.” 
 
    “You didn’t,” Max corrected him before tossing a pale-blue, fist-sized prism into his hands. “Now, you do. That’s a Viewing Crystal. It mimics energy patterns in miniature. I visited every Synchronization Locus and captured all the information you’ll need to attune your Adventurer Structure to them.” 
 
    Bain studied the Viewing Crystal with Huntsight and spotted three distinct energy patterns within its prismatic depths. He frowned. “You said it mimics energy patterns in miniature? What kind of scale are we talking about?” 
 
    “Every Synchronization Locus contains energy approximately ten trillion times more than whatever you can see in the Viewing Crystal,” Nesura said. “And it’s guarded by Level-appropriate monsters, too, all of which are Special Condition.” 
 
    “But…” Bain shook his head. “Those monsters would all have to be above Level 400 at least, and they would number in their tens of thousands. How am I supposed to deal with that? How are we supposed to deal with that? Any of those monsters would slaughter every Exoder on Veritas easily.” 
 
    “You aren’t,” Max said. He pointed at himself with his thumb. “I am. When we get to one of these Synchronization Loci, leave the monsters to me.” 
 
    “And me,” Sava added, her gaze never leaving the Structures. 
 
    “Of course,” Max said. Sava smiled, took his left hand in both of hers, and held it tenderly to her cheek for a moment before letting go. 
 
    “Okay?” Bain scratched the back of his head. “Then what do you need me there for? I’d be vaporized the moment a Level 400 monster even sneezes in my direction.” 
 
    “The only way a Synchronization Locus can be destroyed is by unraveling the energy patterns sustaining it,” Nesura said. “Usually, this wouldn’t be a problem with Max’s Unravel spell, but the Crucible has wised up to us it seems. The Loci have all been built specifically to be immune to Unravel.” 
 
    “It doesn’t want any Unravelers to intervene,” Bain reasoned. He looked at Max. “You can’t touch it. No Unraveler can.” 
 
    “If the Crucible is capable of safeguarding its creations like this, then why doesn’t it do the same for every Spatial Integration?” Trasynthus asked. “That would render Unravelers irrelevant, wouldn’t that?” 
 
    “Such immunity not only requires immense amounts of cosmic energy, but it also prevents anything possessing it from moving, being relocated, or even concealed, which is why we found them so easily,” Nesura explained. “That’s also why the Crucible has posted such formidable guards for them.” 
 
    “I see,” Gareesa said, her eyes coming alight with comprehension. “It’s basically too costly for the Crucible to defend its Spatial Integrations like this in their entireties.” 
 
    “You can’t touch the Synchronization Loci, but you think I can,” Bain said to Max. “That’s why you want me there.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Max said. “And I don’t just think you can. Going by what I’ve seen from you, I know you can bring the Loci down. Also, don’t worry. Sava, Nesura, Garlocke, and I will keep you safe while you’re working on them.” 
 
    “Garlocke?” Bain arched his brow quizzically. “Is that another Unraveler who hasn’t shown himself yet?” 
 
    “Hardly,” Nesura said, scoffing and rolling her eyes. “He’s just an ugly, stupid, and smelly spirit beast. You’ll get to meet him soon enough.” 
 
    “Sure,” Bain said. “I’ll be the only Exoder going with you to attack these Loci, then. I can’t bring anyone else since you’ll need to protect him or her, too.” 
 
    “Correction: we won’t protect anyone other than you on such outings,” Nesura said before punctuating her words with another cackle. “So, you can be sure that whomever you bring will end up as monster bait. No more, no less.” 
 
    “Got it.” Bain nodded. He tightened his grip on Chimera. “I’m the only one who’s fresh enough for a fight right now, anyway. So ,let’s go.” 
 
    Max threw his head back and laughed. He then clasped Bain on the shoulder. “Who am I to hold you back? If you’re ready to attack a Locus now, I’ll be more than happy to get the ball rolling, but I think you probably have to sort some things out first. Master Osur, I requested your presence because I understand that you’re the military commander here.” 
 
    “That is true, Master Maximo Strident,” Trasynthus said. “But I serve at Bain’s pleasure and answer only to him.” 
 
    “You were saying that I shouldn’t go on any more Liberation Quests or attack any Dungeons using the Adventurer Structure,” Bain said to Max. “I’m guessing it’s because I’ll be too busy taking down the Loci.” 
 
    “Well, there are only three of them,” Max said, shrugging. “I’d say we’ll probably polish one off in a few hours.” 
 
    “But you’ll need to wait for several days before attacking the next,” Nesura said. “The backlash from destroying a Synchronicity Locus will ripple through the Crucible. That’s a good thing because it will further delay the onset of any Raids and make it more difficult for Crucible Champions to find you. But that’s also a bad thing because you won’t be able to attune your Adventurer Structure to another Locus.” 
 
    “I see.” Bain rubbed his jaw and furrowed his brow in thought. The Aurum Lich’s knowledge soared through his consciousness. “But the Liberator Structure and Adventurer Structure should still be able to perform their intended functions during this time because they reach out from Veritas to the Crucible itself, whereas trying to create a portal to a Locus involves locking onto its very specific energy signature.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I fully understand the mechanics behind cosmological science, but I gather that we can still launch Liberation Quests and attack Dungeons in between the destruction of Synchronicity Loci,” Trasynthus said. “And it falls onto me to roster the Cohorts that will be embarking on these endeavors.” 
 
    “I think I know why I should leave them to the other Exoders,” Bain said. “Raids might very well still occur during these backlash periods. They would be delayed, after all, not utterly undone. I need to be here for them.” 
 
    “I agree,” Gareesa said, nodding fervently. “If you hadn’t been here during the last two Raids, we would surely have perished, Bain Lee. You are crucial to our defense.” 
 
    “And there’s more, too.” Bain gestured to Max. “You will handle the bulk of the fighting during an attack on a Locus, but I will still have to hold my own, too, to whatever degree I can, and I cannot expect to walk away completely unscathed.” 
 
    “We’ll keep you safe. No monster is going to even scratch you,” Nesura said. She narrowed her eyes. “But unraveling the energy patterns within a Locus without using a spell will be extremely draining on your physical and mental resources. You will need time to recuperate, and that is time you cannot spare to go on jaunts through the Crucible with the rest of your little friends.” 
 
    “I’m going to teach you a spell, Bain,” Max said suddenly. He flicked his wrist, and a staff of black, gnarled wood appeared in his hand. “Watch carefully. I’ll try to cast it as closely to your Level as I can.” 
 
    Trasynthus and Gareesa took a few steps back, their faces pale with obvious trepidation. Bain felt a little anxious, himself. Max was going to cast a spell here? Would its sheer power simply rip Veritas into pieces? 
 
    Can I even make sense of it? Bain thought before clenching his jaw and feeding as much cosmic energy as he could to his Huntsight, Flowsight, and Locksight spells, though he doubted the latter could successfully record any of the workings of a spell cast by someone like Max. I’m still going to give it a go, damn it. 
 
    “Hey, watch it,” Nesura chided the Apocalypse Knight. “You’re putting too much cosmic energy into the spell all at once.” 
 
    “I’m just not used to holding back,” Max grumbled, furrowing his brow in concentration. An intense crimson radiance began to build on the tip of his staff. “Now, be quiet, so I can focus.” 
 
    “Do you want me to do it?” Nesura asked, rather testily. 
 
    “Do you want to shut up?” Max shot back. 
 
    “Do you want to reduce this heap of scrap metal to its component atoms?” the familiar pressed. 
 
    “Uh, guys…” Bain ventured as he beheld the threads of immensely concentrated cosmic energy gathering upon the tip of Max’s staff. “Maybe this isn’t a good idea after all.” 
 
    “Ah, it’s too late at this point,” Nesura huffed. “The spell has been formed. Max has to cast it or let it go, and if he does let it go, the backlash will kill all of you anyway.” 
 
    “No, it won’t.” Max glared down at his familiar. “I managed to do it properly. Here.” 
 
    The Apocalypse Knight tapped his staff on the floor. Crimson light flashed briefly across the chamber, and when it faded, Bain saw a disembodied eyeball floating in the air in front of Max. He quickly scanned it with his CUI. 
 
      
 
    Summoned Entity 
 
    Gazer Guardian 
 
    Level: 43 
 
    Controller: Maximo Strident 
 
    Spells/Effects currently active: Perma-flight Lv. 43 (Passive), Guardian Gaze Lv. 43 (Passive) 
 
      
 
    “Impressive,” Bain said. 
 
    “Do you think you can do anything with that?” Max asked. “If you need another demonstration, I can cast Gazer Guardian again.” 
 
    “No, I’ve got it,” Bain said, letting the energy patterns he’d just seen at work unfold through his mind and thread through his sub-consciousness. New patterns and pathways emerged to the forefront of his thoughts. He quickly burned a series of channels through his body and pushed cosmic energy through them. As he did so, his CUI flickered. 
 
      
 
    New spell crafted: 
 
    Ocular Guardian: Summons one Ocular Guardian for 42 hours. Ocular Guardian can be assigned to any Exoder, Challenger, or Unraveler. Doing so will result in the creation of a false Cohort bond between the Ocular Guardian and its assignee. 
 
    A False Cohort bond functions like a normal Cohort bond, but it does not count against the maximum number of Cohort bonds an assignee might have. 
 
    The Ocular Guardian will heed the will of its assignee. It will follow its assignee by default and can travel up to 420 feet away. 
 
    (1 Ocular Guardian can be created for every 10 Levels) 
 
    Each Ocular Guardian can be imbued with up to 5 of the caster’s spells. It can be mentally commanded by its assignee to cast these spells. 
 
    (1 spell per every 8 Levels) 
 
    All cosmic essence earned by the Ocular Guardian will go to the caster. 
 
    High cosmic energy consumption. 
 
      
 
    Bain cast Ocular Guardian, and a floating golden, disembodied eye materialized in the air before him. It was slightly larger than his Ocular Proxies. He focused on it, and a CUI screen appeared. 
 
      
 
    Please imbue up to 5 spells. 
 
      
 
    Let’s just go with Mesmerizing Gaze, for now, he thought. A thread of cosmic energy pulsed from the apertures beneath his eyes into the Ocular Guardian. 
 
      
 
    Mesmerizing Gaze imbued. 
 
    4 spells remaining. 
 
      
 
    Bain declined to imbue any further spells. The Ocular Guardian seemed to dip a little in the air as if bowing in acknowledgment. 
 
      
 
    Please select assignee. 
 
      
 
    “Trasynthus, do you mind?” Bain asked the Swordmaster. 
 
    “Not at all,” Trasynthus replied, taking a step toward the Ocular Guardian. 
 
    Bain willed the floating eye to follow the Swordmaster, and it obeyed his order, drifting forward to hover by Trasynthus’s side. A faint thread of cosmic energy materialized between the two. 
 
    “Try mentally commanding it to cast Mesmerizing Gaze,” Bain said. “But have it aim somewhere no one is standing, of course.” 
 
    Trasynthus nodded. The Ocular Guardian unleashed a brief burst of mind-aligned cosmic energy that fizzled into uselessness upon empty air. But if there had been a sentient entity there, it would have fallen under the effects of Mesmerizing Gaze. 
 
    “Nice!” Bain said, clenching his right fist triumphantly. He turned to Max, who’d already put away his staff and dismissed his own summoned creature. “Thanks!” 
 
    “You got exactly what you needed out of that, and in your first attempt, too,” the Apocalypse Knight said, nodding slowly. “I have to admit I certainly wasn’t expecting that.” 
 
    “Yeah, we thought we’d be stuck here for hours before you figured things out,” Nesura said. “But you’ve outdone yourself. Not bad, Bain. Not bad at all.” 
 
    “With this spell, I can send Ocular Guardians to accompany Cohorts taking on particularly tough Liberation Quests or Dungeon-runs,” Bain said. “That means I won’t have to go myself.” 
 
    “No, think a bit bigger than that.” Nesura jabbed one of her wingtips in Bain’s direction. “The False Cohort bond means you can partake in four of these little outings at the same time, earn cosmic essence in the process, and increase your Level.” 
 
    “And Gareesa and I can build Cohort rosters around your new spell,” Trasynthus added. The Swordmaster smiled. “I believe our odds just got much better.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bain summoned four Ocular Guardians and assigned them all to Trasynthus. The Swordmaster would then be able to allocate each of the floating eyes to the leaders of the Cohorts going on Liberation Quests or Dungeon runs. 
 
    “Their cosmic energy reserves are about a tenth of mine,” Bain said, sweeping Flowsight over the Ocular Guardians. “And they replenish their reserves at a rapid rate, too, so I think it’s safe to say that they’ll never run out of juice as long as whoever is using them doesn’t go too crazy with their spells.” 
 
    He then reached out threads of cosmic energy into the Ocular Guardians’ cores and made a few tweaks to the energy patterns maintaining their coherency. The floating eyes flashed briefly with golden light. 
 
    “I’ve just tripled their manifestation duration,” Bain said, in response to the quizzical looks Trasynthus and Gareesa cast his way. “They should last more than a hundred and twenty hours, now.” 
 
    “That would make devising deployments around them far more expedient,” Trasynthus said. He turned to Gareesa. “Do take this into account.” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Osur,” Gareesa said. She bowed first to Bain, then to Trasynthus. “By your leave, I’ll begin drawing up the Cohort rosters now. Once I’ve completed a draft, I will hand them over to you for review.” 
 
    “Please proceed,” Trasynthus said to her. “And thank you, Lady Iriss.” 
 
    Gareesa bowed once more before turning on her heel and striding from the chamber. Faint threads of energy pulsed from the Resonance Coil around her wrist as she spoke quietly into it. Bain guessed that she was probably summoning other advisors to a meeting. 
 
    “Oh, that’s right. I’d better give this to you, too,” he said, stripping Domain Shaper from his hand and passing the enchanted glove over to Trasynthus. “Hopefully, Uvol Yenn will be able to create other Domain Tools, soon. But in the meantime, this is the only way we can collect Dungeon core fragments.” 
 
    “I will see to its use,” Trasynthus said, nodding. He tucked Domain Shaper away. “Ikaru has given me a brief description of the device you created, Bain. It’s called the Manifestor, I believe, and certain aspects of its mechanisms can be enhanced through Dungeon core fragments. Is that why you want them collected?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Bain confirmed. “Any Structures in Veritas more complex than the Pathway Structures can only be upgraded with pieces of broken Dungeon cores. The Manifestor is pretty easy to use, or so I’ve been told. Please feel free to make any changes or relocate any Structures as you see fit.” 
 
    “Very well,” Trasynthus said, stroking his chin thoughtfully. “Is there anything else, Bain?” 
 
    “I think that’s about it,” Bain replied. He glanced at Max, who was chatting quietly with Sava and Nesura. “I guess I’d better get going before they start losing their patience.” 
 
    “Which is paper-thin by this point,” Nesura called from her perch in Max’s belt pouch. The familiar beckoned to Bain with one of her wing-tips. “Come on! Let’s get going!” 
 
    “But doesn’t he still need to attune the Adventurer Structure first, Nessy?” Sava asked, pointing at the Adventurer Structure. 
 
    “Exactly!” Nesura huffed. “So, hurry up, you dimwit, and get it done.” 
 
    “Take it easy,” Max chided his familiar before grinning at Bain. “Given what we’ve seen from you so far, I don’t think you’ll need much time at all to complete the attunement with the Viewing Crystal.” 
 
    “Should we go to the bridge then, so you can use the Manifestor?” Trasynthus asked Bain. 
 
    “No.” Bain took out the Viewing Crystal and bounced it lightly on his palm. “I don’t need to use the Manifestor to build or alter any of Veritas’s Structures. I can do that from anywhere.” 
 
    He then reached out to the energy patterns within the Adventurer Structure and unfolded those responsible for establishing karmic attunements between the World Ship and the Crucible. Next, he turned Flowsight fully upon the Viewing Crystal with the eyes in his forehead while he traced a fresh set of patterns within the Adventurer Structure with energy threads extending from the eyes beneath his brow. 
 
    The Adventurer Structure shuddered. Another stairwell appeared next to it, mirroring its physical form. The new stairwell was a bright crimson in hue, though. A CUI screen unfolded next to it. 
 
      
 
    Synchronization Loci detected! 
 
    Current Traversal Status: Available 
 
    Locus 1: The Spire of Obsidian 
 
    Locus 2: Nightstorm Vortex 
 
    Locus 3: Pit of Eternal Echoes 
 
      
 
    “Those sound like Dungeon names,” Bain pointed out. “Are the Loci inside Dungeons?” 
 
    “No, they aren’t,” Max said. “They exist on the surfaces of Spatial Integrations throughout the Crucible, and they are actual physical structures that are impervious to Unravelers, regardless of their power.” 
 
    “Before you ask, yes, we have actually visited all these locations and slaughtered thousands of the monsters guarding them, only to find that we can’t even leave a single scratch on their surface,” Nesura said to Bain. “Can you imagine just how frustrating that is?” 
 
    “I can,” Bain said, “but—” 
 
    “But why can’t we just bring you with us instead of going through all this rigmarole with your stupid Structures?” Nesura sighed impatiently. “It’s because we would need to turn you into an Unraveler, too, if you wish to travel like we do. And once that happens, you won’t be able to affect the Loci. Then you would be even more useless than you already are.” 
 
    Becoming an Unraveler would also sever my karmic link to Veritas, Bain realized.  If that happened, Yelena and the others would still be able to continue the Exodus, but they might not be able to breach the far wall of the Architect’s Lair by themselves and leave the Crucible entirely. 
 
    “Which Locus would you like to attack first?” Max asked as he gestured at the CUI screen. “It doesn’t really matter to us, and honestly, it shouldn’t to you either since you won’t have to worry about the monsters.” 
 
    “We’ve been to all of them before,” Sava spoke up again as she drew her dreamy gaze away from the Structures. “I think the monsters guarding them will be more ready for us again. There will be more of them, and they will be stronger. We can kill them all, but we might not be able to protect Bain at the same time.” 
 
    “You’re saying that I might have to fend for myself,” Bain reasoned. “But how can I against monsters that are above Level 400?” 
 
    Max snapped his fingers as if an idea had suddenly occurred to him. “A Cohort bond. You can share a Cohort bond with Sava and me. That way, you can get a share of the cosmic essence coming our way and rapidly increase your Level.” 
 
    “But the Level disparity between us will mean…” Bain began. 
 
    “That you’ll only get less than a hundred-thousandth of what we’ll be getting,” Nesura finished for him. “Or perhaps even less than that, but it’ll be enough to set you well on your way to Level 99, so you will actually stand a chance against the Crucible Champions who will find you, sooner or later.” 
 
    “Here, I’ll do it,” Sava said, waving lazily in Bain’s direction. A CUI screen appeared in the air. Its borders were hazy and undefined, and the cosmic energy threads that comprised it were frizzed and haphazard. 
 
      
 
    ERROR 
 
    ERROR: UNAUTHORIZED USER 
 
    Sava Saree wishes to form a Cohort Bond with you. 
 
    Do you accept? 
 
    ERROR 
 
    WARNING: THIS IS A SEVERE CRUCIBLE TRESPASS. NO FURTHER INFORMATION AVAILABLE. 
 
      
 
    That’s an Unraveler’s calling card. Sera and those other Unravelers were like this, too, Bain thought. Or maybe that’s a side-effect from pulling off one-too-many Crucible trespasses. 
 
    He released the Cohort bond he still had with Esther, Torgar, and Yelena before accepting the one with Sava. Instantly, he became aware of the two Unravelers’ presences and the sheer power coursing through their bodies in a way he hadn’t been before, and he couldn’t help but look at them with renewed awe. 
 
    “That’s right,” Nesura said, sneering. “Consider this a reminder that you are an insect compared to the rest of us. A very special insect, yes, but an insect nevertheless.” 
 
    “Enough of that,” Max said quietly. “Bain, are you alright? Do you need a moment?” 
 
    “I don’t think any number of moments will help,” Bain replied, trying and failing to keep any trace of shakiness from his voice. “What… how did you… I mean, what did you do to get so many Levels?” 
 
    “He just scanned us,” Sava said before glancing at Max. “Isn’t that supposed to be rude? I don’t really mind, though.” 
 
    “I think it was only considered rude among Knights-Errant,” Max said, stroking Sava’s cheek gently before dropping his armored hand to take her bare fingers in his grasp. “Other people don’t really care. I don’t, for one.” 
 
    “Good.” Sava nodded. “I think Bain and his puppy are nice. I would hate to kill them and everyone here for being rude.” 
 
    Knights-Errant? That’s right. That’s what Challengers are called on his homeworld, going by what I saw in his karmic web. Bain shook his head in a futile attempt to clear his thoughts, before peering closely again at the results of his CUI scan. 
 
      
 
    Cohort Members: 
 
    Bain Lee (Level 41 Ocularist) 
 
    Maximo Strident (Level 999+ FURTHER INFO UNKNOWN) 
 
    Sava Saree (Level 999+ FURTHER INFO UNKNOWN) 
 
    All parameters increased by 3 
 
    Spell sharing is now available. 
 
    Your shareable spells: ERROR. NO SPELL SHARING IS PERMITTED 
 
    Cosmic essence acquisition penalty for Bain Lee: -99.9999% 
 
      
 
    “To answer your question, Bain, we didn’t do anything too unusual,” Max said. “We simply worked our way through one Dungeon at a time, killing monsters along the way. Whenever Crucible Champions or even Challengers tried their luck with us, we showed them no mercy and claimed their cosmic essence for ourselves.” 
 
    “We must have killed at least a hundred thousand Crucible Champions by now,” Nesura gloated. “But there’s really no end to them. Every time we think we’ve wiped out the last lot, another batch pops up from yet another Crucible Challenge.” 
 
    “There are some that we haven’t managed to kill, of course,” Sava said. “They’re just too strong or tricky enough to get away from us or hide from us when we try to track them down.” 
 
    The Unraveler looked directly at Trasynthus. “One of them looks exactly like you. His name is Isilith, I think, and I’m pretty sure he’ll be one of the Crucible Champions coming after you all.” 
 
    “I… I see.” Trasynthus said, tugging at his collar in an uncharacteristic show of nerves. The Swordmaster took a deep breath. His features hardened with resolve. “My children and the Esarthu who remain have come to a consensus. As Exoders, not Challengers, we will no longer heed Isilith’s teachings. They might have preserved our people through the shadow of the Crucible, but they have also turned us into a slavish, broken species. In the days to come, we will forge a new way of life.” 
 
    “You really do think this way,” Sava said. The dreamy fog peeled away from her gaze. Curiosity shone in her eyes. “That’s interesting. What will you base your new way of life on?” 
 
    “I do not know yet, Lady Saree,” Trasynthus said, shaking his head. He turned to Bain. “But I believe we could do worse than look to humanity.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Bain asked. “You saw what we did to our world, right? Also, Tommy Chan and most of his Inner Circle were humans.” 
 
    “Yes, but for every Tommy Chan that emerges out of humanity, an Esther Song or a Bain Lee does so as well.” Trasynthus smiled. “Humans are not perfect, by any means, but at least they were the masters of their own fate. Few other species across the cosmos could say the same.” 
 
    Bain didn’t know what to say in response, so he just gave the Swordmaster a slight nod of acknowledgment. 
 
    “Are we done dawdling yet?” Nesura asked. “Let’s go! Come on!” 
 
    “Bain, keep in mind that all these Loci are located in Spatial Integrations different from the one on which your Crucible Challenge began,” Max said. “Time flows differently in those Spatial Integrations, especially in comparison to how it does in Veritas. An hour there will be roughly the equivalent of an entire day, perhaps even several days, here. If a Raid occurs during your absence… “ 
 
    “Trasynthus, Yelena, and some others have access to the bridge’s main control panel. With it, they can still track the energy signatures of any Challengers appearing within Veritas and manifest Dungeons in response,” Bain said. “I think the Exoders will manage, especially now that they can put my Ocular Guardians to work. They can also use the Liberator Structure and Adventurer Structure to secure reinforcements and increase their Level.” 
 
    “We haven’t really tested that function yet,” Trasynthus pointed out. “But I swear I will rally our forces to Veritas’s defense to the best of my abilities, Dungeons or no.” 
 
    “We should still move as swiftly as we can, regardless,” Max said. He gestured again to the Adventurer Structure. “Ready when you are, Bain. Tell me which Locus you want to attack. Sava and I can’t use this Structure like you can, but we’ll be waiting for you at your destination when you arrive.” 
 
    “The Spire of Obsidian,” Bain decided. He reached out to the Adventurer Structure, and its crimson stairwell vibrated in place, filling the air with a low, metallic thrum. The words upon its CUI screen changed. 
 
      
 
    Spire of Obsidian selected! 
 
    Generating portal… 
 
      
 
    A swirl of violet light appeared at the end of the stairwell. Bain turned to Trasynthus. 
 
    “Alright. I’m off, then,” he told the Swordmaster. “I’ll be counting on you and the others to hold things down in the meantime.” 
 
    “We won’t let you down, Bain,” Trasynthus promised. He reached out his hand, and Bain clasped it. “Fortune in battle.” 
 
    Bain walked toward the stairwell, but just as he began to climb it, Max spoke again. 
 
    “That weapon on your hip,” the Apocalypse Knight said, pointing to Brotherhood. “I don’t think you’ll be able to use it within the Crucible. It will tear itself apart, and the backlash will probably hurt you very badly, too.” 
 
    “Not like any weapon he has will make the slightest difference anyway,” Nesura added. “But yeah, don’t even think about drawing it. You might even be better off leaving it behind.” 
 
    “No, that’s fine. I’ll hold onto it and keep it in its holster,” Bain said, running his fingers briefly over Brotherhood’s grip. He took put his foot on the first step of the stairwell. The swirl of violet light at its end reached out to him with tendrils of similarly hued radiance. 
 
    “See you there, Bain,” Max said as Sava looped one of her arms through his. Immense waves of cosmic energy radiated from the two Unravelers. The Apocalypse Knight tipped a gauntleted hand to his brow in some kind of salute. 
 
    And then he and Sava were gone. 
 
    “See you there,” Bain muttered under his breath before steeling his nerve and storming his way up the stairwell. The portal’s radiance filled his vision… 
 
    … only to peel away a split-second later, revealing a gray, smoky sky through which he was plummeting. He thumbed the activation switch of his crystal wings, and they unfolded, snapping out from his back to arrest his descent and bring him to a jarring midair halt. 
 
    A chorus of piercing shrieks tore through the air then. Bain lowered his omni-directional gaze to the source of the clamor and saw a horde of crimson avian creatures ascending toward him. They had long, trailing tail feathers, and their wingtips were incandescent spikes of roaring flame. Their claws were jet-black curves twice as long as Bain was tall. 
 
    He scanned the foremost of them frantically with his CUI. 
 
      
 
    Monster: Hellfire Phoenix of Eternal Flame 
 
    Level: 99+ (413) 
 
    Spells/Effects currently active: ERROR NO FURTHER INFO AVAILABLE 
 
    ERROR 
 
      
 
    I can’t tell what spells they have going on because of the sheer difference in Level, Bain thought, fighting down the panic that welled from where his stomach used to be. He took Chimera in both hands and glared at the approaching monsters. None of his spells would even begin to scratch them. There was not a chance in hell he’d be able to flee, either. The Esarthu crystal wings on his back allowed him to fly, but only at a snail’s pace relative to the Swiftness parameter of almost any Challenger above Level 5 or Level 6. 
 
    Just as he prepared to cast Concussive Glare in desperation, a massive shadow loomed over him, cutting off the scant, tortured illumination radiating from the alien sun in the skies and casting him in near-total darkness. He looked up and felt his jaw drop open of its own accord. 
 
    There was a dragon… no, some kind of reptile hovering above him. Each of its leathery wings spanned nearly a mile across, and its torso comprised several thousand tons of packed, corded muscle beneath a scaled carapace. Its forelimbs were short and puny in comparison to its powerful hind-legs, each of which sported a gigantic toe-claw much larger than any of the Hellfire Phoenixes. 
 
    A raptor… Bain thought dazedly. That’s a raptor the size of an aircraft carrier, no, maybe bigger. More than fifty times bigger. And it has wings. 
 
    The scaled creature opened its maw, then. A multi-colored orb of swirling light appeared in front of its snout. The orb broke apart into a hail of descending meteors, each of them bearing titanic amounts of cosmic energy aligned with a multitude of elements. 
 
    The falling stars swept past Bain, rained down upon the Hellfire Phoenixes, and tore the monsters apart. The foremost one he had scanned plummeted from the skies, its feathered torso reduced to half-dissolved mush by corrosion-aligned cosmic energy. Ten others went into limb-breaking convulsions from being enveloped in sheets of lightning-aligned cosmic energy. More simply dropped, plunging earthward as chunks of solid ice. 
 
    At least a dozen Hellfire Phoenixes had survived the elemental hailstorm, though. They continued their ascent, their fiery beaks and gleaming claws reaching for Bain. 
 
    The raptor reached past him with one of its forelimbs and flexed its claws in a strangely delicate manner. Blades of scything wind whistled into existence and sliced into the monsters, dicing all but one of them into bloody chunks. 
 
    The last Hellfire Phoenix ducked beneath the raptor’s forelimb and rushed toward Bain. A gigantic reptilian snout snapped down upon its feathered body. Razor-sharp teeth as tall as a small building chewed, feathers fell from their midst, and ichor gushed over leathery lips. 
 
    A yellow eye many times larger than Bain’s entire body focused its gaze on him. 
 
    “Hmm, that’s tasty. But it still needs a bit more seasoning,” a thunderous voice rumbled. It was loud enough to rattle Bain’s teeth in his skull. A moment passed before he realized that it belonged to the raptor. The colossal creature sighed, and its reeking charnel breath sent Bain tumbling through the skies. 
 
    A startled shout tore its way past his lips, but before he could react, he found himself wreathed in a gentle cocoon of wind-aligned cosmic energy. Flowsight quickly revealed its source: Sava, balanced on the raptor’s left shoulder and holding a wand of blue metal in her left hand. 
 
    “Bain, this is Garlocke,” she said, patting the raptor’s scaled flesh fondly. “Garlocke, this is Bain.” 
 
    “Uh… h-hi,” Bain stammered. If he still had a heart, it would be pounding wildly in his chest as he tried to look the raptor in its gargantuan eye. 
 
    “Hmm. Hello, Bain,” Garlocke said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sava waved her wand, and the energy cocoon wreathing Bain’s limbs deposited him on Garlocke’s back beside her before dissipating. The Unraveler then pointed downward to a massive spike of black stone several miles away. It was protruding from the center of a crater in which bubbling lava roiled. 
 
    “In case it isn’t obvious, that is the Synchronization Locus. Max and Nesura are already down there by its base to clear some room for you,” she said. “Garlocke and I will make sure you get down there safely.” 
 
    There? Bain turned Huntsight onto the base of the Spire of Obsidian and spotted Max immediately. The Apocalypse Knight was striding over lava as if it were solid stone. Nesura’s crimson incarnation was by his side, and they both had swords in their hands. 
 
    They were also surrounded by thousands of Special Condition monsters called Ignis Lords, gigantic plate-armored humanoids carrying axes, maces, and swords ablaze with crimson-black tongues of dancing flame. The monsters were all above Level 400, and they were also capable of walking across lava like Max. 
 
    As Bain watched, Max and Nesura’s bodies became indistinct blurs of motion, and the Fire Knights died in droves, their torsos cleaved open from shoulder to hip or their heads tumbling from their shoulders. 
 
    “What… what’s happening?” Bain couldn’t help but ask. 
 
    “They’re killing the monsters, but they’re also simply moving too quickly for you to see what they’re doing,” Sava replied. She blinked suddenly, as if a thought had just occurred to her, before turning to look Bain in the eye. “But you can see energy and comprehend its permutations, can’t you? Maybe you’ll be better able to follow their movements if you simply focus on the cosmic energy within their bodies.” 
 
    “Would that make much of a difference at all?” Bain wondered, scratching the back of his head as he beheld the carnage unfolding at the base of the Synchronization Locus. “Yes, I can see their cosmic energy, but all I’d be looking at is a series of patterns changing as quickly as they’re moving. I wouldn’t be able to make sense of one pattern before it’s been replaced by another.” 
 
    “Energy and intent, even the unconscious intent born of martial mastery, precede and inform the path of flesh,” Sava said as if reciting something she’d learned by rote. A slight smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “That’s an adaptation of a saying I used to tell my students at the Strident Sword Academy.” 
 
    I guess she was some kind of martial arts teacher or something similar before she got involved with the Crucible, Bain thought. He felt entirely out of his depth. All the martial arts training he’d ever done could be summed up by roughhousing with Tommy in his youth and the few brief fencing tutorials Yelena had gone over with him. “So, you’re saying that by looking at their energy, I can stay one step ahead of their actual physical moments, which might actually let me keep up with them?” 
 
    “Yes, you might,” Sava said, her features returning to their vague, dreamy cast. “Give it a try.” 
 
    “Right now?” Bain asked, glancing pointedly at the fresh swarm of Hellfire Phoenixes that had congregated in the skies near Garlocke. The monsters had emerged from the lava around the Synchronization Locus a few moments ago, and they were now obviously massing for a concerted charge at Garlocke. “Is that a good idea?” 
 
    “Yes. Just leave the monsters to us,” Sava said. Her robe disappeared, revealing the harness spiked into her flesh. A curved sword flashed into her right hand. It was the same one she’d held to Bain’s throat earlier on, and its blade shone with a bright crimson radiance. Another curved sword spun into her left hand. It was shorter, and its blade sported millions of microscopic, serrated teeth. Bain couldn’t resist scanning them with his CUI. 
 
      
 
    Blood Drinker 
 
    Enchanted Dueling Sword +?? 
 
    ERROR: NO FURTHER INFO AVAILABLE 
 
      
 
    Flesh Tearer 
 
    Enchanted Warding Sword +?? 
 
    ERROR: NO FURTHER INFO AVAILABLE 
 
      
 
    Those swords are powerful enough to cut Veritas in half with a few swings, Bain realized after a brief study of the patterns bound into Sava’s weapons. 
 
    “Look at Max and Nesura, not at my blades,” the Unraveler said, snapping Bain from his ruminations. She tapped her foot gently on Garlocke’s back. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Alright,” the raptor said before opening his mouth and launching another elemental sphere into the midst of the Hellfire Phoenixes just as they began their charge. Dozens of the monsters tumbled from the skies, frozen, electrocuted, or corroded. 
 
    Garlocke raised his forelimbs and strafed beams of black light from the tip of each of his claws through the shrieking survivors. Any Hellfire Phoenix the raptor caught in his spell turned instantly into a shriveled avian cadaver before exploding into a cloud of swirling bone shrapnel that shredded any of its kin within a hundred-foot radius. 
 
    But hundreds of the monsters made it through Garlocke’s barrage to converge upon the raptor. Sava ran up the length of Garlocke’s spine until she was standing on the top of his head. She raised her swords, and a gray shadow emerged from hers. It was ten times as tall as the Unraveler, and it had a dozen arms, all of which terminated in a featureless, smoke-hued blade.  
 
    Bain scanned the shadow quickly with his CUI. 
 
      
 
    Phonoi 
 
    Legendary Spirit of Murder 
 
    Level 999+ 
 
    NO FURTHER INFO AVAILABLE 
 
      
 
    The Phonoi swept its limbs out. Shockwaves radiated from its blades and into the approaching monsters. Hellfire Phoenixes shrieked in agony as they were reduced to cubes of diced flesh and chopped feathers. 
 
    Sava became a blur of motion that danced through the air amidst the Hellfire Phoenixes. Wherever she went, monsters fell, missing their heads or split down the length of their spines. A heartbeat later, she appeared on Garlocke’s head again, her blades drenched with ichor and tatters of flesh. 
 
    Not a single Hellfire Phoenix was left. Garlocke rumbled approvingly and began descending toward the Synchronization Locus, but he’d barely covered a hundred feet or so before another horde of winged monsters emerged from the lava and began their airborne charge toward the raptor’s bulk. 
 
    Garlocke made a clicking sound in his throat. Sava flicked the gore from her blades, just as her Phonoi did the same. The Unraveler glanced back at Bain. 
 
    “Just stay where you are,” she said. “You’ll be safe.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got it,”Bain replied. Not like I can do much else anyway. 
 
    As the skyborne carnage began anew, he turned his regard back to where Max and Nesura were ripping their way through the Ignis Lords. He pushed as much cosmic energy as he could into Flowsight and focused his spell on the energy patterns spinning and swirling through the bodies of the Apocalypse Knight and his familiar. 
 
    Don’t try to look at them, he thought. Just look at their energy and nothing else. 
 
    For several moments, all he saw was frenetic, incomprehensible chaos. Then he drew upon the Aurum Lich’s knowledge and filtered everything he beheld through the ancient monarch’s memories. That was when he recognized a single pattern flickering into momentary perceptibility before it faded. 
 
    Bain clenched his jaw and concentrated harder. Another energy pattern unveiled itself, then. He placed it side by side with the first one he’d perceived, just as he recognized a third. 
 
    A Prowess spell, he realized as he extrapolated what the three energy patterns gliding through Max’s pathways signified. Of course, he’s using a Prowess spell to heighten his physical parameters. 
 
    Having established that understanding, Bain was able to see the same in Nesura, though the familiar’s Prowess spell was rooted in Max’s. That made sense since, for all intents and purposes, Nesura was little more than an extension of the Apocalypse Knight’s will, albeit one with a very sharp tongue and nasty demeanor. 
 
    The two of them are using a set of powerful elemental spells, too, Bain thought as he picked out another series of energy patterns. Max’s sword carries lightning-aligned and fire-aligned cosmic energy. Nesura’s weapon has ice-aligned and earth-aligned cosmic energy. 
 
    Bain rubbed his brow and pushed aside the dull ache materializing in his temples before resuming his scrutiny. This time, he managed to pick out an entire series of mind-aligned and curse-aligned energy patterns, which meant that Max and Nesura were constantly exerting a plethora of complex spells that confused and weakened the monsters as they fought.  
 
    It was a masterful display of skill and concentration, Bain knew, but it… was also not one that was beyond his capabilities. 
 
    I see them now! he realized. I still can’t follow their physical movements, but I can sense what they’re doing! And what they’re going to do… 
 
    Bain turned his gaze to the blur of motion that was Sava next. The Unraveler was using a Prowess spell as well, though it was slightly different from Max’s. Her Prowess spell focused heavily on boosting her Swiftness parameter at the expense of her Strength and Resilience. In contrast, Max’s Prowess spell was more well-rounded, giving an equal emphasis to all his parameters. 
 
    Sava was also casting far fewer spells than Max and Nesura. A single unaligned spell radiated constantly from her swords as bladed shockwaves capable of cleaving Hellfire Phoenixes apart on contact. Other than that, she relied almost entirely on her swordplay to slice the monsters into pieces. 
 
    That meant that the gray shadow behind her wasn’t the result of a spell but some kind of Crucible entity that had decided for whatever reasons of its own to follow Sava around and kill anything she told it to. Perhaps it was some kind of summoned creature. 
 
    I’ll need to take a closer look at it to be sure, Bain thought. He could follow Sava’s movements now as well, and it soon became clear to him that though the Unraveler didn’t have nearly as much versatility or know even a hundredth of the spells Max and Nesura did, she was significantly more skillful than either of them. 
 
    A CUI notification appeared in the corner of his vision, then. 
 
      
 
    New spell learned: Warsight 
 
    Gives precognitive knowledge of any entity’s physical movements (equivalent to 42000 points worth of Swiftness) 
 
    Can only be used when Flowsight is active. 
 
    High cosmic energy consumption. 
 
      
 
    That means I can visually follow someone’s movements as if my Swiftness parameter were tens of thousands of points higher, Bain thought as he read through Warsight’s description. It doesn’t allow me to move any faster, so even if I can now actually see what Max and Sava are doing, I still won’t be able to physically react in time to any of their actions. But if the difference in Swiftness between me and whomever I’m fighting isn’t that large, then I’ll be able to see what my opponent’s actions are before he or she actually does them. I won’t be winning any fistfights against anyone with an actual Prowess spell of some sort, but Warsight will help me hold my own slightly better. 
 
    “Bain!” Sava called, drawing him away from his thoughts and back to the present. The Unraveler had returned to her perch on Garlocke’s head. Her Phonoi was gone, as was every Hellfire Phoenix in sight. She pointed downward. “We’re almost there. Get ready. Once we’re close enough, I’ll use my Wand of Wind Walk to send you right down to where Max is. After that, Garlocke and I will continue keeping the skies clear, while Max and Nesura keep the monsters away from you.” 
 
    “Alright,” Bain replied. “But isn’t that lava they’re standing on? It’s filled with cosmic energy, too, which means I’ll be incinerated as soon as I get close.” 
 
    “Figure it out,” Sava said. “You know so many spells. And the ground isn’t Level 400.” 
 
    That’s right, Bain thought while he focused Flowsight on the bubbling rock beneath Max’s feet. There are no actual energy patterns inside the lava, which means there isn’t any spell or enchantment for me to overcome. I just need to change the terrain. 
 
    Garlocke swooped closer and closer to the Synchronization Locus. No more Hellfire Phoenixes emerged, and Max and Nesura dispatched the last of the Ignis Lords. The Apocalypse Knight waved skyward, obviously knowing that Bain could see him through the raptor’s bulk with Huntsight. 
 
    “Go,” Sava said. She’d taken out her wand, and before Bain could respond, she activated its enchantment, conjuring a cocoon of air-aligned cosmic energy around his limbs. He clutched Chimera  tightly as the cocoon carried him from Garlocke’s back and toward the base of the Synchronization Locus. 
 
    “Hey, Max,” Bain heard Nesura say. The familiar’s crimson incarnation cast a sidelong glance at the Apocalypse Knight. “Are we forgetting something? Such as, how is the feeble dimwit not going to just burn up here?” 
 
    “No,” Max said, grinning. He lowered his sword and rested his free hand on his hip. “No, we didn’t.” 
 
    As he felt the first waves of heat waft against his skin, Bain octa-cast Cryokinetic Glare. Eight beams of intense frost lanced from the eyes in his head and into the roiling lava at the base of the Synchronization Locus. The molten rock froze instantly, turning the entire interior of the crater into an icy expanse. 
 
    He maintained his spells, driving the chill deeper. Huntsight had told him that an ocean of magma tossed and roared several miles underground. His Cyrokinetic Glare spells reached it and froze it into permanent, silent immobility within the span of a heartbeat. 
 
    Bain cast Proxysight next, summoning an Ocular Proxy into existence above his shoulder. He cast a vastly weakened version of Pyrokinetic Gaze from it, conjuring a spotlight of heat upon a frozen patch next to where Max and Nesura stood. Sava’s energy cocoon deposited him there before it disappeared. He stretched his neck muscles, savoring the pleasant warmth bathing his limbs while he stood in the middle of an icy wasteland that would freeze off the limbs of any Challengers or Exoders around his Level. 
 
    “Very nice,” Max said, without the slightest hint of irony in his voice. 
 
    “You wanted to remind me of my own power in the face of yours and Sava’s,” Bain said. “You didn’t want me to forget that I am a force to be reckoned with in my own right.” 
 
    “You certainly are. Even more so, now.” Max’s grin widened. “Have you checked your Level, recently?” 
 
    Bain looked to his CUI, and he gasped in surprise at what he saw. 
 
      
 
    Level 43 attained! 
 
    … 
 
    Level 68 attained! 
 
    Note: You have 28 Classless Levels. Assign them to your applicable Classes to realize your true potential. 
 
    ERROR: NO FURTHER CRUCIBLE CLASS FEATURES CAN BE UNLOCKED BY EXODERS 
 
    ERROR 
 
      
 
    Looks like I’m stuck with what I have… or maybe not, depending on what trespasses I can pull off, Bain thought. He nodded to Max. “I got all this cosmic essence from the Cohort bond. Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t thank us just yet,” Nesura said, frowning. “Like I’d mentioned, the higher your Level, the more quickly your body will fall apart. Your transformation into an Arcane Lich has bought you more time, but your days as an Exoder have just become far more numbered than they already are.” 
 
    “But I will need all these Levels to deal with the Crucible Champions,” Bain said, casting Flowsight inwards on himself. Nesura was right. Cosmic energy flowed through his body in immense amounts, but the channels that carried them had become visibly more unstable. He sighed. “Because you will not be able to defend us against all of them.” 
 
    “No, we won’t,” Max said. He exchanged a sidelong glance with Nesura. “I know for a fact now that Isilith is coming after you, drawn by the ties of causality you and many of the Exoders share with the Esarthu species. He brings with him an army more than ten billion strong. The Spiderbolt is his flagship. It’s a karmic vessel that’s quite similar to Veritas, and it’s only one amongst a massive fleet.” 
 
    “Isilith’s a tricky one to deal with,” Nesura admitted grudgingly. “It’ll take everything we have to hold his army back, and even then, some of his flunkeys might get past us. And there will be other Crucible Champions trying their luck, too.” 
 
    “But if we bring this down, those other Crucible Champions will take longer to find us,” Bain said, looking up at the Synchronization Locus. “That will buy us the time we need to at least reach the Architect’s Lair and begin the next leg of the Exodus.” 
 
    “You’d better get to work, then,” Nesura said, walking over and nudging Bain over to the Spire of Obsidian. That brought her within the spotlight of heat radiating from the Ocular Proxy. She nudged him again and pointed at the floating eye. “That’s nicely done, controlling the potency of your spell like that. Don’t tell Max, but I think you’re much better at spell modulation than he is.” 
 
    “I can hear you, you know,” Max said, sighing wearily. “And even if I weren’t literally five feet away, I can still hear your thoughts ringing in my head.” 
 
    Nesura’s crimson incarnation stuck his tongue out at him before giving Bain a final shove toward the Synchronization Locus. She then looked up and twirled her sword. 
 
    Bain followed her gaze and saw that the lip of the crater was ringed with monsters that could only be described as spider-centaurs. Their lower bodies were arachnid, sporting six spiked legs protruding from a bulbous abdomen sheathed in black segmented carapace. Their torsos were humanoid, corded with thick muscle. Spears wreathed in arcs of coruscating lightning filled their armored fists. 
 
    “Arachnovore Princes,” Nesura said, identifying the monsters. She looked at a sky that was rapidly filling with gigantic bat-like creatures. “And Gheist Sovereigns. Lovely.” 
 
    “You’ve got a job to do, Bain,” Max said, raising his sword. “So do it while we do ours.” 
 
    “Got it,” Bain replied, breaking out into a sprint toward the base of the Synchronization Locus. He reached it within a few strides. 
 
    By then, a collective battle-cry had thundered from the Arachnovore Princes. The ice beneath Bain’s feet cracked beneath the rumble of their downhill charge as Max and Nesura dashed out to intercept the monsters. 
 
    Screams and the clash of weapons filled the air. Cosmic energy surged and swelled all around Bain, the afterbirth of spent spells powerful enough to vaporize him if they caught him only peripherally. 
 
    He tuned all of that out and focused Flowsight on the energy patterns swirling beneath the surface of the black stone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Synchronization Locus was a marvel of cosmic engineering, Bain quickly realized as the network of impossibly complex energy patterns within its depths revealed itself to his Flowsight spell. Taking a deep breath he no longer needed, he began parsing them through the Aurum Lich’s knowledge, and one by one, the patterns revealed their purpose to him. 
 
    A dull ache grew within his temples as his mind strained to hold and process the sheer amount of information coursing through his consciousness. Every newly parsed pattern was connected to at least a hundred others, and each of those connections was in itself a pattern as well, with its own mechanisms and functions within the labyrinth of energy that sustained the Synchronization Locus and powered its inner workings. 
 
    The Crucible really wants to crush us, Bain thought. But that isn’t surprising. We pose an existential threat to it, after all. 
 
    Around the base of the Locus, Max and Nesura held off an army of Level 400 monsters while Sava and Garlocke did the same in the skies. Bain tightened his focus so that he could better tune out the Unravelers and the carnage they were enacting, but he still couldn’t help but wonder why the Crucible hadn’t simply sent hordes of overwhelmingly powerful monsters straight into Veritas’s corridors and chambers. 
 
    The answer revealed itself to him as he worked. Monsters weren’t actual entities of blood and flesh but rather manifestations of cosmic energy given coherence and form by a Challenger or an Exoder’s thoughts and granted corporeality through the Crucible’s malice. The latter didn’t exist aboard Veritas, and no amount of cosmic energy, not even the veritable galaxy’s worth bound within the Synchronization Locus, could birth a Crucible monster within the World Ship. 
 
    Only Challengers and Crucible Champions can come after us, he thought, clenching his jaw. Let them. We’ll kill anyone who does. 
 
    More patterns unveiled themselves, and the map he’d been building of the Locus’s inner workings grew with every passing moment. He searched frantically for a way to disrupt them and even made several hasty attempts to break or delay the mechanisms of several promising patterns, in the hopes that doing so would bring everything crashing down. 
 
    But success eluded him at every turn. Any pattern he forcibly rewrote snapped back into its original form almost instantaneously. Every delay he tried to enact was overridden by the sheer momentum of the energy mechanisms grinding away within the Locus. 
 
    And soon, he arrived at a horrific realization. There was simply too much cosmic energy within the Locus for him to affect. He could map out its inner workings in their entirety and identify every weak point or vulnerability they had, but he simply didn’t have the power to do anything about the latter. 
 
    Just like an ant wouldn’t be able to break a car engine. Bain put Chimera away and rubbed his palms against each other as he tried to gather the thoughts racing through his mind and push down the despair welling within where he once had a heart. But I’m not going to give up. There has to be a way to do this. I’ve just got to find it. 
 
     “How’s it going?” Max called, nearly breaking Bain’s concentration. The Apocalypse Knight was standing beside him, and the gore caked upon his sword was already dissipating into flakes of black light, which meant that he and Sava had already cleared the latest wave of monsters. 
 
    “This is going to take a while,” Bain admitted. “The energy patterns inside this Locus are very difficult to make sense of, but once I get things right, I suspect the next two will be much easier to handle.” 
 
    “It better be,” Nesura grumbled. The familiar’s crimson incarnation stood a dozen or so strides away, wearing a mask of irritation upon its impossibly beautiful features. “You’ve been at it for four hours, already.” 
 
    Four hours? Bain felt his jaw drop. “So you’ve been fighting all this time?” 
 
    “We have. But don’t worry. We can keep this up for another five or six days if we have to,” Max said. A puzzled frown appeared upon the Apocalypse Knight’s brow. “But our Cohort bond is gone, and it can’t be re-established. You’ve gotten none of the cosmic essence we’ve earned since you started working on the Synchronization Locus.” 
 
    “I’m interfacing directly with its energy patterns, and several of them categorically reject yours and Sava’s since the two of you are Unravelers. That might be why we can’t share a Cohort bond,” Bain said. He hammered his palm into his fist as a thought suddenly occurred to him. “Wait! That’s right! I’ve got it!” 
 
    “Got what? What did you get?” Nesura demanded. She stalked over and raised her hand as if to smack him over the back of his head. “Stop mumbling nonsense and get back to work!” 
 
    “Take it easy, Nesura,” Max said as he caught her crimson incarnation’s wrist before it could actually deliver the blow. An exasperated grunt escaped his lips. “You look like you now have a plan, Bain.” 
 
    “I did,” Bain replied. He pointed at the Synchronization Locus. “I don’t have the power to break this, even if I can figure out all its weak points, but you can.” 
 
    “If we could, we would have done so already,” Nesura said irritably. “You know, with us being Unravelers and all.” 
 
    “The patterns responsible for this categorical rejection of Unravelers are not intertwined with those enacting the Locus’s primary functions,” Bain said, suffusing his mind with the Aurum Lich’s knowledge. “They exist on the peripheries of the Locus’s physical vessel, and they are far more fragile in comparison.” 
 
    “So, if you break those, I can break this,” Max said, slapping his sword against the side of the Locus. Bain had witnessed him cleaving through a dozen Level 400 monsters with it in a single swing, but now, it simply bounced off the black rock. The Apocalypse Knight nodded. “Do what you need to do, Bain.” 
 
    “And do it quickly,” Nesura added. “I’m losing my patience. Also, remember what we said about how time flows differently here? Who knows how much of it has passed on that scrap heap of yours?” 
 
    Bain nodded and turned his focus back to the Locus as Max and Nesura spread out to intercept the next wave of powerful monsters. He quickly found what he was looking for: lines of intertwined energy patterns running down the length of the energy column he’d been working on. They were disconnected from—and puny in comparison to—the patterns powering the Locus’s main functions, which was why he hadn’t given them much thought up until this point, believing that they served non-vital purposes. 
 
    But the discordant, hazy nature of their outlines gave away their nature. They were in complete discordance with the energy signatures of any Unraveler, thereby creating the repulsing effect that prevented Max and Sava from being able to affect the Synchronization Locus. 
 
    This series of patterns is made up of far less cosmic energy than the ones I’ve been looking at, he thought. But if it’s capable of completely rebuffing Unravelers, then why doesn’t the Crucible simply do this with the rest of its Spatial Integrations? It can certainly do so. 
 
    He answered his own question again as he continued his examination of the patterns and found several responsible for the creation of a complex spatial distortion or portal. Bain frowned and shook his head. No, that isn’t a portal. It’s an extra-dimensional pocket, and whatever is in it is radiating some kind of attuning frequency that’s holding the anti-Unraveler patterns in place. I’ll have to break it… 
 
    Bain caught himself before he could complete his incorrect train of thought. There was no doubt about what he’d find within that spatial distortion, and he wouldn’t need to break it. 
 
    He would have to kill it. 
 
    Bain undid the patterns holding the spatial distortion close. Its entrance appeared on the surface of the Locus as a swirl of sickly green light, crackling with discordant, erratic arcs of cosmic energy. He looked at Max, who’d just hacked apart some kind of building-sized toad monster. 
 
    “I’m going in!” Bain cried, pointing to the spatial distortion within the Locus. 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” Max asked. He flicked the gore from his sword before sweeping it through another giant toad’s abdomen. The monster’s bulk fell into two halves from which torrents of ichor geysered. Lightning blasted from his left hand to rake its way across a swathe of gibbering imp-like monsters and reduce them into an expanse of ashen piles. The Apocalypse Knight turned to look Bain in the eye. After a moment, he nodded. “Looks like you’re sure. Go on, then.” 
 
    “If you die, I’m going to kill you for wasting my time,” Nesura promised as her crimson incarnation hurled a tide of fire over a dozen twenty-foot-tall insectoid monsters and turned them into thrashing torches. The familiar flashed a grin at Bain. “Now get to it.” 
 
    Bain nodded and hurled himself into the spatial distortion. His vision swam, and his skin crawled as the green light washed over him, but he pushed his discomfort aside and gathered his thoughts as best as he could. Given the discordant nature of the spatial distortion and the instability of its entrance, he knew that he had a few moments before he would actually arrive within the extra-dimensional pocket. 
 
    Better make good use of that time. Bain looked to his CUI and willed it to display his Class options, only to quickly realize that the notification he’d received earlier hadn’t been kidding. There weren’t any further Class evolutions or new Specialist Classes available to him. He gave himself a mental shrug. Let’s work with what I have first. 
 
    Bain began by assigning Levels to his Veil Seer Class, but he found that he couldn’t advance the Specialist Class beyond Level 10. Presumably, he thought, Specialist Classes became another kind of Evolved Class when they transcended Level 10, and since he had no access to any Class options other than what he’d already attained, his progress in the Veil Seer Class had effectively reached a dead end. 
 
    That’s fine. Getting to Level 10 in this Class gives me five more effective casts of Veil Rift. Bain nodded to himself. After fighting as part of a Cohort for so long, he’d gotten accustomed to having someone like Yelena, Torgar, or Pasha run cover for him or bail him out when a foe got too close for his mostly long-range spells to work effectively. Bain didn’t mind playing to his strengths, but there was something to be said about compensating for his shortcomings as well, especially now that he predicted himself fighting alone more and more often. I’ll need more spells that hold enemies in place or summon entities to my aid, and forming more Veil Pacts is the best way to get them, at least for now. 
 
    That left him with twenty-three more Levels to work with. He was tempted to dump them all into his Ocularist Class before converting those Levels to ones in the Evolved Classes he currently had access to. After all, progressing as a Death Gazer, Inferno Gazer, or Frost Gazer would definitely heighten his elemental-aligned and carrion-aligned spells. 
 
    But he curbed his urge to do so. He was still fairly sure he could pull something off with Veritas’s Karmic Core and unlock new Class options and evolutions for the Exoders. Throwing everything he’d gotten so far into the unnaturally limited array of choices he had now would be a rash and potentially disastrous course of action. 
 
    I might even be able to enable re-Classing on Veritas, he thought. That way, the Exoders who’ve unlocked Specialist Classes or Evolved Classes can make whatever adjustments they need to make to deal with the threats we face. 
 
    Bain invested a single Level into the Death Gazer, Inferno Gazer, and Frost Gazer Classes. A CUI notification appeared in the corner of his vision. 
 
      
 
    New spells attained! 
 
      
 
    Death Gazer spell: 
 
    Death Glare (lesser) 
 
    Projects a cone of carrion-aligned cosmic energy that reaches up to 680 feet. All entities 50 or more Levels lower than you have a 68% chance to die instantly and be reanimated as a corpse under your control. 
 
    This spell can only be used once every 10 days. 
 
    Extreme cosmic energy consumption. 
 
      
 
    Frost Gazer spell: 
 
    Polar Glimpse (lesser) 
 
    Projects highly concentrated ice-aligned cosmic energy upon a surface up to 680 feet in radius. The affected surface becomes frozen for 680 seconds, and all entities standing on it or hovering up to 68 feet above it take moderate ice-aligned damage during the spell’s duration. 
 
    Once this spell has been cast, it cannot be cast again for 2 hours. 
 
    Extreme cosmic energy consumption. 
 
      
 
    Inferno Gazer spell: 
 
    Glare of Boiling Vitae (lesser) 
 
    Projects a beam of fire-aligned cosmic energy at a single target up to 68 feet away. If the target’s body contains blood or any functionally similar equivalent, the fluid begins to boil for 68 seconds, inflicting severe fire-aligned damage in the process. The higher the target’s Resilience parameter, the less damage this spell will inflict and the less time it will last. 
 
    Once this spell has been cast, it cannot be cast again for 1 day. 
 
      
 
    These are fairly situational spells, but advancing in these Evolved Classes also boosts my other spells, which is worth it, Bain thought. As for the remaining twenty-five Levels, they’ve already increased my parameters by a huge amount and scaled up the rest of my spells. I’ll hold off on assigning them for now. 
 
    The sickly green light within the spatial dimension’s entrance pulsed, which meant that his journey through it was coming to an end. Bain quickly refreshed his Focused Prowess spell and directed it to boost his Swiftness and Strength parameters as much as possible. He then summoned every Ocular Proxy he could with Proxysight. Eight disembodied eyes appeared around him, ready to unleash his spells. 
 
    Bain felt a sudden rush of air upon his face. It was strong enough to make him blink, and when he opened his eyes again, he found himself standing upon a surface of slick black stone that stretched seemingly into infinity. Faint white light fell upon his shoulders from a false sun high overhead, suffusing the space within the extra-dimensional pocket with its radiance. 
 
    His omni-directional vision picked up ten pillars of green crystal jutting from the ground a hundred or so feet away behind him. Each of them contained a humanoid silhouette within its prismatic depths. As he turned to face them, they shattered, releasing their inhabitants. 
 
    They’re Unravelers, Bain confirmed as he swept Flowsight over them and saw the discordant, chaotic nature of the cosmic energy flowing within their pathways. Just as I’d suspected, they’ve have been trapped in here, and their energy signature generates a repulsion field that prevents Max, Sava, or any other Unraveler from touching this Synchronization Locus, and the other two Loci, as well! 
 
    Fighting down his astonishment, he took a closer look at the freed Unravelers. None of them were human. In fact, his CUI identified two of the Unravelers as Renegade Alogaks, just like Urtek. They stood just above ten feet tall, and they sported a multitude of bladed limbs and stinger-tipped tentacles from their thoraxes. One had huge, moth-like wings, while the other’s resembled those of a common housefly. 
 
    The moth Alogak shuddered. His eyes filled with rage, and he snatched up a nearby Unraveler, a diminutive Chisara woman, and bit off her head. Then he scythed two bladed limbs through the neck of a Hemavore man behind him. 
 
    The Alogak with the housefly wings reeled, as if in a drunken stupor, before the Goruk Warrior behind him hacked him in half with a massive cleaver. A Deskari Assassin slit the Warrior’s throat, before she, in turn, was picked up by the moth Alogak and forced kicking and screaming down his multi-fanged maw. 
 
    A column of fire fell upon the Alogak, reducing him and the Assassin he’d swallowed to a pile of ashes within the blink of an eye. The Wellaxi Pyromancer behind them shrieked with mindless fury as she turned her spells upon the other Unravelers, burning holes through their skulls and torsos with beams of fire or immolating them completely with sheets of falling flame. 
 
    The sole survivor was an Esarthu woman, a Scoundrel, who rammed a long, curved sword through the Pyromancer’s spherical torso. The Wellaxi’s tubular appendages went limp, and her corpse hit the ground with a metallic clang. 
 
    The Scoundrel looked up from her kill. Her eyes were vacant with murderous fury. She drew another sword from the paired sheaths belted to her waist. It was curved, too, but shorter. Spit foamed at the corners of her mouth. A crazed giggle escaped her lips, then another. Soon, she was howling with laughter. She began striding toward Bain while twirling her weapons. 
 
    He scanned her quickly with his CUI and Flowsight spell. 
 
      
 
    ERROR 
 
    Unraveler: Aliana de Urista 
 
    Class: Scoundrel 
 
    Level: 99+ (103) 
 
    Spells/Effects currently active: UNKNOWN 
 
      
 
    I can see her actual Level because I’m not too far off from it myself, Bain realized. That probably means I could only see the actual Level of the monsters around this Locus simply because of my Cohort bond with Max and Sava. 
 
    “Hey, there. Aliana, right?” he said, taking a step back and holding up his left hand. “My name is Bain. We don’t have to fight. I can help you. I can break you out of this place. You can be free again.” 
 
    “Free…?” Aliana halted in her tracks. Her mirth disappeared. A hysterical sob bubbled from her lips. “There is no freedom! Not from the Crucible! Not from cosmic energy! There is only death! There is only suffering! There is only killing!” 
 
    The Unraveler heaved with emotion for a few moments. When she looked up at Bain again, her gaze was focused but now filled with bloodlust. 
 
    “And I’ll kill you. I’ll kill you slowly,” she said in a singsong voice. “Just like how I should have killed Max all those eons ago. Just like how I should have gutted Sava and drank her screams.” 
 
    Upon uttering those names, karmic threads radiated from the Unraveler’s body to fill Bain’s vision.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A split-second went by, and in that time, Bain witnessed a lifetime’s worth of memories within Aliana’s karmic web; he learned who she was: one of the many Challengers whose worlds Max had rescued from the Crucible, back before the implementation of Spatial Integrations. 
 
    But then, not content with the peace he’d won for her, she had followed him and Sava into the cosmos as an Unraveler, forever forsaking her homeworld and its survivors. Aliana spent some time with the Apocalypse Knight, part of a troupe comprising many like her. These Unravelers followed Max and did what they could to aid his and Sava’s efforts, but they didn’t do so for very long. 
 
    Aliana, like every Unraveler Bain glimpsed in her memories, had been warped by the horrors of the Crucible Challenge in ways that transcended physical and psychological trauma. Max’s world had never been absorbed by the Crucible, so he and Sava had never become Challengers in the same sense Aliana had. The Apocalypse Knight and his companion retained access to their mortality, but the Unraveler standing before Bain never regained hers. 
 
    The only difference between a Challenger and an Unraveler lay in the fact that an Unraveler could leave the Crucible whenever he or she wanted. They were identical in all other respects, being entities whose very existences revolved around cosmic energy and who were endlessly driven by the need to acquire more enchanted items, absorb more cosmic essence, and partake in more bloodshed. 
 
    But Exoders are different, Bain thought. They are bound to Veritas’s Karmic Core, which doesn’t suppress their aversion to violence or compel them like the Crucible does to Challengers. That’s why Ikaru and so many others are so leery of fighting and killing now. But at the end of the Exodus, they will be free, truly free in every sense that Challengers aren’t and Unravelers never will be. 
 
    He clenched Chimera tightly as he squared off against Aliana. No such salvation awaited the Unraveler. She wouldn’t—couldn’t—take it, even if it were offered to her. All Bain could do to alleviate Aliana’s misery was to give her as quick and as painless a death as he could manage, and he seriously doubted he could do even that as the Unraveler howled and charged toward him, her blades raised high in readiness to strike. 
 
    Aliana was Level 103, while Bain had only just crested Level 68. She’d been an Unraveler for perhaps a century or more. Bain’s time as a Challenger was a blink of an eye in comparison. Somehow, he had to compensate for the difference in power and experience between them. 
 
    He quadra-cast Crushing Gaze from two of his Ocular Proxies, turning the ground before him into an expanse of earthen claws that reached for Aliana’s ankles. With her limbs wreathed in the telltale transparent energy field of a Prowess spell, the Unraveler skipped past them deftly. Still, her progress was slowed, if even by a millisecond, which allowed Bain to cast two Veil Rift spells from another pair of Ocular Proxies. One of the Veil Rifts dropped a Fleshplague Spike field right in front of Aliana, covering the ground with quivering, disease-filled spurs. The Unraveler was forced to an abrupt halt at the edge of the field.   
 
    The other Veil Rift placed a Bloom of Putrefaction next to Bain. The Rot Eater’s flower was bulbous in shape, roughly twenty feet tall, and about ten feet wide. Vine-like appendages sprouted from every square inch of its gray-brown stem, all of them dripping with some kind of corrosive fluid. The Bloom reached those limbs toward Aliana in an attempt to seize the Unraveler and either rip her apart or dissolve her flesh within its grasp. 
 
    Cosmic energy radiated from Aliana in the form of a spell. Hundreds of illusory copies of her appeared around her slight frame. They were convincing enough to deceive the Bloom and draw its limbs toward them, but before the vines could make contact with the illusions, Bain double-cast Malicious Gaze from one of his Ocular Proxies and bathed the Unraveler and her doppelgangers in the effects of his spell. 
 
    The copies vanished, and the cosmic energy Aliana had invested in them flowed into Bain’s system, where it would remain for a short period of time until he expelled it or repurposed it to create illusions of his own. Bereft of their diversion, the Bloom’s vines came to a momentary halt before locking back onto Aliana and resuming their path toward her. 
 
    The Unraveler snarled and swept her blades out and about, weaving them into an impenetrable net of steel. Every vine that came within five feet of her fell apart, sliced into molecule-thin ribbons. She put aside her shorter sword, took out a bright-green rod, and jabbed its tip toward the Fleshplague Spike field. Waves of verdant-aligned cosmic energy poured from the Unraveler’s enchanted item to strike the diseased spurs and disintegrate them, leaving nothing but the smooth black surface of the extra-dimensional pocket’s floor behind. 
 
    Aliana put her rod away and filled her fist with her shorter sword again. She cast a murderous glare at Bain. The Unraveler was swift, and she’d already gotten close enough that a heartbeat would see her blades buried deep in his skull. 
 
    But Bain had already positioned the rest of his Ocular Proxies all around Aliana by then. He double-cast Concussive Glare from all of them, dropping invisible hammers of force upon the Unraveler from every direction. Aliana shrieked in fury as the first one struck her squarely in the back, blasting apart her armor and knocking her to one knee. She intercepted another with her longer sword, only for the weapon to be torn from her grasp and three of her fingers to be yanked from their sockets. The third hammer that landed hit her in the hip with bone-breaking force. The fourth dislocated her elbow. 
 
    The amulet across her neck flared with blue light then, and an energy barrier of colorless light bubbled into existence around the Unraveler to intercept the rest of the Concussive Glare spells. It shattered upon doing so, but instead of simply fading from existence, its falling shards turned into a deep green mist that instantly healed all of Aliana’s injuries. 
 
    She surged to her feet. Her longer sword vanished from where it had clattered upon the floor before reappearing in her grasp. The amulet around her neck crumbled into dust. 
 
    “You’re powerful beyond your Level, little freak,” Aliana said, sweeping the remains of her amulet from her collar. Her ruined armor vanished, revealing the dark brown robe she wore beneath it. “What exactly are you? Another one of Max’s little projects? He will let you down, you know? He lets everyone down.” 
 
    “I know he let you down,” Bain agreed. “But he did what he could for you, even if in the end, it wasn’t very much.” 
 
    A deranged giggle bubbled from Aliana’s lips. And then she was within striking range of Bain, having closed the distance between them in a fraction of a nano-second. The Bloom of Putrefaction slammed its bulk down on the Unraveler, engulfing her in its pulpy mass. 
 
    A heartbeat later, the flower burst apart in a shower of corrosive sap. The explosion knocked Bain from his feet. He looked up to see Aliana standing where the Bloom had been. She was holding her fists above her head.  Smoke and the lingering traces of fire-aligned cosmic energy trailed from the enchanted rings she wore across the middle fingers of both her hands. 
 
    Bain scrambled to his feet, but just as he did so, the Unraveler stabbed him through where his heart would be with her longer blade and drove her shorter blade into where his right lung once was. He gasped in shock, but strangely enough, he felt very little pain at the twinned impalements. Aliana’s blades were slender and sharp, and though they’d sliced into his flesh, they had no organs to rupture, nor any blood to spill. 
 
    Uncertainty flickered through the Unraveler’s eyes. She tried to pull her swords free, but Bain grabbed her wrists. The Unraveler was stronger than him by far, so he only managed to delay her for just under a second before she shrugged off Bain’s grasp and slid her weapons from his flesh, but that was enough time for two of his Ocular Proxies to open Veil Rifts behind her and hit her in the back with two Malignant Proliferation spells. 
 
    Aliana opened her mouth, as if to say something, but boils erupted over the surface of her rapidly swelling tongue. A strangled gasp rattled from her throat as tumors burst into existence all across her face and torso. Her right eye disappeared, swallowed by threads of cancerous flesh that swirled across her skull. 
 
    Her left eye blazed with rage as she swung her longer sword and caught Bain across his left arm. The blow severed the limb partway down his forearm, and the Unraveler took another staggering step forward so that she could slice her shorter sword toward his neck. 
 
    Banking everything on Warsight to predict Aliana’s movements, Bain leaned away from the arc of her blade. It still carved a sizable furrow across his throat. He sidestepped sharply to the left, just barely avoiding the follow-up stroke from her longer sword that would have split him in half from crown to crotch. Aliana managed to stab Bain again, this time through the abdomen, but only shallowly. He was able to step back and pull himself off her blade before she swept it sideways in a spine-severing arc. 
 
    Taking yet another step back, he quadra-cast Concussive Glare. Aliana hurled herself skyward, easily leaping over the four hammers of force that blasted out from the eyes in his forehead. The Unraveler hurled her shorter blade down. It plunged through Bain’s foot and pinned it to the ground. She raised her longer sword in readiness to deliver a skull-splitting stroke as she fell. 
 
    Bain considered drawing Shank and using it to cut off his own foot, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to perform the amputation quickly enough for him to get clear. His Ocular Proxies strafed Aliana with Pyrokinetic Glare and Cyrokinetic Glare spells. Heat and frost beams struck the Unraveler, burning and flash-freezing her increasingly cancerous flesh. 
 
    But they weren’t enough. Aliana descended upon Bain like a thunderbolt. Her sword swept down, but just before it struck him, her fist burst apart, turning into a mass of weeping tumors. The Unraveler’s blade fell from her grasp and into an uncontrolled spin that sliced upon Bain’s right shoulder and sent him tumbling to his knees. 
 
    Aliana had gone down, too, but she stood up before he did and grabbed him by the throat with her remaining hand. Her fingers dug into his neck with enough force to crush his windpipe, but Bain no longer needed to breathe. He looked her right in her remaining eye and hit her with another Concussive Glare spell. 
 
    A hammer of force smashed into the Unraveler’s face and sent her hurtling away. Strings of Bain’s flesh trailed from her fingers as she tumbled through the air before hitting the ground and skipping twice across its surface before coming to a halt. 
 
    Bain sent three Ocular Proxies flying over her body and hexa-cast Crushing Glare from them as she struggled to get up. Tons of black stone tore themselves loose from the ground and congregated upon Aliana before slamming together to form a single massive sphere. 
 
    But the Unraveler wasn’t at the heart of newly formed boulder. She’d hurled herself out of the area affected by Bain’s Crushing Glare spells and rolled to her feet. A white wand appeared in her hand, infused with potent amounts of verdant-aligned and proliferation-aligned cosmic energy. She tapped it to her forehead and unleashed what was supposed to be a healing shower upon her body. 
 
    Bain grimaced. Aliana was still under the effects of his Malignant Proliferation spell, which was fueled and amplified by any healing effects its target had recently undergone. The Unraveler had healed herself with her enchanted amulet, and now she’d just used a powerful healing wand in a misguided attempt to repair the damage to her body. 
 
    The tumors sprouting across her flesh multiplied tenfold. Cancers tore their way through her body. Her remaining hand disintegrated into a bulging mass that was equal parts meat, bone, and cartilage. Strange viscera erupted from fresh orifices all across what used to be her abdomen. She might have tried to scream, but she no longer had vocal cords. 
 
    Aliana flopped over, little more than a mass of tumors. She would have lived for several hours more, but Bain couldn’t spare the time. 
 
    So, he incinerated her with Malice Flame Blast spells from his Ocular Proxies. 
 
    The extra-dimensional pocket disintegrated immediately upon her death. Bain had time to blink once before he found himself standing in front of the Synchronicity Locus once more. His severed left hand was there, too, lying on the frozen ground a pace or so away from him. 
 
    “Bain,” he heard Max say. The Apocalypse Knight and Nesura were standing beside him. He turned to face them, though he didn’t need to. Nesura’s crimson incarnation tore Aliana’s shorter blade free from his foot, while Max helped him stand up. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I am,” Bain replied. He pointed at the Locus. “And I did what I had to. You should be able to bring this goddamned thing down, now.” 
 
    “I should,” Max agreed before turning to Nesura. “Get him to Sava. She might be able to reattach his arm with her Wand of Restoration.” 
 
    “That’s not going to work on him,” the familiar said, shaking her head. She picked up Chimera and tossed it to Bain, who put it away in his extra-dimensional storage pouch. “He’s undead now, remember? Healing spells or enchantments won’t have any effect on him. In fact, if they’re potent enough, they might even hurt him.” 
 
    “I think I can sort myself out,” Bain said as he picked up his left arm. “I just need a bit of time and space.” 
 
    “Make sure he gets it,” Max told Nesura. 
 
    “He will,” the familiar said, grabbing Bain by the scruff of his neck. 
 
    Cosmic energy radiated from the familiar’s crimson incarnation as she cast some kind of spatial distortion spell, and the next thing Bain knew, he was standing on Garlocke’s scaly back again. 
 
    “Good job,” Sava said. The Unraveler was perched on one of the raptor’s wing pinions. She raised one of her swords in his direction as if in a salute. “You did very well out there, better than most who have fought alongside us.” 
 
    “Do… do you remember who Aliana was?” Bain asked Sava. 
 
    Surprise danced briefly across her eyes. She nodded. “I… I think I do. She left us one day. She was sad and angry. They all were. And they all left, eventually, so we didn’t let anyone come with us anymore.” 
 
    “I killed her,” Bain said. He cast his Huntsight-powered gaze in the direction of the Synchronization Locus, far below Garlocke’s perch in the skies. “I met her in there, and I had to kill her.” 
 
    “So, she isn’t sad or angry anymore.” Sava smiled slightly. “That’s good, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I guess,” Bain said, looking down at the stump of his left arm. It was bloodless, as he expected, and his exposed flesh was utterly devoid of any nerve clusters, veins, or arteries. Gingerly, he lined up the stumps of his severed limp and bathed them in the sickly radiance of a Carrion Gaze spell. Sensation trickled through the fingers of his left hand, and soon, he could move them fully again. 
 
    The only sign that he’d lost a limb was a pale-gray ring around his forearm. Nodding to himself, he directed his Ocular Proxies to cast Carrion Gaze over his torso, neck, and foot. His wounds faded, filled in by grayish undead flesh. 
 
    That’s how the Aurum Lich repaired his own body when it got damaged, too, he thought as he climbed to his feet. At least now I know for sure that I won’t have to rely on Healing Pellets or healing spells. 
 
    A thunderous crash filled the air, then. Bain snapped his attention back to the Synchronization Locus, only to realize that it no longer existed. In its place were Max and Nesura, both hovering in the air upon crimson wings, their blades encased in potent fields of elemental-aligned cosmic energy. 
 
    “They did it!” he couldn’t help but shout in jubilation. “They did it!” 
 
    “With your help,” Garlocke rumbled, in a voice loud enough to shake the heavens. The raptor waved his forelimbs. Cosmic energy danced across his claw-tips, and a swirl of purple light appeared next to Bain. “You’d better get going before the next wave of monsters arrives. Max will contact you when you’re able to travel to the next Synchronization Locus.” 
 
    “It might take some time,” Sava added. “We’re probably going to attack Isilith’s fleet right after this. He will definitely keep us busy for a while. You might even have to take on the next Locus yourself.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s possible,” Bain said, arching his brow. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll find a way,” Sava said. She waved at the portal. “Now, go. Your people are expecting you. Return to them before they start getting too worried.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Bain said. He nodded to the Unraveler before reaching down and awkwardly petting Garlocke’s scaly back. “And uh, you, too, Garlocke.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” the raptor said. “But I do accept food as displays of gratitude. Lots of food.” 
 
    “I’ll… uh, keep that in mind.” Bain promised. He stepped into the portal. Its radiance washed over him, and a heartbeat later, he found himself back on Veritas, standing right in front of the Adventurer Structure. 
 
    Bain! Pasha’s voice rang into his head. The psycanine scampered across the length of the chamber and leaped into his arms. Bain! I was so worried! 
 
    Yelena was there, too. The Paladin rushed forward and embraced both him and Pasha tightly. 
 
    “We were so worried,” she said, trying and failing to hide the sniffle in her voice. “We were so worried.” 
 
    “How long was I gone?” Bain wondered. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Veritas’s Karmic Core was a massive orb of prismatic light located within one of the World Ship’s largest central chambers. It hovered in midair, held aloft by an intricate network of cosmic energy visible only to Bain. 
 
    As he watched, its surface rippled, and the patterns within its depths shifted. 
 
    Trasynthus is altering the layout of some of the rooms in one of the rearmost sectors, he thought, reading the permutations of the Karmic Core. I think he’s also moving some Pathway Structures around. Looks like he wants to make whatever adjustments he can before I get to work. 
 
    A week had gone by on Veritas while he’d attacked the first Synchronization Locus with Max. No Raids had occurred within that time, but the Exoders had undertaken plenty of Liberation Quests and used the Adventurer Structure to vanquish nearly a hundred Dungeons. 
 
    The spoils from their efforts had been considerable. Yelena had managed to recruit two hundred Esarthu, a good number of whom had combatant Classes. Nediras had brought twenty more Bloodswords on board, along with three other Hemavore Healers. Torgar and Esther had rescued a contingent of Warriors and Rangers made up of equal numbers of Duraga and humans.   
 
    Thanks to the efforts of Jack and his fellow former Green Berets in clearing Dungeons, Uvol Yenn now had an excess of crafting materials for his Creators to work with. The Exoders would not be running short of Healing Pellets, Rejuvenation Tabs, or other sundry consumables anytime soon. Neither would they lack weapons carrying basic enchantments as Uvol Yenn had figured out a reliable way of producing them in a relatively short amount of time. 
 
    Jack had even managed to collect a sizable number of Dungeon core fragments, which Trasynthus used to upgrade the Liberator Structure and the Adventurer Structure, thereby allowing more Liberation Quests and Dungeon runs to take place. 
 
    As a result of all this, the Exoders had risen in Level considerably during the week of Bain’s absence. Yelena had managed to get all the way to Level 45, with Ikaru, Esther, and Torgar trailing closely behind at Level 44. Filaxes, Akasha, and Srralntharizz had made it to Level 37, and of the remaining Exoder combatants, none of them were below Level 30. On top of that, they had also all acquired significant upgrades to their equipment. According to Trasynthus’s report, every Exoder combatant possessed at least one enchanted item that matched his or her Level. 
 
    As for Bain… he now stood at Level 80. Killing Aliana all by himself had earned him ten straight Levels. During his absence, his Ocular Guardians had accompanied Exoders on Liberation Quests and Dungeon runs, and they’d acquired immense amounts of cosmic essence on his behalf, enough to give him another two Levels upon returning to him. 
 
    His Ocular Guardians also received a lesser version of Warden Rewards, too. These could only be used to upgrade the enchanted items he already had, and they were all fairly low-Level, especially in comparison to his Level. Still, their sheer quantity more than made up for what they lacked in quality as they were able to bring his Agni Orb, Indra Shard, and Surya Spike to Level 50, his Circlet of Ocularism to Level 55, his Pathforger armor to Level 47, and Brotherhood to Level 70. He’d decided not to upgrade Chimera because the enchanted staff functioned adequately enough as it was. He made the same decision regarding Shank as he didn’t see himself using the enchanted blade very much at all.  
 
    Whatever lies ahead, we’re in a much better position to handle it, Bain thought as he checked the CUI lingering in the corner of his vision. 
 
      
 
    You have 37 Classless Levels. Assign them to your applicable Classes to realize your true potential. 
 
      
 
    Bain dismissed the notification and returned his focus to the Karmic Core. The energy field radiating from it to encapsulate Veritas turned the World Ship into a mini-Crucible, which in many ways functioned similarly to the actual thing. There was a cycle of cosmic energy, for instance, absorbed by the Exoders, expelled to power their spells or sustain their bodies, and then re-circulated by the Karmic Core. Also, Exoders were still bound to Classes and their respective paths of progression, though the latter was now severely curtailed. 
 
    Alex would compare this whole situation to copying one computer’s software to another smaller and weaker computer. Bain had never been particularly good with computers, but he was still able to imagine how the Guardian and former CTO of a major software company would sigh, roll his eyes, and shake his head impatiently at any employee who’d done just that. The software wouldn’t work properly on an incompatible computer, so it’s got to be changed, somehow. 
 
    And it could be changed. Bain had already made several important alterations to Veritas’s Karmic Core, albeit unconsciously, when he’d first created it. For one, the Karmic Core did not suppress the Exoders’ aversion to violence. Nor did it instill in them an obsessive, incessant compulsion to attain cosmic essence. 
 
    Those were good changes to start with, but they weren’t enough. The Karmic Core’s Class system was still a carbon copy of the Crucible’s, and as such, it didn’t allow Exoders to progress in their Classes properly. At his current Level and given his recent travails and triumphs, Bain should have acquired access to more Specialist Classes and Evolved Classes, but he hadn’t. He was certain the same was true for Yelena, Torgar, and the other Exoders who would be transcending Level 50 sooner rather than later. 
 
    Bain reached out to the billions of energy patterns swirling beneath the Karmic Core’s iridescent surface and sifted through them, seeking the ones responsible for projecting the Class system throughout Veritas. It was a long and arduous process that went on for many hours, but eventually, he succeeded in identifying and isolating the thirteen patterns he’d been looking for. 
 
    He focused on his Resonance Coil and commanded it to reach out to Trasynthus. The Swordmaster responded almost immediately. 
 
    “I hear you, Bain,” Trasynthus said, his voice chiming in Bain’s ear, though he was on Veritas’s bridge, many hundreds of floors above the chamber containing the Karmic Core. “I have made all the necessary adjustments to the Pathway Structures. All our forces are also currently onboard and deployed in accordance with our latest strategic plans. If you are ready to proceed, please go ahead.” 
 
    Once I start, the Liberator Structure and Adventurer Structure will shut down, and no one can progress in Level until I’m done, Bain thought. He spoke into his Resonance Coil. “Alright. I’m going to start. Like I said, it might take anywhere from a few minutes to a couple of days.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” Trasynthus replied. “The Exoders will stand ready in the meantime, regardless.” 
 
    The doors to the Karmic Core’s chamber slid open then, and Yelena walked in, with Pasha following closely on her heels. The psycanine’s Level was linked to Bain’s, which meant that he was now one of the most powerful entities aboard Veritas, capable of unleashing deadly beams of force from the crystal-like growth on his forehead and transforming into myriad forms. 
 
    But when he wasn’t fighting, Pasha still preferred the form of a small dog with yellow, fluffy fur. He ran across the floor and bumped his nose into Bain’s hand. Pretty Yelena and I will stay with you this time. We’ll keep you safe. 
 
    “Thanks, buddy, but I won’t exactly be helpless while I’m working on the Karmic Core. I don’t think we’re expecting any trouble, either,” Bain said, stroking Pasha’s head. He smiled up at Yelena. “Still, it’s good to see you both.” 
 
    “How are you feeling, Bain?” the Paladin asked. “You haven’t had a moment’s rest since your return yesterday.” 
 
    “My cosmic energy reserves are topped off, and I’m not tired at all,” Bain said. “I feel fresh and ready for anything.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Yelena said, returning his smile, but her worry was evident in the slight furrow of her brow and the tightness in the corner of her eyes. Bain couldn’t blame her. He knew how he looked these days: a gaunt, four-eyed creature with pale, gray-white skin. Also, he was now keenly aware of how he no longer gave off any body heat. Instead, a faint chill seemed to radiate constantly from his flesh, which was cold to the touch. 
 
    Thankfully, Pasha didn’t seem to mind that last bit. The psycanine nuzzled his brow against Bain’s chest before licking him on the cheek. 
 
    And neither did Yelena. The Paladin reached one of her bare hands out to grasp Bain’s and help him to his feet. She looked at the Karmic Core. Doubt flickered briefly over her beautiful features. “The next Raid is due in just over forty-eight hours. Do you think we might be cutting this a bit too close?” 
 
    “We won’t, if I pull this off quickly,” Bain said, cracking his knuckles. “And if I do, we’ll be in a much better position to take on any Challengers who come for us.” 
 
    He reached out to the Karmic Core then and commanded it to manifest a chair of sculpted metal for Yelena. Another flex of his will caused a cushion to materialize over the seat. Bain grinned at her. “You might as well make yourself comfortable.” 
 
    “Thank you, Bain. I will,” Yelena said, picking up Pasha and nestling him in her arms. She sat down demurely before placing the psycanine in her lap. Pasha promptly yawned, laid his snout on his paws, and closed his eyes. 
 
    Bain turned back to the Karmic Core and extended threads of his cosmic energy toward the patterns he’d identified. They came to the forefront of his regard, and he began reshaping them to his will. The Aurum Lich’s memories unwound before his consciousness, and he drew deeply upon them to guide his work. 
 
    “So, I heard that some of the humans set up a marketplace down in the lower sectors,” he said conversationally without looking back over his shoulder. In his omni-directional vision, he saw Yelena arching her brow in surprise. 
 
    “They did,” she said, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “And Torgar has been helping them build and organize their storefronts. I’ve been there a few times already. Trade is done through the use of small coins stamped by… wait. Is this alright, Bain? Can you talk while working?” 
 
    “I can,” Bain said. “I don’t have a physical brain anymore. My cognition functions are now housed entirely within energy patterns spread throughout my body, though they all stem from a central one residing in my skull. That allows me to compartmentalize my mind into separate parts and assign different simultaneous tasks to each of them. Most of those parts are reshaping the first pattern in the Karmic Core I need to adjust, while some are reviewing the next two, but I can spare the few remaining to chat with you.” 
 
    “That’s… that’s nice,” Yelena said. Her smile turned brittle, but only for a brief moment, before she forced it back into its usual vibrant radiance. “Anyway, as I was saying, Srralntharizz and some others have established a currency system, one that has been very well received by everyone so far. Not even Esther could find anything objectionable about it.” 
 
    “It’s easy to write Srral off as a scammer, but the better you get to know him, the more you realize just how much of a stand-up guy he is,” Bain said. “When Veritas arrives at its destination, I’ve no doubt he’ll step up to do the best he can for everyone.” 
 
    “I agree.” Yelena stroked Pasha’s head gently. “The Exodus is but one part of our journey. It might not even be the most challenging one. The travails we face upon regaining our mortality and in establishing our lives anew might very well be greater than anything we can find in the Crucible. At the very least, they will surely be more complex, and the solutions to them will require more far more nuance and compassion.” 
 
    “That’s where you come in,” Bain said. “I don’t think anyone will object to having in you charge, at least for a while.” 
 
    “I will not shy away from any challenge, Bain,” Yelena said softly. “But I don’t believe I can succeed all by myself.” 
 
    “You won’t be all by yourself. You’ll have your father and brother with you. Torgar, too. Esther, Srral, and even Filaxes,” Bain said, before steeling his voice into steadiness so that he could lie. “And me.” 
 
    “Yes, I will,” Yelena said. She turned away briefly before looking back at him. The smile on her face now carried more than a tinge of sadness. “Some of the humans have taken to calling the marketplace a mall. Can you believe it? We should go together, sometime.” 
 
    “I’m up for that, yeah,” Bain said, pushing down the sinking sensation where his heart once was. The first pattern he’d been working on clicked into place at that moment. A weak tide of cosmic energy rolled from the Karmic Core. He clenched his fist and shook it in triumph. “Yes! One down, twelve to go! At this rate, I might be done in an hour or so, and then I’ll take you to the mall, Yelena.” 
 
    “I would like that very much, Bain,” she said, the sorrow fading from her features. 
 
    But it turned out that the next pattern wasn’t quite as easy to sort out. Hours passed, and Yelena dozed off in her seat while Torgar dropped by, intending to take Pasha for a walk. The Rune Smith exchanged a few pleasantries with Bain and passed on several of his usual complaints about the frailness and shoddiness of the non-Duraga Exoders aboard Veritas. He then shook Yelena gently awake and told her she should get some sleep in her own room. They left, bringing Pasha with them. 
 
    Esther approached the chamber containing the Karmic Core next. Through the walls, Bain saw her conduct an impromptu inspection on the thirty combatant Exoders standing guard outside. Thankfully for them, they seemed to make the grade because Esther only had one or two acrid criticisms for them as she walked past their formation and into the chamber. 
 
    “Uh… what’s up?” Bain asked. 
 
    “I know you don’t need to turn your head to see someone, but you still should when you’re talking with them,” Esther chided. “It’s only good manners.” 
 
    “It is,” Bain agreed. He turned to face her, while keeping the Karmic Core in view behind him with his omni-directional vision. “Hi, Esther. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “You look terrible,” the Slayer said, grabbing the chair and shoving it toward him. “Sit down before you fall down.” 
 
    “But I’m not tired…” Bain sighed and let the protest die unfinished on his lips. He plopped himself down on the chair he’d created for Yelena and commanded Veritas to manifest another for. 
 
    “I suppose a small table isn’t too much to ask for?” she said, sitting down on the second chair. 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” Bain said, willing a round table into existence between their chairs. Before he could ask Esther what she wanted it for, the Slayer produced a small bowl from her extra-dimensional storage pouch. She placed the bowl on the tabletop and removed its lid. The aroma of some kind of vegetable soup hit Bain’s nostrils. 
 
    “Uh…” Bain blinked as Esther thrust a spoon into his hand. 
 
    “Eat up,” she demanded. “Even a few mouthfuls will do.” 
 
    She’s trying to keep me grounded, keep me human, Bain realized. Too bad we’re far past that point by now. 
 
    Still, he wasn’t about to say “no” to Esther. He dipped the spoon into the soup and took a few dutiful mouthfuls. It was delicious, and it spread a small measure of warmth through his body before the cosmic energy within his flesh consumed it entirely. Before he realized it, he was looking at the bottom of the bowl. 
 
    “Good,” Esther said, nodding approvingly. “That’s good. If you’re going to be here for much longer, I’ll be back with more. But if you’re not, swing by to the eatery later and get some for yourself.” 
 
    “Thank you, Esther,” Bain said. “I’ll do just that.” 
 
    A rare smile appeared for the briefest of moments across the Slayer’s worn features, only to disappear so quickly that Bain wondered if he’d imagined its presence. Esther collected the bowl and spoon, stood, and left without another word. 
 
    Bain could only shrug and return to his work. Five more patterns fell into place, and an entire day went by before Srralntharizz and Filaxes showed up. The two of them had been inseparable, according to Torgar, who’d surprisingly turned out to be as horrid a gossip as Finn was when the Warrior had still been among them. 
 
    “Hail, Bain Lee,” Filaxes said, crashing her armored fist to her breastplate in a salute. She then took out another bowl of soup from the enchanted bag belted to her waist. “We come to do Lady Song’s bidding.” 
 
    “Hey, boss.” Srralntharizz waved. He was in his human form. “We also thought you could use some company, especially since Yelena is busy running through a bunch of combat drills with some of the newcomers.” 
 
    “I could,” Bain said. A third chair appeared, and for a while, Filaxes and Srralntharizz regaled him with stories about life on the lower and middle sectors, where hubs of activity had arisen. One of Jack’s people had started an amateur football league. No spells were allowed during games, of course. Some of the Skittars and the Wellaxi had painted spectacular murals upon Veritas’s corridor walls. Several Deskari and Esarthu had set up poetry clubs, and their recitals were attended regularly by Hulram and several Duraga Rune Smiths. Akasha had taken it upon himself to teach basic arithmetic to the children in Veritas, and every class he held was fully packed. 
 
    “Speaking of children, I want his,” Filaxes said abruptly, pointing at Srralntharizz. “Can you make that possible, Bain Lee?” 
 
    Bain couldn’t help but chuckle at the sight of the Weaver spluttering and choking in surprise. He nodded. “When Veritas reaches its destination, the Karmic Core will allow every Exoder to decide in detail what kind of mortal body he or she wants. I’m sure you two will figure something out.” 
 
    “We will,” Srralntharizz said, reaching out and squeezing Filaxes’s hand. “But how long is that going to take, boss? We’ve been traveling for nearly a month, now.” 
 
    Bain waved his hand, and a CUI screen appeared in the air next to him. A miniaturized image of Veritas hovered within the screen, spinning through a seemingly infinite void. He pointed at the bottom left corner, where a faint blue radiance pulsed. 
 
    “The Architect’s Lair is our next stop,” he said. “If we keep going at this rate, we should be there in another two weeks or so. But every time we get hit with a Raid, our progress through the Crucible’s depths comes to a halt. Fortunately, we can expect fewer and fewer Raids as we get closer to the Architect’s Lair, partially because of the discordant nature of the cosmic energy there and mostly because of our Structures and the destruction of one Synchronization Locus. I intend to bring down the other two Loci, too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bain put the finishing touch on the last of the energy patterns before releasing his hold on all of them and letting them sink back into the depths of the Karmic Core. The iridescent sphere trembled, and so did Veritas. 
 
    All across the World Ship, Exoders ceased what they were doing. Bain commanded his Resonance Coil to reach out to Trasynthus. The Swordmaster responded immediately. 
 
    “Is… is everything alright, Bain?” Trasynthus asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Bain replied. “I’m done with the Karmic Core’s adjustments, at least for now. Everything went smoothly.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Trasynthus acknowledged. “I’ll spread the relevant word, just to curb any panic among the Exoders.” 
 
    “Thanks, Trasynthus,” Bain said. “I’ll talk to you in a bit.” 
 
    A deep hum resonated through the depths of the Karmic Core. Intense waves of cosmic energy radiated from its surface to wash over Bain and everyone else within the World Ship. CUI notifications appeared in the corner of his eye. He checked the first one. 
 
      
 
    A new CUI function has become available! 
 
      
 
    Level Reassignment: Reassign your 10 most recent Levels at the cost of 2 Levels. This can only take place within Veritas once every 100 hours. Your cosmic energy reserves will be drained upon performing this function. -100% cosmic energy replenishment rate for 1 hour. 
 
      
 
    I don’t think I’ll ever be using this, but some of the others might, he thought. I’ll leave it to them to decide for themselves. Now, let’s take a look at the next notification… 
 
      
 
    New Evolved Class options available! 
 
    Life Gazer: (+10% proliferation-alignment, +10% efficacy, and +10% cosmic energy costs to all Ocularist spells per Level, access to Life Gazer Spell List) 
 
    Earthen Gazer: (+10% earth-alignment, +10% efficacy, and +10% cosmic energy costs to all Ocularist spells per Level, access to Earthen Gazer Spell List) 
 
      
 
    That’s interesting. Bain rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. I must have finally used Crushing Gaze and Crushing Glare enough times to unlock the Earthen Gazer Evolved Class. As for the Life Gazer Evolved Class, I guess me getting access to it might have to do with how I used Malignant Proliferation to take down Tommy and Aliana.  
 
    He invested a single Level into his Ocularist Class before converting that Level into one for the Life Gazer Class. Another CUI notification sprang into view. 
 
      
 
    New spell attained! 
 
    Lifebloom Regard 
 
    Continuously projects benign proliferation-aligned cosmic energy in a cone up to 800 feet away. All non-undead entities within this cone enjoy a +8000% bonus to their natural regeneration rate for as long as this spell persists. 
 
    Extreme cosmic energy consumption. 
 
      
 
    I actually have a healing spell now. That might come in handy. I guess we’ll see, Bain thought. I might as well grab a Level in the Earthen Gazer Class now, just to make Crushing Gaze and Crushing Glare hit a bit harder. 
 
    Bain looked at the next CUI notification after acquiring a single Level of Earthen Gazer. 
 
      
 
    Prestige Class unlocked! 
 
    You can choose to convert any number of your Evolved Class Levels into its Prestige version. Prestige versions of Evolved Classes retain all prior bonuses and traits, but they also provide the following additional bonuses. 
 
    Beholder: Elder Beholder (+150% number of all ocular apertures per 8 Levels; +10% spell efficacy to all Beholder Spells) 
 
    Farseer: Greater Farseer (Farsight spell can now also be used to gain vision on any previously seen entity across the cosmos for up to 120 seconds per cast. -75% cosmic energy consumption.) 
 
    Death Gazer: True Death Gazer (+10% to parameters of all reanimated corpses under your control) 
 
    Life Gazer: True Life Gazer (+10% to parameters of all entities healed by you with Lifebloom Regard for 8 minutes) 
 
    Inferno Gazer: True Inferno Gazer (gains access to Infernal Beckoning spell) 
 
    Frost Gazer: True Frost Gazer (gains access to Frost Beckoning spell) 
 
    Earthen Gazer: True Earthen Gazer (gains access to Earthen Beckoning spell) 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bain focused his will on the Infernal Beckoning, Frost Beckoning, and Earthen Beckoning spells. Their descriptions appeared on his CUI. 
 
      
 
    Infernal Beckoning 
 
    Summons an Infernal Herald for up to 800 minutes. The Infernal Herald can be commanded to carry out simple tasks or attack the caster’s foes. The caster can summon only 1 Infernal Herald at any given time. 
 
    High cosmic energy consumption. 
 
      
 
    Frost Beckoning 
 
    Summons a Frost Herald for up to 800 minutes. The Frost Herald can be commanded to carry out simple tasks or attack the caster’s foes. The caster can summon only 1 Frost Herald at any given time. 
 
    High cosmic energy consumption. 
 
      
 
    Earthen Beckoning 
 
    Summons an Earthen Herald for up to 800 minutes. The Earthen Herald can be commanded to carry out simple tasks or attack the caster’s foes. The caster can summon only 1 Earthen Herald at any given time. 
 
      
 
    Summoning spells are exactly what I need since I’ll be mostly going solo from now on, Bain thought. If I could cast a lightning-aligned spell, I’d probably have access to something like a Lightning Gazer Evolved Class, and I could upgrade it and get the lightning-aligned equivalent of these summoning spells. 
 
    He held Chimera up and commanded the staff to release Surya Spike. The enchanted dagger appeared in his hand. It took him a few seconds to pick out the patterns in its blade powering its Spark Snare bound spell and just under a minute or so for him to burn a few pathways through his own body and connect them to his optical apertures. 
 
      
 
    New spell attained! 
 
    Shocking Gaze 
 
    Projects lightning-aligned cosmic energy in the form of a spark shower that reaches up to 80 feet away. 
 
    Minor cosmic energy consumption. 
 
      
 
    Yes! I should have done this long ago. Let’s see if that worked. Bain returned the Surya Spike to Chimera and eagerly checked his CUI, but disappointingly, he didn’t unlock access to any new Evolved Classes. I see. My actions determine what Evolved Classes I get. Since I almost never use any lightning-aligned spells, it makes sense that I don’t get an Evolved Class revolving around them. Anyway, let’s check the next CUI notification. It’s the last one, I think. 
 
      
 
    Greater Class Specialization available! 
 
      
 
    Current Specialist Classes: Veil Seer, Necro Forger 
 
      
 
    Greater Specialization options: 
 
    Veil Hierophant (+100% spell efficacy to all Veil Rift spells, up to +100% Crucible acquisition rate for all Primordial Entities in Veil Pacts, +100% number of simultaneous Veil Pacts, +300% effective casts of Veil Rift, Veil Sight no longer consumes any cosmic energy) 
 
    Necro Phage (Heighten Grave Guard Amalgamation to gain access to Greater Nightshade Infusion spell, +10 to Resolve parameter per Level) 
 
    Greater Nightshade Infusion 
 
    This spell can only be cast on an undead entity under the caster’s control. The undead entity becomes an Endless Revenant. Endless Revenants retain all the spells, abilities, and memories they have in life. They also gain +80 to all parameters. Endless Revenants must obey their creator. They persist until they are dismissed by their creator. When that happens, Endless Revenants will crumble into dust and can no longer be reanimated by any means. 
 
    Extreme cosmic energy consumption. 
 
      
 
    Choose a Greater Specialization by ascending beyond Level 10 in a Specialist Class. 
 
      
 
    Greater Nightshade Infusion sounds pretty good, and strengthening the Azraelain might help me last a bit longer, Bain thought. At the same time, getting more effective casts of Veil Rift might just help me eke out a win over a Crucible Champion. The good news is that I don’t think I need to miss out on either of them.  
 
    Bain decided to first invest ten of his Classless Levels into the Necro Phage Specialist Class. The Azraelain spiked into his forehead pulsed. The metallic tendrils it had wrapped around his major pathways and channels thickened, and for a moment, he felt the dull, incessant pain gnawing at the back of his mind lessen slightly. 
 
      
 
    You can no longer progress any further in the Necro Phage Specialist Class. 
 
      
 
    That’s it, then. Bain rubbed his forehead gingerly before investing another ten Levels into the Veil Hierophant Specialist Class. Violet light crowded in on the edges of his vision, which meant that Misericorde or one or the other Primordial Entity wanted a word with him. He pushed the radiance back through sheer force of will and clicked his tongue irritably. I’m busy now, assholes. I’ll get to you when I can spare the time. 
 
    He still had six Levels left to assign, but none of the other available Specialist Class options interested him, so he put them all into his main Class before converting them to Prestige Classes. When he was done, he checked his CUI again. 
 
      
 
    Class: Ocularist 
 
    Level: 40 
 
    Evolutions: 
 
    Elder Beholder Level 16 
 
    Greater Farseer Level 4 
 
    True Death Gazer Level 5 
 
    True Inferno Gazer Level 5 
 
    True Frost Gazer Level 5 
 
    True Earthen Gazer Level 3 
 
    True Life Gazer Level 2 
 
    Specialist Classes 
 
    Veil Seer Level 10 
 
    Veil Hierophant Level 10 
 
    Necro Forger Level 10 
 
    Necro Phage Level 10 
 
    Effective Level: 80 
 
    Species: Arcane Lich 
 
    Parameters (base) 
 
    Might: 619 
 
    Resilience: 0 
 
    Swiftness: 619 
 
    Resolve: 1420 
 
      
 
    Bain reached out to Trasynthus again with his Resonance Coil. As always, the Swordmaster responded right away. 
 
    “Awaiting your command, Bain,” Trasynthus’s voice chimed in his ear. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “How much time do we have before the Raid?” Bain asked. 
 
    “Roughly ten hours or so,” Trasynthus replied. “As you said, the Liberator Structure and Adventurer Structure are now fully functional, but I don’t think it’s prudent to send any of our forces through them right now. The deployed cohorts might not return before the Raid is upon us.” 
 
    “I agree. Let’s all stay put for now,” Bain said. “Also, could you tell everyone to check their CUI? They should all have a few more options available now, especially those who’ve unlocked Specialist Classes and Evolved Classes.” 
 
    “I will do so, Bain,” Trasynthus said, in a slightly somewhat awed tone. “Is there anything else?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” Bain said. Violet radiance pushed in once more on the corners of his vision, this time far more insistently. “I still have a few more things to take care of in here, but I’ll head over to the bridge once I’m done.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” Trasynthus said. His presence withdrew from the link between their Resonance Coils. 
 
    Bain sighed and let the Veil part before his regard. Misericorde’s realm loomed into view once more, filling his vision with its alien towers and glowing skies. The Primordial Entity was already there, all three of its floating bodies dancing from one foot to another. 
 
    “Hello, Bain!” Misericorde said in its cheery voice. “I like your recent choices! I like them a lot! Rot Eater’s a huge fan, too. I think the next time you use his spells, it’d be the last we see of him anywhere in the cosmos.” 
 
    That’s right. Rot Eater’s Crucible Acquisition is already at ninety-three percent, Bain recalled. He gave Misericorde a short but polite bow. “Hello, Misericorde. I’m glad that you and Rot Eater are getting what you both want, but if the Crucible is going to take you both soon, then I won’t have access to your spells anymore. Could you introduce me to more of your friends?” 
 
    “Of course I can,” Misericorde said, clapping all of its hands. “It would be my pleasure, Bain! In fact, one of them should be here shortly.” 
 
    No sooner had the Primordial Entity spoken than the borders of his realm rippled, and another appeared, one filled with grinding clockwork gears seemingly floating in an expanse of darkness. A slight humanoid figure sat on one of the gears. Its round face had a smooth, plastic-like texture. Its eyes were black daubs of ink, paint, or some unknowable fluid. Red, jagged streaks just above its chin wriggled and squirmed in a grotesque parody of moving lips as it spoke. 
 
    “I am Annette the Gear Mistress,” the Primordial Entity said, simply. “Form a Veil Pact with me, Bain Lee, and I will help you kill your foes. Refuse and… I can only leave you be since I do not wish to offend Misericorde by taking your life.” 
 
    “Considerate, isn’t she?” Misericorde giggled. “But you really should go ahead and take her up on her offer, Bain. I’m sure you’ll find Annette’s spells very useful.” 
 
    “What are they?” Bain asked. 
 
    Annette waved one of her hands. It only had three fingers, and it was made up of some material that was either plastic or porcelain. Bain didn’t dare probe too hard with Huntsight to find out for sure. A CUI screen appeared as she completed her gesture. 
 
      
 
    Veil Spell: Entropic Mire 
 
    Caster: Annette the Gear Mistress 
 
    Conjures 2 Entropic Gears that can be directed at any target up to 1600 feet away. Every Entropic Gear imposes a 15% penalty to a target’s Might or Swiftness parameter for 160 seconds. No target’s Might or Swiftness parameter can be reduced below a value of 1 by this spell. 
 
    Consumes 0.2 effective casts of Veil Rift. 
 
      
 
    “From what I’ve seen, you are lacking in your close-combat capabilities, Bain Lee,” Annette said. “This spell will heighten your chances of survival and your odds of victory when you are next caught in such circumstances.” 
 
    “You saw my fight with Aliana?” Bain shuddered at the notion that he was under constant observance by Primordial Entities. 
 
    “Misericorde showed me both your struggles and your triumphs, Bain Lee,” Annette said, waving vaguely in the direction of the three-bodied Primordial Entity. “Misericorde showed them to all who have taken interest in you. Now, will we form a Veil Pact, or should I withdraw and enact my vengeance for being spurned at a later date, when Misericorde has no inclination or capacity to intervene in or seek retribution for my actions?” 
 
    “I would be happy to form a Veil Pact with you,” Bain said quickly. “Your spell seems very useful. I think I’ll find myself using it a lot.” 
 
    Annette’s lips twitched, forming what Bain supposed was a smile, and she nodded. “Good. That is good.” 
 
    Bain cast Veil Pact, and a CUI screen appeared next to him. 
 
      
 
    Veil Pact established with Annette the Gear Mistress, Primordial Entity (22% Crucible acquisition)! 
 
    4/20 possible Veil Pacts established. 
 
      
 
    “It is done,” he said to Annette. 
 
    The Gear Mistress nodded. Her lips moved again. “Farewell, Bain Lee.” 
 
    She disappeared, bringing her nightmarish realm with her. Bain turned to Misericorde. 
 
    “Is there anyone else?” he asked the Primordial Entity. “I really need to get back to Veritas as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I know, because you will be attacked by ravenous Challengers soon!” Misericorde said. “Don’t worry. I’ve made sure that whatever time you spend here will be the same amount that passes on your ship, and I won’t keep you for more than an hour or so. And now that there’s nothing for you to worry about, come meet the rest of my friends!” 
 
    “Thank you, Misericorde,” Bain said. “You’re very considerate.” 
 
    “Oh, stop it.” Misericorde’s bodies covered their mouths with one of their hands, while waving with the other. They tittered in unison. “But I’m glad you appreciate just how nice I’m being. Anyway, here’s another one of them right now!” 
 
    Bain groaned inwardly as another Primordial Entity’s realm appeared. Its owner was a lanky, gray-skinned humanoid wearing a robe of scintillating, prismatic hues. 
 
    “I am Ignala the Lantern Lord,” the newcomer announced. “I would form a Veil Pact with you, Bain Lee, for I desire cosmic energy.” 
 
    Goddamn it. Let’s get this over with, then, Bain thoughtas he fought to keep his features neutral. He nodded politely to the Lantern Lord. “Hi, Ignala. What spell can you offer?” 
 
    One Primordial Entity after another appeared to make their offers under Misericorde’s watchful eyes. Bain turned away a few at the three-bodied entity’s urging, but by the end of the hour, he’d formed as many Veil Pacts as he possibly could and added a whole plethora of powerful spells to his arsenal. 
 
    “Alright, that’s enough, folks,” Misericorde said to the three Primordial Entities who were still lingering in its presence and muttering angrily among themselves. “Bain has to go, now. If he’s open to forming more Veil Pacts later on, you guys can talk to him again. After all, you all know how to reach one another, now.” 
 
    We do? Bain stifled a groan of dismay. The last thing he needed was a direct line through which a Primordial Entity could hassle him. Thankfully, Misericorde’s next words dispelled his worries. 
 
    “But that doesn’t mean you can harass him,” the Primordial Entity said, one of its bodies waving a finger. “I don’t want any of you invading his dreams or seizing the bodies of his allies. That’d be really rude. Are we all clear about that?” 
 
    “Yes, Misericorde,” the others said sullenly before vanishing. 
 
    “Alright, Bain, you’d better get going now.” Misericorde danced a little jig with all three of his bodies. “I have a feeling this might be the last time we talk to each other. If you use the spells I’ve given you another three or four more times, the Crucible will take me, especially now that you’ve acquired the Veil Hierophant Prestige Class. So, for what it’s worth, I’d like to say it’s been an absolute pleasure watching you work.” 
 
    “I… uh… I really appreciate your kind words, Misericorde,” Bain said. “I know I’ve asked this question before, but do you really want to be absorbed by the Crucible? I’m not entirely sure what that’s all about, but I can’t imagine it being very pleasant at all.” 
 
    “Nah, it’ll actually be quite fun,” Misericorde said, waving dismissively with three of its hands. “I get to bathe in cosmic energy all day, and if I play my cards right, I might get to mess with the Crucible’s inner workings, too, just like the Architect of Fate, who’s been trying to pull your strings all this time. She’s losing her grip though, ha!” 
 
    “You know about her?” Bain fought down the urge to gasp in surprise. 
 
    “Oh yes, I do,” Misericorde said. “You’re closing in on her lair, so I’d expect her to have a word with you sooner rather than later, Bain. Here’s some advice from me. I’ve known the Architect of Fate for a long, long time. She’s not that tough, but you sure as hell shouldn’t trust a single word she says. Nor should you expect her to cut any clean deals with you. In fact, you should kill her the first chance you get.” 
 
    “Is that even possible?” Bain wondered. “She’s a Crucible entity, right?” 
 
    “Killing her physical vessel will force her to create another one,” Misericorde said. “That will buy you some time. But then again, she’s probably too powerful for you to pull a trick like that. Hmm. I don’t know. You’ll have to figure things out by yourself. I know you’re pretty good at doing that.” 
 
    “I am,” Bain said. “Goodbye, Misericorde. And this might not be the last time we talk, even if you do end up getting absorbed by the Crucible.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right!” Misericorde giggled. “You and Max are planning something truly audacious! I can’t wait to see if you’ll pull it off. Okay, goodbye then! 
 
    Violet light washed over Bain’s vision briefly, and when it receded, he was back aboard Veritas once more, looking straight at the World Ship’s Karmic Core. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Raid came and went, and Bain took it upon himself again to corral and kill the strongest Challengers that attacked Veritas. Within the Dungeon he created for them, he used traps to crush, drown, impale, and incinerate a hundred Challengers who were Level 40 or so on average. He fed seventy-seven of them to monsters spawned from their nightmares. Only thirty-eight Challengers made it to the Warden chamber to confront him directly. They were powerful, with the least of them standing at Level 57. 
 
    Bain killed that Challenger first by shooting a hole through his heart with Brotherhood. He then reanimated the corpse and commanded it to slaughter those within reach. More Challengers died, and Bain added their remains to his small but growing army of undead automatons, which he used to perpetuate further carnage. The last of Veritas’s attackers perished howling in terror as her erstwhile comrades-in-arms tore her limb from limb and stuffed her entrails down their cold, lifeless gullets. 
 
    He released his hold on the reanimated corpses as the Dungeon dissolved, and the World Ship’s Karmic Core began absorbing the slain Challengers. Behind him, Yelena, Ikaru, and Akasha stood in stunned silence. They’d stood beside him during the Raid as part of his Cohort, but they hadn’t needed to do anything in defense of the World Ship. 
 
    Pasha ran up to Bain, who knelt and gave the psycanine a vigorous backrub. 
 
    “I… I should go check how the others are doing,” Ikaru said, licking his lips nervously. The Crystalline Lancer obviously didn’t want to be there anymore. 
 
    “They’re fine,” Bain said as he swept Veritas with Huntsight and Flowsight. “None of the other Challengers were above Level 35. Torgar and Trasynthus have wrapped their Dungeons up already, and the others are just about done.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.” Ikaru put his spear away and sighed. “I…” 
 
    “It’s alright,” Bain said. “Just go.” 
 
    The Crystalline Lancer nodded before jogging out of the chamber where Bain had confronted the Challengers. Yelena and Akasha remained, though the latter’s unease was evident in the cast of his features and the worry in his eyes. The Wanderer opened his mouth to say something, only to change his mind and let his words die unspoken upon his lips. 
 
    “If you’ve got something to say, then say it, Akasha,” Bain told him. 
 
    “I… I was…” Akasha cleared his throat nervously. “It’s not very important, but if you insist. I was just about to comment on how your voice sounds different, now. It’s a bit more resonant, and it sounds as if there’s a faint echo that accompanies every word you utter.” 
 
    He’s right, Pasha confirmed. But that’s okay. 
 
    Bain smiled and petted the psycanine between the ears. He turned to look over his shoulder at Akasha. “I was just thinking the same thing, myself, and I was wondering if I was just imagining things. Thanks for letting me know I’m not.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome, Bain.” Akasha sketched a deep bow. “Now, by your leave, may I—” 
 
    “You don’t need to ask permission from me to go anywhere, man,” Bain said, fighting down an urge to sigh. “I’ll see you later.” 
 
    Akasha bowed again before scampering off in the same direction Ikaru went. Yelena walked over to Bain and looped her arm through his. Warmth radiated from her body—a side-effect of her Burnished Prowess spell, which she could now sustain indefinitely and unconsciously thanks to her Class Evolutions. It pushed back the persistent chill suffusing Bain’s limbs. 
 
    “Well done,” she said. “This was the fastest we’ve ever dealt with a Raid.” 
 
    “I think so, yeah,” Bain agreed, doing his best to mirror the smile on her face. “And this time, as far as I can tell, we didn’t lose anybody at all. I don’t think anyone even got badly hurt.” 
 
    “Nediras will be very happy about that.” Yelena began leading him out of the chamber and toward the nearest Pathway Structure, with Pasha following on their heels. “He was very nearly overwhelmed after last Raid, even with the Auramancers helping him.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen this time around,” Bain said. “Didn’t you also rescue a few more Healers from one of the Liberation Quests you went on?” 
 
    “I did.” Yelena nodded. They reached the Pathway Structure and stepped through it before materializing on the bridge. Trasynthus and Torgar appeared a moment later. The Rune Smith’s breastplate bore a prominent scorch mark, probably from an errant hit by a Pyromancer’s spell, and Trasynthus’s lean features were heavy with exhaustion, but the two of them were otherwise unhurt. 
 
    “Initial reports indicate no casualties, Bain,” Trasynthus reported promptly as they made their way to the captain’s throne and the terminals surrounding it. The Swordmaster tapped a few keys upon one of the Manifestor’s many control panels, and words scrolled across the nearest screen. 
 
      
 
    Greater Attunement Sensor is active. 
 
    Scanning… 
 
    Status: 
 
    Next impending Raid is more than 96 hours away. 
 
    No other anomalous energy signatures detected. 
 
    No further information available. 
 
      
 
    Trasynthus must have upgraded this Structure quite a bit while I was gone. Bain thought. When I first had it built, it could only give a day’s notice of a Raid. Now, it can give up to four. 
 
    Trasynthus’s shoulders sagged with obvious relief as he read off the screen. He pulled up a nearby chair, sat down, and released the breath he’d been holding. “Good. That’s good. I will make sure we put those four days to the best use we can so that we will stand ready when the next Raid is upon us.” 
 
    “What are you so worried about?” Torgar asked. “We handled this one easily, and we’ll do the same for the next.” 
 
    “We did so well today only because of Bain,” Trasynthus explained. “If he hadn’t been here, our attackers would have annihilated us.” 
 
    “So what?” Torgar gave Bain a hearty thump on the back. “The lad will be here for the next Raid, too. He’ll handle things the same way.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Trasynthus said, looking Bain straight in the eye. “You have other duties to tend to, duties that will take you away from Veritas. A Raid might very well occur in your absence. In fact, I was expecting that we’d have to fight off the last one without you. Fortunately, that wasn’t the case, or you wouldn’t have had a World Ship to return to, Bain.” 
 
    “You didn’t expect this last group of Challengers to be so many Levels above those who came before,” Bain said as he pulled up a chair for himself and Yelena. 
 
    “That’s something to think about, you know?” Torgar said, stubbornly remaining standing. “Why are these high-Level Challengers only coming after us now? If they’d been in the first Raid, we’d all be dead.” 
 
    “Here’s my reasoning. Crucible Challenges occur concurrently rather than consecutively across all the Spatial Integrations,” Bain said, rubbing his jaw thoughtfully. “As they go on, the Challengers doing them get more and more cosmic essence and ascend in Levels. In the meantime, the Crucible sends them on Raids against us. That’s why the longer we travel, the higher the Levels of our attackers will be.” 
 
    “Hold on. Let’s go back a bit to that last group. Some of them were around Level 70, weren’t they? Torgar grunted as he scratched his beard. “How did they make so much progress in so little time?” 
 
    “We don’t know how much time has actually passed on the Spatial Integrations, Master Dunn,” Trasynthus said. “Weeks might have gone by on Veritas, but years could have unfolded for the Challengers. That is enough time for Champions to arise.” 
 
    “If that is true, then the Exoders joining us through Liberation Quests should be at a higher Level, too. And they should also be speaking of the years, maybe even decades, that they spent in the Crucible,” Yelena said, picking Pasha up and putting the psycanine in her lap. “But that isn’t the case. Every newcomer I’ve interviewed has told me that their Crucible Challenge began only recently.” 
 
    “Karmic Synchronicity. Cosmic energy revolves almost entirely around it, and it is the fundamental mechanism that powers the Crucible and all its derivative mechanisms—namely, the Structures,” Bain said. “The Challengers who responded to the Liberator Structure want to become Exoders. They want to escape the Crucible. As such, they wouldn’t have survived for very long past the beginning of their Crucible Challenge, and so the Liberator Structure can find them within a certain range of the timeline. That’s why there are so few newcomers who are Level 20 and above.” 
 
    “The opposite is true of the Challengers who respond to Raids,” he continued. “These are the toughest, most cutthroat of them all, with many of them being Faction Leaders and their Inner Circles. Such individuals could only exist long after the beginning of the Crucible Challenge. Raids would therefore originate from that part of the timeline.” 
 
    “Bah!” Torgar slammed his left fist into his right palm. “So, you’re saying that only weaklings join us, while only the strong are trying to kill us.” 
 
    “The newcomers share the same goal we do, Torgar,” Yelena pointed out. “You have that much in common with them, with us all. But you are not a weakling, so how can they be?” 
 
    “You are right, lass,” the Rune Smith said, sighing. “I misspoke. I’ve spoken with many of those who’ve just come aboard. They’re not weak by any means. They’re strong in many ways.” 
 
    “Except the ones that truly matter for our survival,” Trasynthus said. The Swordmaster leaned back in his chair and took a deep breath. “You might think I’m being rather single-minded about the power our forces can project, but it is the sole determinant of our survival, which falls within my purview and responsibilities as Veritas’s military commander.” 
 
    “No, you are absolutely right to be worried about this, Trasynthus,” Bain said. “We still have a fair bit of metaphysical ground to cover before we make it to the Architect’s Lair, and even when we do, we’ll still be subject to Raids there. And it won’t be long before we’ll have to worry about Crucible Champions, too. We need to become powerful enough to fight them off, and the only way we can do that is by having sufficient time to increase our Levels and gather more enchanted items. 
 
    He stood up and clenched his fists. “That means I’ll have to take down the remaining two Synchronization Loci as soon as I can.” 
 
    “They’re out of reach right now, lad, so sit down,” Torgar said, grabbing Bain by the shoulder and forcibly pushing him back down on the chair again. “And even if they weren’t, you’d need help from those two Unravelers to destroy the Loci. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bain agreed, somewhat deflated. “The Adventurer Structure should be able to achieve another lock on them in a day or two. Hopefully, Max and Sava will be ready to go by then.” 
 
    “I’ve given each of them a Resonance Coil attuned to ours,” Trasynthus said. “And I’ve been trying to reach them for the last day, with no success. Perhaps something is disrupting the reach of the Resonance Coils. Or perhaps they simply cannot respond. That is truly a shame. If we could coordinate our efforts with theirs, our chances of success and victory would be much better.” 
 
    “I have a spell that might work,” Bain said, tapping his temple. “Why don’t I give it a try right now?” 
 
    “Don’t let me stop you, lad,” Torgar said before casting a sidelong glance at Trasynthus. “Unless we have more urgent things to attend to?” 
 
    “No,” the Swordmaster replied, shaking his head. “Right now, it is imperative that we make contact with Maximo Strident. I would go so far as to say our very survival hinges on doing so.” 
 
    “Alright, I’d better get to it then.” Bain walked over to one of the terminals, put his hands over a control panel, and reached out to the Manifestor with his will. It responded and extended cables of woven metal toward him that burrowed into the flesh around the socket containing the Azraelain. 
 
    Torgar cried out in shock at the sight, and his surprise was echoed by many of the crew on the bridge. Even Trasynthus, who’d stood up from his chair, shuddered visibly. Only Yelena seemed unperturbed. 
 
    “There’s no need to worry, everyone,” she said, in a calm and even voice. “Everything’s alright. Isn’t it, Bain?” 
 
    “It is,” Bain said, shrugging. “I’m just interfacing directly with Veritas. Normally, I wouldn’t need a physical conduit to do so, but right now, I’m hoping I can share whatever I’ll be seeing with you.” 
 
    “And what exactly will you be seeing, lad?” Torgar asked. The Rune Smith seemed to have already overcome his astonishment, unlike Trasynthus and the others on the bridge, who were still pale and speechless. 
 
    “It’s probably best if I show you right away.” Bain pulsed a faint thread of cosmic energy through the cables embedded in his forehead, and one of the Manifestor’s floating CUI screens expanded to ten times its usual size. He then cast Farsight and commanded the spell to seek out Max. 
 
    Immense waves of cosmic energy poured from the eyes beneath his brow, but he directed them instead into the Manipulator’s intake vents. Blue light filled the enlarged CUI screen for several moments before the radiance peeled away to reveal a powerfully built humanoid armored in midnight-blue plate and wearing a similarly hued helm. 
 
    It was Max, and the Apocalypse Knight was… standing in the cold vacuum of space. He was wielding his sword in his right hand and his staff in his left. Something massive and scaly was hovering above him. That could only be Garlocke. 
 
    Gasps of awe arose from the crew on the bridge. Trasynthus’s jaw was agape, and even Torgar was completely speechless. 
 
    “He’s not in the Crucible,” Trasynthus managed to say in a very quiet voice. “He’s amidst the lightless void between stars. That means you can see beyond the Crucible, Bain.” 
 
    “Only because my karma is now intertwined with Max’s—for better or worse,” Bain said as he poured more cosmic energy into his Farsight spell. The image of the Apocalypse Knight in the CUI screen sharpened into further clarity, just in time for the Exoders to see him swing his sword and project a massive arc of crackling lightning from its blade. 
 
    Max’s spell sliced through cold vacuum, bisected a cluster of what could only be described as building-sized alien spaceships, and reduced them to starbursts of expanding plasma and swirling debris. The Apocalypse Knight raised his staff next. Meteors appeared out of nowhere to vaporize a dozen more ships. 
 
    But more of them appeared in the distance. Torrents of flame, ice, and lightning poured from them upon Max, only for him to encase himself in an impenetrable bubble of colorless light. As an entire star’s worth of energy raged around the Apocalypse Knight, he looked over his shoulder and turned the eye slits of his helm directly upon the CUI screen. 
 
    “Is that you, Bain?” Max’s voice rang out. His shoulders heaved slightly as if in laughter before he spoke again. “I won’t lie. I’m surprised, even though at this point, I know I shouldn’t be. I didn’t get a chance to talk to you after we brought down that Locus, so good job.” 
 
    Bain grinned but didn’t say anything. Max wouldn’t be able to hear him, in any case. Farsight didn’t allow him to speak to whomever he was looking upon. Max must have detected his spell somehow and was now using one of his own to speak to Bain. 
 
    “As you can probably see, Garlocke, Nesura, and I are dealing with Isilith’s fleet right now,” Max continued. “He’s got to get past us to return to the Crucible. His other alternative is to make a detour that will cost him an entire year’s worth of travel. So, the good news is you won’t have to worry about him, at least for now.” 
 
    Bain glanced at Yelena and Trasynthus when Max mentioned Isilith. They paled upon hearing the name, as did many of the Esarthu bridge crew. Yelena must have noticed his regard. She met his gaze and gave him a resolute nod that told him, once more, all he needed to know: the Esarthu Exoders once honored Isilith, and though many of them still did, they would no longer follow his teachings. 
 
    “However, the three of us are going to be stuck here for a while,” Max said. In the distance, an army of armored humanoids were flying through space toward him, all of them armed with enchanted melee weapons of some kind. Garlocke crashed into their midst, ripping and tearing into their ranks, but plenty of Isilith’s followers managed to surge past the raptor and push their way through the Apocalypse Knight’s energy barrier. 
 
    Max danced through Isilith’s followers, cleaving their heads and torsos apart with his blade while beams of elemental energy darted from the tip of his staff to atomize them in droves. As the last of them fell, tumbling into the endless void of space, he looked directly into the CUI screen again. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ve sent Sava back to you,” he said. “She should arrive on board your ship shortly, and she’ll help you take down the next two Loci. I…” 
 
    Max’s words died away as a lithe figure appeared next to him. It was Sava, and she was wearing some kind of helm as well. She tilted her head at the Apocalypse Knight, obviously saying something to him that Bain could not hear. 
 
    “Damn it,” Max said, after a moment. “Looks like Sava won’t be joining you after all. Some of Isilith’s swiftest vessels have actually outmaneuvered us and formed a blockade between us and the Crucible, which we’ll have to fight through to get back to you. That’s going to be tricky, especially since we have his main fleet to deal with, too.” 
 
    That’s not good, Bain thought. How the hell am I going to take down the Loci without your help, Max? 
 
    “Sava is pretty confident you’ll figure something out,” Max said. “And now that I think about it, I share her confidence, too. Remember what we were saying about Karmic Synchronicity? If two things are similar enough, destroying one can also hurt the other. This is especially true inside the Crucible.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything right now?” Torgar demanded, all but tearing at his beard in frustration. 
 
    “No, he’s right,” Bain said. “I’ve got an idea. I know how I can deal with the Loci by myself.” 
 
    Sava tilted her head again at Max. The Apocalypse nodded in response. “Sava says that she’s left her Phonoi at the blockade to keep Isilith’s vessels from actually coming after you, but apparently one of them, the smallest and the one carrying the weakest of Isilith’s followers, has managed to enter the Crucible. That vessel has acquired a lock on Veritas, Bain. I’m not sure when it will arrive, but it will, sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Smallest and weakest?” Trasynthus muttered. “That might not be so bad…” 
 
    “Whoever is onboard that vessel is still a Crucible Champion, Bain,” Max warned, dashing the Swordmaster’s hopes. “Don’t take that lightly. Now, you’d better get to work. You’ve got a lot to do. I’ll see you when I see you.” 
 
    Bain nodded and released his Farsight spell.    
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Adventurer Structure had no way to reach either Synchronicity Locus for the next few days, so Bain remained on Veritas, sitting in front of the World Ship’s Karmic Core and contemplating the interplay of the countless energy patterns beneath its iridescent surface. 
 
    During this time, he focused on tuning up several of his spells, beginning with Fraying Cloak. When he’d first attained the spell, it had been weak and laden with many limitations, the most pressing of which was the fact that it could only render Bain invisible to normal vision. In comparison, other Cloak spells masked their casters’ scent, dampened any sound they made, and even shielded them from most detection spells of the same Level.  Also, Fraying Cloak only lasted for a short duration, and after that, it couldn’t be cast again for cripplingly long amount of time. 
 
    Fortunately, that could all be changed. Bain rerouted some of Fraying Cloak’s most inefficient pathways and restacked several of its main energy patterns. He even incorporated some of the patterns in his Malicious Gaze spell to further fine-tune the illusion-aligned cosmic energy necessary to power the key functions of Fraying Cloak. The whole process took him nearly a full day’s work, and when he was done, he couldn’t help but grin in satisfaction as he checked its description in his CUI. 
 
      
 
    Absolute Obfuscation 
 
    Renders caster completely undetectable by any means for 8 minutes. Extreme cosmic energy consumption. 
 
    Once spell expires or is released, it has a 1-minute cool-down before it can be cast again. 
 
      
 
    It still has the same problem as Fraying Cloak, but at least now it will keep me from being detected by even Level 400 monsters, he thought. 
 
    The next two spells he worked on were Dark Scapegoat and Dark Escape. Bain fiddled with them for hours, but in the end, he was forced to accept that he couldn’t do anything about their greatest shortcoming, which was the fact that neither of those spells scaled in accordance with his Level or his Resolve parameter. 
 
    Both spells also had other severe limitations. Dark Scapegoat could only be cast once every twenty hours, while Dark Escape would empty out Bain’s cosmic energy reserves, prodigious though they were now, and prevent him from casting any other spells for twelve hours after its activation. 
 
    They had been derived from Mary, after all, who’d been an Unraveler, so their pathways were simply too incompatible with his own. So, instead, he isolated several key patterns within Dark Escape and forged miniature replicas of them along the main pathways of Dark Scapegoat. In doing so, he was able to craft a new spell altogether. 
 
      
 
    Sacrificial Totem 
 
    Infuses an enchanted object with shadow-aligned cosmic energy. This object must be in the caster’s possession. This spell will unravel 1 minute after it leaves the caster’s possession. 
 
    If the caster takes fatal damage within this period, the damage that would have killed him is inflicted entirely upon the infused item. 
 
    If the infused item is destroyed, the caster loses 1 Level. 
 
    The caster may maintain up to 2 instances of this spell at any given time. 
 
    Extreme cosmic energy consumption. 
 
      
 
    Bain took out the two small amulets he’d requested from Uvol Yenn. They carried only weak and simple enchantments of protection, but they would more than suffice as infusion subjects for the Sacrificial Totem spell. Laying the amulets on the table he’d created, he quickly cast Sacrificial Totem on them before putting them away into Pathforger’s extra-dimensional storage sleeve-pocket. 
 
    The last spell he worked on was Disintegrating Glare. It was by far his most devastatingly destructive spell, but he could only cast it once every seventy-two hours, and it drained his cosmic energy reserves completely and prevented him from replenishing them for an hour every time he did so. He focused on patching up that drawback, and after nearly another entire day’s work, he was partially successful. 
 
      
 
    Disintegrating Glare (lesser) 
 
    Fires a beam of unstable non-aligned cosmic energy up to 80,000 feet away that separates the component atoms of its target. 
 
    Drains 30% of caster’s cosmic energy reserves and prevents any replenishment for 1 hour. Caster may not receive the effects of any benign or beneficial spells during this time. 
 
    If this spell is cast more than once every 24 hours, the caster will incur fatal damage. Extreme cosmic energy consumption. 
 
      
 
    With Sacrificial Totem, I can cast Disintegrating Glare up to three times, at the cost of two Levels, without killing myself, Bain thought as he leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes, and turned his omni-directional gaze inward. 
 
    When Challengers—or Exoders—ascended in Level, their pathways changed in accordance with their respective Classes to accommodate the greater amounts of cosmic energy that they could channel. But Bain had trespassed upon the Crucible’s design and forged channels within his body that were never meant to exist and had so far failed to adapt to the demands he placed upon them. 
 
    His reward for such an egregious trespass was unrelenting agony and the gradual disintegration of his pathways, and that had put him on the verge of death not too long ago. In truth, Bain had only the faintest hope that he’d live long enough to see Veritas’s departure from the Crucible. 
 
    But then Nesura had cast a spell called Infinite Fortification on him, and it had done a terrific job of holding his largest energy channels intact. Her spell was potent, but its effects had already worn off. Still, Bain had managed to seize onto a fragment of the unraveling threads of cosmic energy that comprised it and wind them crudely around the channels they’d been reinforcing. 
 
    Flowsight told him that his efforts had been partially successful. The channels in question were still in place, and they wouldn’t break, at least not for a little longer yet. But they were also frayed and tattered, leaking dribbles of errant cosmic energy randomly into his flesh. 
 
    If I hadn’t become an undead creature, I would probably be in so much pain I couldn’t move right now, he thought, studying the labyrinthine network of pathways and channels within his flesh. He drew his vision back and looked at the ring of gray skin on his left forearm that marked where Aliana’s sword had struck. He hadn’t felt much, if any, pain at all when she’d cut, stabbed, and dismembered him either. He’d registered the damage done to his body, of course, but only in a dispassionate, matter-of-fact way. I guess the way I think is also changing to match my body. 
 
    Bain sighed—at least he still retained the capacity for that gesture—and turned his thoughts elsewhere. His reshaping of Veritas’s Karmic Core had paid off tremendously. A few hours after the Raid, Uvol Yenn had found Bain on the bridge and excitedly delivered a report. He and many of the other Creators had unlocked a new Specialist Class called the Armsmith, which allowed them to upgrade enchanted items, albeit at a tremendous cost of crafting materials. The Spirit Binder had already come up with a schedule to make sure every combatant Exoder’s gear matched his or her Level, and Bain couldn’t see any reason to intervene with his plans. 
 
    Hulram had shown up shortly after Uvol’s report. The Rune Smith had obtained a Domain Tool of his own, and he’d used it to build a gun-stamping facility in one of Veritas’s larger chambers. There, he and several other Duraga had also produced a small stockpile of bullets capable of holding simple enchantments of swiftness. 
 
    This meant that the Exoders now had access to firearms. Sure, the new guns were much less potent than most enchanted weapons, and they could only be used on board the World Ship, but their presence meant that those with noncombatant Classes were far from defenseless. Bain imagined twenty rifles blasting away at full-auto would give even a Level 80 Warrior with enchanted plate armor something to worry about. 
 
    During the days Bain had been cloistered in the Karmic Core chamber, Trasynthus had sent the other Exoders on repeated Liberation Quests and Dungeonruns. Cohorts facing the toughest challenges got to bring an Ocular Guardian with them. Bain could see whatever the disembodied eyes witnessed, so through them, he got to witness Yelena, Ikaru, and the others in action. 
 
    Yelena excelled at Liberation Quests, in part due to her prowess in battle, but mostly due to the confidence and trust she inspired in all the would-be Exoders she made contact with. Bain saw her cut down countless Special Condition monsters and numerous Challengers in defense of those who sought to escape the Crucible. Hundreds of newcomers poured into Veritas within a matter of days, and for her efforts, she ascended rapidly in Level, outpacing her brother and father and climbing to Level 70. 
 
    In contrast, Jack Conway and his men were Dungeon-running specialists. Their perfect teamwork and coordination allowed them to blitz through Dungeons several Levels higher than theirs, and they cut down monsters in droves. The Creators who trailed in their wake put their Collect spells to use, harvesting tides of crafting materials thatUvol Yenn would soon need if he were to enact his plan to conduct mass upgrades for the Exoders’ enchanted items. 
 
    Ikaru and Torgar held onto Domain Shaper, and they took it upon themselves to put the Domain Tool to use harvesting Dungeon core fragments. Between the two of them, they bagged a massive haul, allowing Trasynthus to make numerous enhancements to the Structures already in place. 
 
    Upgrading a Structure also lessened the toll it took on Veritas’s Manifestation Capacity, and in the end, Trasynthus was able to squeeze another Fabricator Structure and a new Hospital Structure in place. Within the latter, any Exoder whose healing, rejuvenation, or restorative spells took effect on another would receive a small amount of cosmic essence. Nediras and any Exoder with healing spells worked overtime within the chamber containing the Hospital Structure, so much so that the Hemavore Healer actually made it all the way to Level 50 despite not having stepped into a Dungeon or seen any combat since Veritas’s first flight.  
 
    All in all, we’re doing pretty well, I’d say, Bain thought. When the next Raid comes, Trasynthus and the others should be able to handle it, even if I’m not around. 
 
    And there were things they would have to handle without him. In between working on his spells, Bain had created another set of terminals in front of the Karmic Core. It was similar in appearance to the Manifestor but slightly smaller and had only a single permanent CUI screen floating above its surface. 
 
    Bain had decided to call his latest creation the Genesis, and he couldn’t help but grin as he looked upon it. Pretentious? A bit. Megalomaniacal? Can’t deny that. But fitting? Most definitely, given what it’s supposed to do. 
 
    He thought back to Fliaxes’ remarkably candid declaration about how she wanted to bear Srralntharizz’s children. But they were from two different species, so what she wanted was a physical impossibility even if the both of them hadn’t become Challengers and subsequently, Exoders. Bain had promised the Selan Lavamancer that what she desired was definitely within reach when Veritas arrived at its destination, and he hadn’t been lying. When the Exodus ended, the Karmic Core would release all the cosmic energy stored within its depths as a titanic nova of pure potentiality, with which every Exoder could shape the physical vessel in which he or she wished to be born anew. 
 
    The Genesis, however, would not only give the Exoders a bit more control over that process but also help them forge the tools they needed to establish their second lives and flourish in their new homes. 
 
    Bain felt his Resonance Coil pulse, and Trasynthus’s voice filled his ears. “I have gathered the individuals on your list, Bain. We are ready to meet with you.” 
 
    “Great. Thanks, Trasynthus,” Bain said in response. He swept Huntsight and Flowsight across Veritas’s interior and found the Exoders he’d been looking for right away. They were all gathered on the bridge, talking amongst themselves and undoubtedly wondering what Bain wanted with them. 
 
    “Should we head over to your location now?” Trasynthus asked. “You’re in the chamber housing the Karmic Core, right? We can be there shortly.” 
 
    Instead of replying, Bain simply reached out to Veritas and willed the World Ship to transport everyone he wanted to meet to him. 
 
    Yelena appeared first, materializing a few paces away to the left. Her brother and father were next, followed by Torgar. Nediras, Uvol, and Esther showed up, suddenly occupying the empty space ten feet or so to Bain’s right. Akasha, Srralntharizz, and Filaxes materialized near the Genesis. Last of all was Jack Conway. The Ranger appeared beside Torgar. 
 
    “What the…” Srralntharizz muttered in obvious surprise. The Weaver was almost always in his human form these days. He swept his gaze back and forth in an attempt to gather his bearings before turning back to Bain. “Hey, boss. A little warning before you do something like that next time would be nice.” 
 
    “Got it, Srral,” Bain promised him. “Sorry if I startled anyone.” 
 
    “How did you—” Ikaru began before gulping nervously. “What did you just do?” 
 
    “I simply folded the space you were all occupying on the bridge over the space in this chamber, transferred you over, and let things snap back to how they were,” Bain said, shrugging. “The ambient cosmic energy infused into Veritas allows me to manipulate it as if it were a Dungeon of my creation.” 
 
    “No end to the wonders you can pull off, eh, lad?” Torgar said, slapping Ikaru on the back with enough force to turn whatever the Crystalline Lancer had been about to say into a breathless squeak. The Rune Smith guffawed and ran the fingers of one hand through his beard. “In any case, we’re here, and whatever you have for us, we’re ready for it.” 
 
    “Why am I here?” Jack asked. The Ranger shrugged when the others turned to look at him. “Everyone else here has obviously worked together for a long time. I know Bain used to be a Faction Leader, and some of you were even in his Inner Circle. Me? I’m just the new guy who still hasn’t proven himself yet.” 
 
    “As far as I’m concerned, you already have,” Bain said to Jack before looking around to encompass the others in the sweep of his gaze. “Thanks for taking the time to meet me, everyone. I know you’re all very busy, but I want to make sure I go over something important with you first while I still can.” 
 
    “While you still can?” Filaxes frowned in puzzlement. “Are you leaving us?” 
 
    “He’s not, but he will be busy, as we will, in the days to come,” Yelena explained. “We might not have many moments of calmness like this left in our journey, in which we can gather and commune.” 
 
    “Thanks, Yelena. You took the words right out of my mouth. Things are going to get very hectic over the next few days as we approach the Architect’s Lair,” Bain said, exchanging a smile with the Paladin. “We’re all focused on the Exodus right now, and there’s no doubt you’re all doing the best you can to keep Veritas going. Still, I believe it’s also a good idea for everyone to give some thought about what happens at the end of this ride.” 
 
    “From what you told me, boss, that thing blows up.” Srralntharizz pointed at the Karmic Core. “And then we all become real boys and girls, right? Sounds simple enough to me.” 
 
    “It isn’t,” Esther said, scowling at Srralntharizz. “Think about it. When we regain our mortality, we’ll have to start worrying about things like food and water again. We’ll also have to be careful about diseases, hypothermia, and a whole lot of other things.” 
 
    “We will need tools to ensure our survival, and I was under the impression that we obtain those tools or the means to craft them via the Karmic Core,” Uvol Yenn said, straightening the straps of his heavy coveralls. His gaze fell upon the Genesis. “I assume that will happen through this device?” 
 
    “Yes, among other things,” Bain said. He walked over to the terminal and willed it to life. Text appeared on its CUI screen. 
 
      
 
    Genesis Terminal 
 
    Current Status: Inactive 
 
    Potential Functions: 
 
    Terraforming 
 
    Atmosphere Customization 
 
    Micro-fauna Atmospheric Seeding 
 
    Micro-flora Atmospheric Seeding 
 
    More options… 
 
      
 
    “Genesis…” Jack chuckled. “That’s really something, Bain.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Bain said, grinning. “Is that really too much? I’m open to changing its name. But I do feel that Genesis is quite fitting, don’t you think so?” 
 
    Esther murmured something under her lips. She then made the sign of the cross over herself, much to Bain’s surprise, before looking him in the eye. “I think the name works. Don’t change it.” 
 
    “Alright, I won’t,” Bain said. He gestured to the terminal. “The Genesis will activate once Veritas arrives at its final destination, which is a cluster of uninhabited planets once ruled by a Primordial Entity called Zillan. Zillan’s dead, and so is every sentient being within a radius of several light years. Once that’s happened, all of you can use this terminal to perform any of its functions. The controls are pretty intuitive, I think, so you’ll have no problem doing whatever you need to do to get everyone settled in their new homes.” 
 
    “You’re entrusting us with a lot,” Jack pointed out. “Why? Shouldn’t you be calling the shots when we get there like you’re calling the shots now?” 
 
    “By the end of the Exodus, Bain would have done more than enough,” Yelena said. “He deserves to rest, and it falls onto us to see the Exoders onward safely to their new lives. Our new lives.” 
 
    “To do that, we’ll need power,” Trasynthus said, his features pained. “And there is no greater power in the cosmos that cosmic energy and the means to wield it. I fear that you are asking a great sacrifice of us, Bain, one that demands we stay beyond mortality as immortal, timeless keepers of peace and order.” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Bain said. He tapped one of the control panels, and more text appeared on the CUI screen. 
 
      
 
    Knight-Errantry 
 
    Available only to the following individuals: 
 
    Torgar Dunn 
 
    Yelena Osur 
 
    Ikaru Osur 
 
    Trasynthus Osur 
 
    Uvol Yenn 
 
    Nediras 
 
    Esther Song 
 
    Srralntharizz 
 
    Filaxes Gorsk 
 
    Jack Conway 
 
    Akasha 
 
    Selected individuals who become Knights-Errant may nominate any others for Knight-Errantry 
 
      
 
    Nediras had been listening silently upon his arrival in the Karmic Core chamber, but his interest was obviously piqued as he walked past the others to peer closely at the CUI screen, before reading the words upon its surface out loud. “Knights-Errant…” 
 
    “What are they?” Akasha asked. “Do you know, Nediras?” 
 
    “I have heard of this term before,” the Healer replied before tilting his brow in Bain’s direction. “But perhaps our leader will be better able to explain the nature of Knights-Errant, especially in the context of the Crucible.” 
 
    “I’ll try to keep things as simple as I can,” Bain said. “First, we know that Max and Sava can use cosmic energy to cast spells, but they’re not the same as us.” 
 
    “Why, of course.” Torgar grunted. “They’re Unravelers, and they’re far more powerful than us.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think that’s what Bain is talking about,” Ikaru said, folding his arms across his chest and furrowing his brow. “I actually had a short chat with Max a while ago, and he mentioned how on his world, when it was affected by the Crucible, only a small minority of its people became Challengers. And those that did were still mortal if they chose to be.” 
 
    “And those Challengers were known as Knights-Errant,” Nediras concluded. He waved at the screen. “This is what you want us to be then, Bain? You want us to retain our cosmic energy and our power so that we might guide the Exoders into a new era.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Bain said. “As a Knight-Errant, you will no longer have a CUI because it will change to something else. I suppose we can figure out what to name it later. In any case, with it, you can cast spells, be immune to most diseases, and not age, but whenever you wish, you can simply discard it or pass it down to someone else.” 
 
    “I see,” Trasynthus said, the frown upon his face fading. “If we go about things carefully, we can establish a line of powerful guardians for our new home and its myriad peoples.” 
 
    “Or we could set up a small group of undying tyrants instead,” Torgar added, rather unnecessarily. 
 
    Ikaru smacked the Rune Smith over the back of his head. 
 
    “That’s why my father said “carefully”, you idiot!” the Crystalline Lancer snapped. “Bain trusts us, and that’s why he’s given us this power and not to any others. When the time comes for us to pass it on, we must make sure our successors aren’t like Tommy Chan or any of his band of misfits.” 
 
    “If I understand this correctly, there’s no limit to the number of other Knights-Errant any of us can choose to nominate,” Jack said before Torgar could retort and draw Ikaru into another bickering bout. The Ranger looked away from the screen to Bain. “Is that right?” 
 
    “It is.” Bain nodded. “I leave it to you all to decide how best you wish to exercise the power of a Knight-Errant.” 
 
    “Won’t you have a share of this power, Bain?” Filaxes asked. “Or will you retire completely once all this is done?” 
 
    “I think the boss has already made his intentions clear,” Srralntharizz said, tugging at Filaxes’s elbow. He grinned. “I don’t think anyone will disagree that he’s definitely earned the right to spend the rest of his days sipping margaritas on a beach, if that’s what he wants. Oh right, you used to be a vet, didn’t you, boss? Maybe you can set up a practice again. There will be plenty of critters to help, I’m sure.” 
 
    “That sounds good to me, Srral,” Bain said, doing his best not to notice the glimmers of sorrow that flashed across Yelena, Ikaru, and Torgar’s eyes. His oldest allies—no, friends—had already figured out that whatever happened beyond the Crucible, he wouldn’t be a part of it. He forced a smile onto his face and waved at the Genesis. “Well, there it is. All you’ll need to build a new world in the days to come.” 
 
    “We’ll have to make it to that day, first,” Esther said. The Slayer cracked her knuckles and gave Bain a brusque nod. “You did some good work here, Bain. Rest assured that we’ll put the Genesis to proper use when the time is right. But now, we should all really get back to work. There’s only another two days or so before the next Raid, right?” 
 
    “That is correct, Lady Song,” Trasynthus said. “You are also right about us making the best use of the time we have.” 
 
    “Alright, I won’t keep you all any longer, then,” Bain said. He glanced at the Genesis and the Karmic Core behind it. “I’m just about done here, too, so I’ll get started with the remaining two Synchronization Loci. The Adventurer Structure has managed to lock on to them.” 
 
    “You haven’t heard anything from Max, right?” Ikaru asked. “How’re you going to destroy the Synchronization Loci without his help?” 
 
    “I’ve got a plan, and no, it doesn’t involve any suicidal heroics on my part,” Bain said. “But I think it’s also one that only I can carry out. The good news is that if everything goes well, I’ll probably be done in a few hours, which also means that the next Raid will be greatly delayed.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right,” Torgar said. “The Crucible depends on the Loci to send Raids our way, and it can’t do that if you bring them all down. It will have to replace the Loci first, which will take it some time.” 
 
    “Will you be alright all by yourself, Bain?” Yelena asked. “Are you sure you don’t want any of us to accompany you?” 
 
    “I won’t be all by myself,” Bain said. He glanced pointedly to the far side of the Karmic Chamber where Pasha was snoring softly on a pile of cushions. “Pasha will take care of me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    The chamber containing the Adventurer Structure and Liberator Structure bustled with activity. As Bain stepped through its doors, he saw Trasynthus speaking earnestly through a CUI screen next to the Liberator Structure as he tried to come to an accord with the latest group of potential Exoders. A group of Creators had set up some kind of booth in a corner of the chamber. They were distributing enchanted consumables to the hundreds of Exoders there. 
 
    Gareesa was present, too, along with several of Trasynthus’s staff. The Venomancer and her colleagues read off crystal tablets as they organized Exoders into Cohorts and sent them through the portals hovering in front of the Adventurer Structure.  
 
    Torgar and Yelena had accompanied Bain there from the Karmic Core chamber, while everyone else had gone on ahead. The Rune Smith slapped Bain on the shoulder before stomping off to the Liberator Structure, where Esther, Ikaru, and Filaxes were already waiting. The four of them formed a Cohort before they stepped through a portal that would send them on a Liberation Quest. 
 
    A hush fell upon the other Exoders in the chamber then as they began to register Bain’s presence in their midst. One by one, they turned to look at him, and Bain didn’t know what to feel about the awe and fear evident on their faces. 
 
    “Hello, everyone,” he said, rather lamely. “Keep up the good work.” 
 
    To his surprise, cheers rose from their midst. Several Exoders even pumped their fists in the air above their heads and began to chant his name. 
 
    “They have their hopes pinned on you, and rightly so, as all of us would still be languishing within the Crucible if not for you,” Yelena said quietly. “The weight of their hopes is a heavy burden to bear, but for as long as I’ve known you, you have carried it with grace and strength.” 
 
    “Thank you, Yelena,” Bain said, lowering his voice. If he still had tear ducts, he didn’t doubt he’d find moisture in the corners of his eyes. “But I wouldn’t have accomplished anything without you all… without you.” 
 
    Yelena simply smiled in response and slipped her hand into his. The faint halo of bronze flames wreathing her body drove away the chill suffusing his flesh, as it always did, and the warmth of her touch lightened the sensation of dread simmering where his heart used to be. 
 
    The cheering and chanting went on for several moments until Gareesa and several of Trasynthus’s other advisors finally managed to hush the Exoders and get them back to what they’d been doing. The Venomancer then walked over to Bain and gave him a short but polite bow. 
 
    “My apologies, Bain Lee,” she said. “I saw that you were discomforted by the attention and the acclaim, well-deserved though it might be. I should have kept a tighter rein on our forces and not permitted them to put you at such unease.” 
 
    “There’s no need to apologize,” Bain replied hastily. “It’s alright. I’m just glad to see that everyone is in such high spirits. Please, carry on with what you were doing. I’m going to get to work, too.” 
 
    “By your leave, Bain Lee,” Gareesa said before sketching another bow. She turned, strode back to her station, and resumed her work organizing the Exoders into Cohorts. 
 
    “She’s going to call my name soon, so, I’ll see you in a bit,” Yelena said to Bain. She pulled her hand from his, then reached out and gave him a brief squeeze on his forearm. “Good luck.” 
 
    “Yeah, you, too.” Bain nodded, doing his best to mirror the radiant smile on Yelena’s face. The Paladin withdrew her hand, turned, and walked to the Liberator Structure. As she approached, Gareesa called out to her and gestured for the Paladin to stand with Filaxes, Srralntharizz, and Akasha, who would presumably form a Cohort with her. 
 
    Looks like Yelena’s going to take on another Liberation Quest, Bain figured as he used Huntsight to read the text on Gareesa’s crystal tablet. That makes sense. She’s in her element when it comes to protecting and rescuing desperate people. 
 
    With Pasha following on his heels, he walked to the Adventurer Structure instead, on an obvious course that would bring him to the crimson stairwell that no one else could access. The other Exoders respectfully cleared a path through their ranks for him as he walked through their midst. Some of them leaned away from the unnatural cold wafting from his body when he passed near them, and those who looked at his pale, emaciated, and bloodless face or into his eyes flinched and averted their gazes. 
 
    Bain paid them no heed. He arrived at the crimson stairwell, and it hummed and radiated waves of cosmic energy in his presence. A CUI screen appeared in front of it. 
 
      
 
    Synchronization Loci detected! 
 
      
 
    Current Traversal Status: Available 
 
    Locus 1: Destroyed, no replacement detected to date 
 
    Locus 2: Nightstorm Vortex 
 
    Locus 3: Pit of Eternal Echoes 
 
      
 
    Bain reached out to the Structure and commanded it to generate portals to both of the remaining Loci at the same time. It complied readily, and two swirls of violet appeared at the top of the stairwell. Instead of walking into either of them, he stayed where he was and cast Proxysight, summoning two Ocular Proxies into existence. The disembodied eyes hovered over his shoulder, drawing nervous mutters from the other Exoders before they swept toward the portals and disappeared into their depths, with one bound for the Nightstorm Vortex and the other for the Pit of Eternal Echoes. 
 
    Bain tightened his focus on the Ocular Proxies, tuning out the ambient clamor rolling through the chamber until he could see through both disembodied eyes at once. The Ocular Proxy sent to the Pit of Eternal Echoes arrived at its destination first, materializing above a massive, shadowy pit that spanned hundreds of miles in every direction. Bain beamed full-powered Huntsight and Flowsight spells through the eye and saw that the heart of the Loci sat at the bottom of the pit, several thousand miles away. It was a violet gemstone with more facets than he could count, and it was larger than most buildings Bain had ever seen on Earth. 
 
    Before he could do anything else, bat-winged monsters the size of battleships emerged from the shadowed depths. They moved so quickly that Bain didn’t even have the time to scan them with his CUI before one of the monsters crushed his Ocular Proxy in its grasp. 
 
    That’s fine. I’ve already gotten what I need, he thought as he shifted his focus to his second Ocular Proxy, which had just emerged into a storm that raged over an expanse of swirling dark water. A few miles away, arcs of black lightning danced from the depths of a titanic tornado. Bain turned Huntsight and Flowsight onto the tornado and saw that a pool of calmness lay at its heart. And above that pool, a curious crystalline structure hovered. It reminded Bain of a snowflake, and it did indeed look like one, though it was probably several hundred feet tall and half that in width. 
 
    A mountain of water swelled from the churning expanse beneath his Ocular Proxy then, and a monster that was roughly the same size as Veritas emerged. It seemed reptilian in nature, with a scaled snout and snake-like eyes that blazed with an amber hue. Tendril-like appendages swarmed from the center of its torso, each of them tipped with a scythe-like claw. Bain managed to dismiss his Ocular Proxy before it could be caught and torn into pieces. 
 
    Okay, that worked out well, too. He took a step back from the Adventurer Structure. As he did so, the crimson stairwell stopped humming, and the portals above it disappeared. The murmurs sweeping through the onlooking Exoders rose in volume. Bain sighed. They’re wondering what the hell I’m doing. It’s alright. They’ll understand later. Or not. It doesn’t matter, in the end. 
 
    His omni-directional vision fell upon Yelena, then. She and her Cohort were just about to step through a portal in front of the Liberator Structure. The Paladin must have noticed his regard because she looked in his direction, smiled, and gave him a resolute nod. And then she was gone, off on a Liberation Quest. The rest of her Cohort and an Ocular Guardian quickly followed after her, and the portal they’d gone through went inert. 
 
    I’ll catch up with her later. Bain reached out to Veritas and commanded it to transport him and Pasha to one of the empty chambers on the World Ship’s upper sectors, almost adjacent to its hull. Space bent around him, and when it returned to its former semblance, he’d arrived at his destination, a massive empty room with metal walls and a glass ceiling beyond which the Crucible’s madness raged. 
 
    But he wasn’t done telling Veritas what to do. His next instruction had the World Ship sectioning off the chamber he was in, so that there were no doors on its walls and no corridors connecting it and the rest of Veritas. He then wove patterns of cosmic energy around the entirety of his surroundings before tying that weave to his central pathways. In the event of his death, Veritas would send Pasha back to his bedroom. It would then jettison the chamber and send its contents spinning away into the endless abyss of the Crucible’s depths. 
 
    Is that necessary? the psycanine asked, bumping his nose into the back of Bain’s knee. 
 
    “It is, buddy,” Bain said, going down to one knee and stroking Pasha between the ears. “I’m pretty sure I can handle this, but just in case something happens to me, you and the others will still have a chance to find your new homes.” 
 
    Nothing’s going to happen to you, Bain, Pasha said. I’ll protect you. 
 
    “I know.” Bain gave the psycanine a quick hug before standing up. “That’s why I’ve brought you along, isn’t that right?” 
 
    It is, Pasha replied before assuming his War Form—a heavily muscled canine-humanoid hybrid that reminded Bain of a werewolf from any number of cheesy horror movies he’d watched. The psycanine flexed his claws and bared his fangs. A translucent energy field sprang into existence over his body, signaling the presence of a potent Prowess spell. He nodded to Bain. I won’t let anyone hurt you. 
 
    Bain petted Pasha on his muscle-bound shoulder. “Thanks, buddy. I’m counting on you.” 
 
    He then reached out to Veritas’s Karmic Core, which was hundreds of floors below, and commanded it to generate a Dungeon. A sphere of violet light appeared in front of him. Its radiance leaked from its depths to encompass the entire chamber, and when it faded, Bain was standing on the surface of an empty, endless expanse of golden sand. A false sun hung overhead, shedding its bright white radiance. Birds made up of glittering jewels traversed the skies. 
 
    This probably came from the Aurum Lich’s memories. He bent down, picked up a handful of the sand, and let the fine golden grains dribble through his fingers. As he did so, the Dungeon’s landscape shifted. The sand beneath his feet turned into asphalt and layered concrete. High-rise buildings emerged all around him. A frail moon sat in the smog-wreathed skies, washing its cold, blue light over the urban hellscape that had emerged in place of the golden desert. Bain grimaced. And this is from mine, obviously. 
 
    He waved his hand, and the buildings vanished, leaving behind nothing but a flat concrete and asphalt surface that stretched into infinity. 
 
    I’m ready, Bain, Pasha said. The psycanine was by his side, his toe-claws clicking on the unyielding floor beneath his feet. Let’s go. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s do this.” Bain grinned at Pasha before casting Proxysight again and summoning every Ocular Proxy he could into existence. Keeping a pair of the disembodied eyes by his side, he divided the rest evenly into two groups and instructed each group to hover in the air separately a hundred or so feet away. 
 
    He then cast Farsight from each of the Ocular Proxies next to him. The Nightstorm Vortex came into view, followed by the Pit of Eternal Echoes. The monsters guarding each Locus stirred, sensing that they were being watched, but without any way to reach Bain from where they were, they could do nothing about that fact. 
 
    Bain clenched his jaw and steeled his nerve. Alright. Time to get this done.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Ocular Proxies to his left lanced columns of cosmic energy into the false concrete and tore tons of false concrete from the ground. Through them, Bain adjusted the energy patterns within the floating debris chunks, altering their physical composition on an atomic level so that, one by one, black prisms materialized in their midst. 
 
    While this was happening, the Ocular Proxies to his right did the same thing, and Bain transmuted the hovering pieces of concrete as well, only into rods and sheets of clear, bright crystals. He felt a faint, throbbing sensation behind his eyes as he worked. If he still had the capacity to experience pain like a living creature could, he didn’t doubt that he would now be rolling around on the ground, screaming in agony. 
 
    Pasha crouched patiently beside him. The psycanine reached out and touched Bain’s mind gently with his own. It was a comforting gesture, one that did wonders to help Bain sustain his focus as he shaped the Dungeon’s landscape in accordance with his will. 
 
    During this time, the Ocular Proxies next to him had their gazes fixed on the Loci in the Pit of Eternal Echoes and the Nightstorm Vortex via his dual-cast Farsight spells. When Bain had created enough black prisms and bright crystals, he split off two sections of his consciousness and assigned each of them to these Ocular Proxies so that he had what they were beholding in clear view. 
 
    This should be fairly doable, actually, he realized as he swept Huntsight and Flowsight across the Loci and took note of the energy patterns coursing beneath their surface. They were no less complex or intricate than those that had been in the Spire of Obsidian, but Bain’s capacity to read, comprehend, and, most importantly, replicate them was now far greater than it had been before. He couldn’t help but grin. Not having to match the exact amount of cosmic energy in them or fashioning a prison to trap and harness a bunch of Unravelers’ cosmic energy makes things easier for me to do this, too. 
 
    The black prisms came together into a single mass at his command, and beneath the cosmic energy washing over them from Bain’s Ocular Proxies, they shifted and ground into place, seeking to form a replica of the Locus at the bottom of the Pit of Eternal Echoes. Meanwhile, the bright crystals danced and twirled on streams of cosmic energy before stacking themselves into a delicate configuration that would mimic the Locus in the Nightstorm Vortex. 
 
    Bain’s efforts must have triggered some kind of defense mechanism in the originals, and unsurprisingly so, as they already carried deep karmic links to Veritas. Through his Farsight spell, he saw them shudder and emit a single, concentric wave of cosmic energy that washed over their guardian monsters and disintegrated them, reclaiming the energy invested into their creation. A second tide of cosmic energy, powerful enough to disintegrate worlds, coursed through the ties of karma binding the Loci to the World Ship. Much of it was lost, transmitted as it was through such a tenuous and unstable channel, but it was enough to seize Veritas and bring its passage through the Crucible to a complete halt. 
 
    That’s a desperate measure or the Crucible would have done something like this a long time ago, Bain realized. The Loci are expending too much cosmic energy, and they can’t sustain their grasp on Veritas indefinitely. Sooner or later, they will break down. But the longer we stay in place, the more quickly the Crucible Champion Max mentioned will be able to catch up to us.   
 
    There was another danger present, too. In this state, Veritas was a karmic beacon, broadcasting every possible tie of causality originating from the Exoders throughout the Crucible. The longer this went on, the more likely portals would appear on every Spatial Integration, inviting Challengers to assault the World Ship and kill anyone they might share ties of causality with. That would, in essence, be a Raid on a scale beyond anything the Exoders could handle. 
 
    Bain had to break Veritas free quickly, and the only way he could do so was to destroy the Loci. 
 
    How’re you going to do that, Bain? Pasha asked, obviously sensing his thoughts through their mental link. I still haven’t figured it out, yet. 
 
    “I’m building these replicas of the Loci in this Dungeon, and then I’m going to break them,” Bain said. “The karmic resonance should travel all the way back across the Crucible to the originals and break them, too. Or at the very least, they’ll be so damaged they’ll need to be repaired or replaced, which will buy us even more time to get away.” 
 
    Will that work? Pasha cocked his head curiously. 
 
    “It should,” Bain confirmed, looking through the Aurum Lich’s memories. “Normal objects and individuals are usually unaffected by the effects of karmic synchronicity. But these Loci are embodiments of the very concept itself, and they exist within the Crucible, which revolves almost entirely on the principles of karma. I… sorry, buddy. You’re probably getting a headache from listening to me go on and on about this.” 
 
    I feel fine, Pasha bumped his nose into Bain’s knee. I just don’t really understand. But that’s alright. 
 
    “It is,” Bain agreed. He reached out and petted Pasha’s heavily muscled back gently. “Sit tight, buddy. We’ve still got quite a bit to do.” 
 
    Okay, Pasha said, stretching his clawed forelimbs. I’ll stay awake and alert. I won’t fall asleep, I promise. 
 
    Bain nodded and petted the psycanine again before returning his full focus to his work. The replicas were rapidly taking shape. Soon, they would be done, and Bain would hit each of them with a Disintegrating Glare spell, but before that… 
 
    He reached out beyond the Dungeon and toward the Karmic Core, and he immediately saw the karmic chains wrapped across its surface that held the World Ship in place. Bain commanded the Karmic Core to extend threads of energy from within its depths into those chains, and it responded readily. Through the Karmic Core, he made several adjustments to the patterns sustaining Veritas’s bindings, not to break them, as he couldn’t, but to sap and repurpose some of their power upon their dissolution. 
 
    By the time he returned his focus to the replicas, they were all but complete. The only aspect lacking in them was the Unraveler prisons incorporated within the originals. Bain took out the Viewing Crystal Max had given him. It carried the Apocalypse Knight’s discordant and chaotic energy signature. He tossed it to Pasha, who crushed it between his jaws, releasing the cosmic energy stored within the enchanted item. Bain seized the energy threads before they could dissipate and transmitted them through the Ocular Proxies beside him all the way to those overseeing the construction of the replicas. Then he bound the discordant energy into the black gemstone and the crystalline column. 
 
    Now I can attune some of the energy in them to an anti-Unraveler pattern, and everything else will fall in place, Bain thought. He commanded the Ocular Proxies above the replicas to apply the finishing touches, and they did. The replicas trembled once, and then they were still, hovering above a surface of broken concrete and ruptured asphalt. 
 
    They were done. 
 
    Bain sank to his knees. If he’d still needed to draw breath, he would have been gasping for it now. Exhaustion rolled in waves across his entire body and pounded at his mind. But though the channels and pathways throughout his flesh had become a little more worn and instable, he knew he had come through this experience and emerged stronger, at least in terms of manipulating and forging cosmic energy patterns. 
 
    It was then that he heard the click of bootheels against concrete behind him. Sera emerged into visibility twenty feet away. She’d made sure he heard her coming, and Bain didn’t know whether she did that as a courtesy or to display her utter confidence in her power. 
 
    Without even turning to face the Unraveler, he scanned her quickly with his CUI. 
 
      
 
    Unraveler: Sera Orulea 
 
    Class: Arcane Knight 
 
    Level: 99+ (115) 
 
    Spells/Effects currently active: UNKNOWN 
 
      
 
    I can see her actual Level now because I’ve closed the gap in power between us, he thought as he finally turned so that he could look her in the eye slits of her strange, avian-shaped mask. “Hello, Sera.” 
 
    “Hi, Bain,” she replied, in a cold and curt voice. “I had a hard time tracking you down. In fact, I wouldn’t have found you if you hadn’t pulled that latest stunt of yours. Karmic Replicas of objects carrying so much cosmic energy? You’ll draw every iota of the Crucible’s ire upon you.” 
 
    “I already have,” Bain said. “What do you think this is all about?” 
 
    “This is about you wasting your time and your potential with a futile and hollow gesture of defiance,” Sera said. “I’m sure that by now, many of your… Exoders have given their lives in this foolish caper of yours. I know for a fact that your actions caused the deaths of many of my comrades-in-arms.” 
 
    “They didn’t need to help you fight Ahura Sa,” Bain pointed out. “And you didn’t need to provoke him in the first place.” 
 
    “Enough, Bain,” Sera said. The Unraveler clenched her jaw and grunted irritably. “I’m not here to debate with you. I’m here to tell you what to do, so listen up. Abandon this futile notion of escaping the Crucible. Leave this vessel now and come with me. We can accomplish great things together. You’re wasted here.” 
 
    “I’d be wasted anywhere else,” Bain said. “Just in case you haven’t figured it out yet, I haven’t got much time. I’m going to spend it making sure those I care about get the hell out of the Crucible.” 
 
    Waves of cosmic energy emanated from Sera’s mask to wash over Bain for a moment. The Unraveler clicked her tongue disapprovingly. “I see you have incurred severe, permanent damage to your pathways due to the nature of your trespasses. That’s regrettable, but there are ways to fix that.” 
 
    If even Max and Nesura can’t help me, then Sera sure as hell cannot, Bain thought before breaking out into a bout of laughter. He shook his head when his mirth was spent. “No, to everything you said. I don’t want to leave. I want nothing to do with you. And I know that there’s no path to recovery for me, and even if there is one, I don’t want it if you’re doing the offering.” 
 
    “You leave me no choice then, Bain,” Sera said. A sword appeared in her hand. It blazed with a cold blue light. “If you won’t come with me of your own accord, I guess I’ll have to drag you along.” 
 
    “The hell you are. Pasha, scatter!” Bain cried before casting Absolute Obfuscation and sheathing himself in an energy field that defied all manner of detection. 
 
    By then, Sera had already closed the distance between them, and her blade was scything down upon his right leg. Warsight allowed him to pull his limb away in time so that Sera’s sword cleaved into the concrete instead of through his flesh. Her follow-up stroke was equally swift, a sideways cut that would have taken off his left leg at the knee if he hadn’t danced backward, staying a literal step ahead of the Unraveler only through the precognitive vision granted to him by his spell. 
 
    I’m not going to be able to keep this up for long, he thought, as he ducked beneath a spinning kick from Sera. I’ve got Warsight, and she can’t sense me, but she’s already almost hit me thrice. That’s how good she is.  
 
    Bain looked behind him briefly and saw that Pasha had followed his instructions and scampered off as he’d been instructed to do. The psycanine came to a skidding halt a few dozen feet away. Worry and fear brimmed from his mind over into the mental link they shared. 
 
    Ice-aligned cosmic energy gathered across the fingertips of Sera’s left hand. Bain threw himself into a desperate sideways roll, just barely getting clear of the crippling blizzard that blasted from the Unraveler’s palm and flash-froze the false concrete of the Dungeon’s floor. 
 
    Sera hissed in frustration and tapped the side of her mask. Cosmic energy radiated from her, only to wash uselessly against the effects of Bain’s Absolute Obfuscation spell. The Unraveler raised her hand. Spheres of lightning appeared in the air above her head. 
 
    A quick glance was all Bain needed to realize that as soon as those spheres hit the ground, they would unleash a wave of numbing, incapacitating electrical sparks that he had no hope of avoiding, Warsight or not. He cast Nullifying Gaze from the two Ocular Proxies that had been hovering next to him. Waves of cosmic energy blasted from the disembodied eyes to wash over Sera’s lightning spheres and slow their descent drastically, all but holding them aloft in midair. 
 
    The Unraveler lashed out with her blade repeatedly, but Bain had already crawled and scampered beyond her reach. She cut one of the Ocular Proxies in half and turned upon the other one. Before her blade could land home though, Bain looked at the ground beneath her feet and cast Veil Rift to draw upon Oomuka’s Shadow Gate spell. 
 
    Pools of darkness appeared beneath the Unraveler. She tried to hurl herself skyward in an attempt to leap clear of them, but a swarm of bladed limbs resembling a centipede’s legs poured forth from the portals generated by Shadow Gate. They wrapped themselves around Sera’s body and pulled her into the darkness. A shrill, feminine laugh echoed through the air. 
 
    Bain quickly ended his spell. A CUI notification appeared in the corner of his vision. 
 
      
 
    Veil Pact with Oomuka, Primordial Entity, has been terminated. 
 
    You have lost access to Shadow Gate. 
 
      
 
    And that’s that, he thought as he rose shakily to his feet. I hope. 
 
    Bain! Pasha cried, running to his side. Thanks to their mental link, Pasha could tell exactly where he was. Are you alright? 
 
    “Yeah, buddy.” Bain ruffled the hair between the psycanine’s ears. “I’m fine. And good job on getting clear. There was nothing you could have done against Sera.” 
 
    I can’t hear you, but I’m listening to your thoughts. Pasha responded before nodding. It was a human mannerism that the psycanine only ever performed in his War Form. I’m just glad you’re okay, Bain. 
 
    The replica Loci shuddered, then. Waves of errant cosmic energy crackled across their bulks. Karmic chains appeared from out of nowhere to wrap across their surfaces. Twenty silhouettes appeared in front of them, each of them carrying the discordant energy signature of an Unraveler. 
 
    This is the Loci’s next defensive measure, Bain realized as he read the patterns bound into the karmic chains. They’ve sent the Unravelers trapped inside them to me. This puts me in danger while also lessening the degree of synchronicity between them and the replicas. 
 
    He placed his hands on the ground and reached out to the Dungeon again. High-rise buildings sprouted from the surface, along with smaller structures, roads, and all the paraphernalia of an urban cityscape. Bain turned to Pasha. “Let’s get out of here before they notice us.” 
 
    The psycanine needed no further prompting. He grabbed Bain, threw him over his shoulder, and broke out into a frantic sprint away from the Unravelers, who were beginning to get to their feet and shake off the stupor of their confinement.   
 
    Bain hastened their retreat by reaching out to the Dungeon again and commanding it to transport the two of them directly to its Warden chamber. Asphalt roiled beneath Pasha’s feet. Space warped around them, and suddenly Bain found himself in a massive, windowless room with plain concrete walls. Huntsight told him quickly that he and Pasha were in a basement roughly fifty miles away from the replicas and the Unravelers. 
 
    Pasha put Bain down and looked around at their stark surroundings. We’re safe here? 
 
    “I don’t think so, buddy,” Bain told him as he turned Huntsight and Flowsight onto the Unravelers. Unlike the ones trapped in the Spire of Obsidian, these weren’t killing each other. Spikes of mind-aligned energy had been jammed into the main channels of their brains, focusing all their murderous intent on him. It was another defensive mechanism of the Loci. 
 
    As he watched, they fanned out in duos and trios in search of him. Bain scanned them swiftly with his CUI and realized to his dismay that the least of them was Level 99 and the strongest was Level 102. He was outnumbered and outclassed, but he had a Dungeon and all its tools at his disposal. He couldn’t attune it to the Level of the most powerful Unraveler, as he wouldn’t be able to control any of the monsters it generated. 
 
    I’ll have to occupy some of them with Level 80 monsters while I take out the others, Bain thought, sinking to one knee and placing his palm on the floor. But that’s a long shot. Any of them will tear through those monsters in a matter of moments. Maybe… 
 
    He reached out to the Dungeon again, this time as its Warden instead of its creator. An array of traps and possible monsters appeared in the forefront of his consciousness, ready to be unleashed upon the Unravelers. Bain chose all the Special Condition options and commanded them to materialize in front of him. 
 
    Pasha whined and backed away as four armored humanoids appeared in the Warden chamber. The tallest and most powerfully built among them took a step forward and flashed Bain a shit-eating grin he knew only too well. 
 
    “Hey, heng dai,” the Tommy-monster said, raising an armored hand in greeting. “What’s up?” 
 
    Bain fought down the tide of emotions that threatened to overwhelm him. He mirrored his brother’s grin. “I need you to help me kill some people, so let’s go, heng dai.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bain’s CUI identified the monster wearing Tommy’s face as a Black Dragon King. It had immense physical Parameters, far more than a standard Level 80 monster would have, and spells that allowed it to instantly summon hordes of lesser monsters to its side. 
 
    No… not it. I’ll have an easier time just calling this monster “Tommy”, Bain corrected himself, as he took a closer look at the incarnation of his foster brother. 
 
    Tommy was clad from collar to toe in black plate armor of an intricate design. Gold trim ran along the edges of the pauldrons and the spiked tips of the elbow and knee guards. A crown of dark steel sat on his brow, held in place by threads of cosmic energy, and a sword with a long, straight blade rested in his right fist. Tommy flashed Bain his signature grin, one that the real-life equivalent had once used to charm his allies and terrify his enemies all at once. 
 
    The next Special Condition monster he turned to had Richard’s face. The former triad administrator returned Bain’s regard impassively. According to a CUI scan, Richard was a Black Dragon Master, with fairly high Resilience and Resolve Parameters and spells that could empower and heal other monsters en-masse. He wore a long red coat that reached to his ankles and carried a glaive in his hands. 
 
    The third Special Condition monster was a muscle-bound brute whose features seemed to be some sort of crude amalgamation of Evan’s and Jared’s in life. Bain decided to just call him “Evan” while conducting a CUI scan. Evan was a Black Dragon Brute, a dedicated close-quarters bruiser with huge Strength and Resilience Parameters and, in comparison to Tommy, a relatively decent Swiftness Parameter. He had only a single passive spell that hardened his skin and enhanced his natural regeneration rate to the point where he would be able to regrow limbs and major internal organs in a matter of minutes. Evan’s considerable bulk was covered in gray plate armor adorned generously with spikes, and he wielded a warhammer in his left hand while twirling an oversized meat cleaver with his right. 
 
    Bain couldn’t help but flinch as he looked at the last Special Condition monster, because it wore Anthony’s face. The former patriarch of the Black Dragon Group was, fittingly enough, identified through a CUI scan as a Black Dragon Patriarch. There was a strong familial resemblance between Anthony and Tommy, but where the latter’s features carried a sense of wildness and aggression to them, the former’s were cast in calmness and deceptive mildness. Anthony wore plate armor that was as intricate as his son’s, and he wielded a curved, saber-like blade. As a Black Dragon Patriarch, he had well-rounded Parameters and possessed spells that could summon and empower other monsters as well. But he also had spells that could project bolts of energy laden with various types of elemental alignments. 
 
    Anthony took a step toward Bain. A gentle smile creased his lips. “It’s been a while, my boy.” 
 
    Hearing his foster-father’s voice nearly broke Bain, but he contented himself with a resolute nod and a quick handshake. He wasn’t surprised at seeing these phantasms from his childhood. After all, the Dungeon was attuned to the darkness roiling within his soul. He hadn’t thought to check its name until now, so when he did, he found that it was called the Lair of the Black Dragons. That, too, was completely unsurprising. 
 
    Pushing his racing ruminations to the back of his head, Bain summoned every Ocular Proxy he could, followed by an Infernal Herald, Frost Herald, and Earthen Herald. The summoned creatures were humanoid in aspect, though their bodies were made up of their respective elements. He also cast Veil Rift to bring a Bloom of Putrefaction into existence, before repeating the spell to evoke an array of floating swords called the Dancers of Desolation. They came from a Veil Spell called Desolate Troupe, one of the many he’d acquired from the Veil Pacts he’d formed under Misericorde’s watchful eyes. 
 
    Taking their cues from Bain, Tommy and Anthony summoned a veritable army of monsters, too. Most of them were Black Dragon Enforcers, faceless humanoids wearing street clothes and wielding cleavers, machetes, and sharpened crowbars. The rest were Black Dragon Killers, who were evidently a notch above their lesser kin, as they wore armor that somehow reminded Bain of a suit-and-tie combination, and they carried long, curved two-handed sabers with red tassels trailing from the pommels of their weapons. 
 
    Richard raised his glaive. Green light pulsed from the polearm to wash over the monsters, heightening their Parameters and granting them some minor resistance to physical damage. Anthony cast a similar set of spells, further empowering the lesser monsters, before turning to Bain and nodding. 
 
    Bain returned the nod. Then he commanded the Dungeon to take all of them to the fight. 
 
    His strategy was simple. He would target the lowest-Level Unravelers who’d broken off into pairs, first. These turned out to be an Archer and a Geomancer who’d made their way into a warehouse on their inevitable journey to the Warden Chamber. When Bain and his small army emerged at the far end of the building, just behind a row of steel storage racks, the two Unravelers were only halfway across its floor and facing the backdoor. 
 
    They detected Bain and the others, and the Archer immediately spun on his heel and began plucking on his bowstring. Arrows scythed through the steel rank and into the ranks of the Black Dragon Enforcers, felling them by the dozen, but Anthony simply summoned more, while Tommy led the charge, with a host of Black Dragon Killers at his back and Evan by his side. All this time, Richard swept his glaive back and forth, sending out waves of cosmic energy that made the monsters faster and stronger with each passing moment. 
 
    Bain turned every Ocular Proxy he had on the Geomancer and flooded her with the energy fields of six Nullifying Gaze spells that all but halted the flight of every boulder she conjured and tried to hurl. He cast Pyrokinetic Glare and Cyrokinetic Glare spells from the unoccupied Ocular Proxies, cascading heat and frost beams upon the Unraveler. At the same time, he blasted Concussive Glare spells from the eyes in his forehead, sending invisible hammers of force hurtling at his foe. 
 
    The Unraveler raised walls of warped concrete around herself and infused her barriers with so much cosmic energy that Bain’s spells bounced uselessly off of them. Even the Concussive Glare spells managed to inflict little more than a few minor cracks when they struck home. The Bloom of Putrefaction and the Dancers of Desolation fell upon the Unraveler then, with the elemental heralds following suit. 
 
    She sent an earthen spike directly into the central mass of the Bloom of Putrefaction, before willing her projectile to explode into a starburst of shredding shrapnel. Stone flakes scythed the summoned plant into pieces and demolished several of the Dancers of Desolation, reducing them to shards of broken and twisted metal that clattered noisily to the ground. 
 
    But the shrapnel didn’t travel much further than a five-foot radius away from the Unraveler, as they fell into the effects of the overlapping Nullifying Gaze energy fields, and their shredding flights turned into slow and lazy crawls through the air. She slammed her fist onto the ground and caused stone spikes to erupt from its surface to destroy the rest of the Dancers of Desolation. Then she conjured fists of rock to clap the Frost Herald and the Infernal Herald out of existence, before seizing control of the Earthen Herald and ripping it limb from limb. 
 
    Pasha hurled himself at the Unraveler, only to bounce off a wall of stone erupting from her feet. The psycanine yelped and dodged frantically out of the way from the flurry of earthen spikes she sent slicing toward him. 
 
    All this happened in the span of a half-second, but during this time, Bain had drawn a bead on her with Brotherhood. The enchanted pistol barked repeatedly as he fired from the hip, fanning the hammer as he did so. Six bullets struck the Unraveler. The first two fragmented upon an energy barrier radiating from one of the many enchanted items she carried on her person. The next three crashed into her armor and helm, denting the former and knocking the latter askew on her brow. The last one punched into her eye and blew her brains out from the back of her skull. 
 
    The Unraveler began to topple. Bain bathed her body in waves of carrion-aligned cosmic energy with Carrion Gaze spells cast from his Ocular Proxies, while he focused the Azraelain and cast Nightshade Infusion to reanimate the corpse just as it hit the ground. A heartbeat later, a Revenant crawled to its feet, its face and skull restored but its features frozen into a rictus of humiliated agony. 
 
    He glanced at the monsters to check on them and saw that every Black Dragon Enforcer and Black Dragon Killer had fallen. Tommy and Evan were on their knees, their torsos festooned with arrows, while Anthony and Richard fought a losing melee battle against the Archer who was slowly but surely slicing the two of them to pieces with the dagger in his fist. 
 
    Bain wasted no time in turning his newly acquired ally onto the Archer. Spikes of stone hurtled from the Revenant Geomancer’s outstretched hand to hammer into the Archer’s hip and shoulder, pounding the joints into dust. The Unraveler howled in agony, rounded on Bain, and hurled his dagger. The blade tumbled through the air and plunged unerringly into Bain’s chest, impaling his flesh where his heart used to be. 
 
    Brotherhood thundered, and the Archer sank to his knees and clutched at the hole in his throat, gasping for breath that would never come. He fell on his back and began drumming his heels against the floor. Bain caught Tommy’s eye, then. He nodded. The Black Dragon King hauled himself off his knees, walked over to the dying Unraveler, and stabbed him through the heart. 
 
    Richard began healing his fellow Black Dragons, while Tommy picked up the slain Unraveler and held the corpse out to Bain, who cast Carrion Gaze and Nightshade Infusion again. A moment later, another Revenant walked forward to stand beside its fellow, moaning softly in pain and horror. 
 
    Anthony summoned a fresh army of Black Dragon Enforcers and Black Dragon Killers, while Tommy and Evan stood patiently as Richard healed their wounds and restored the limbs they’d lost. By the time the monsters were done, Bain had called his elemental heralds back into existence again. He nodded to Pasha, who’d padded to his side. 
 
    “You alright, buddy?” he asked the psycanine, as he plucked the Unraveler’s dagger from his chest and handed it back to its now-undead owner.  
 
    I am, Pasha replied. Sorry I wasn’t much help, Bain. 
 
    “There’s nothing to be sorry about.” Bain leaned forward and pressed his brow against Pasha’s. “I know you’re doing your best. And you definitely helped. That Geomancer was armored from head to toe. I needed the time you bought me to figure out just where to shoot her.” 
 
    Pasha simply wagged his tail in response. 
 
    Bain took a moment to cast Carrion Gaze on himself to patch the hole in his chest before he turned to Anthony, who was wearing a bright smile on his face. 
 
    “You always had a way with animals, my boy,” the Black Dragon Patriarch said. “I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Bain whispered, suddenly grateful for the fact that he didn’t have tears anymore. His gaze fell on Tommy next. 
 
    “We’re good to go, heng dai,” the Black Dragon King said, before flashing his usual grin. “But that was a tough fight, wasn’t it? We almost didn’t make it.” 
 
    “It was, heng dai.” Bain glanced at the two Revenants. “But things will only get easier from this point on.” 
 
    And so it was. Bain ambushed the next pair of Revenants, a Warrior and an Assassin, in a parking lot. They put up a terrific fight, with the Warrior completely trampling the lesser monsters in the blink of an eye. He then proceeded to beat Tommy and Anthony to a pulp and hack Evan in half at the waist with a single sweep of his axe. The Archer Revenant managed to fill the Warrior’s skull with arrows before the Assassin appeared behind it, sliced it into ribbons with her curved swords, and vanished beneath her Cloak spell. 
 
    She reappeared next to Bain and hacked a blade into his shoulder, cutting him apart from collar to hip. He didn’t fall. Instead, he hit her at point-blank range with octo-cast Concussive Glare spells, tearing through her energy barriers, shredding her armor, and sending her staggering back with a bloodied nose. Pasha grabbed her from behind and managed to hold her still for a tenth of a second. 
 
    During this time, the Geomancer Revenant rammed a stone spike through her temples. The Assassin’s convulsions hurled Pasha aside, but Bain turned her corpse into a Revenant before it had the time to fall. 
 
    Richard healed Tommy and Anthony, and the two monsters rushed to Bain’s side. Tommy extricated the blade from Bain’s pelvis. Anthony and Pasha tenderly held the pieces of his torso together while he patched himself back up with Carrion Gaze. By then, Richard had managed to join the halves of Evan’s body together, and soon enough, a fresh army of Black Dragons had emerged. 
 
    I lost a Revenant, but I’ve got two now. It’s a net gain, I suppose, Bain thought, turning the Warrior into a Revenant as well. And the way things are going, I’ll keep gaining more and losing less. 
 
    Another ten minutes passed. During that time, Bain had killed all the Unravelers moving in pairs and ended up with a grand total of ten Revenants. He summoned the Bloom of Putrefaction and Dancers of Desolation again, but before he started his attack on the first trio, Tommy called out to him. 
 
    “Hey, heng dai, check your CUI if you can spare the time,” the monster said. “Something really cool has happened.” 
 
    “Alright,” Bain said, turning his focus inward and onto the CUI notification that had been flashing in the corner of his vision. 
 
      
 
    Level 99 attained! 
 
    Level 99 attainment bonus: +33 to all Parameters, +33% to cosmic energy reserves, +33% universal spell efficacy 
 
    Note: You have 19 Classless Levels. Assign them to your applicable Classes to realize your true potential. 
 
      
 
    He reread the notification, scarcely daring to believe his eyes. A moment passed, and then he released the needless breath he’d been holding. That’s not surprising, actually. After all, I did just kill eleven Unravelers who were all above Level 100. 
 
    “This means we’ve become stronger, too,” Richard said quietly. He waved his glaive over the army of Black Dragon Enforcers and Black Dragon Killers arrayed around them. “This has become a Level 99 Dungeon, and we’re all Level 99 monsters.” 
 
    “We should have no problem killing the rest of these bastards,” Evan said, growling viciously. “Let’s get to it.” 
 
    “Yeah, we really should,” Bain said, sweeping Huntsight and Flowsight across the Dungeon to locate the remaining Unravelers. There were three trios left, and one of them was minutes away from the Warden Chamber. The moment an Unraveler set foot into the Warden Chamber, the Dungeon would whisk Bain there to defend it. That would leave him without the element of surprise, which he’d had on his side in every battle he’d fought in the Lair of the Black Dragons. Worse, any surviving Unravelers might very well show up in the middle of the fight and overwhelm Bain. 
 
    Without further hesitation, he commanded the Dungeon to bring him to the first trio, who were striding down an empty highway. They comprised a Pyromancer, a Glass Smith, and an Illusionist. The latter filled the concrete expanse he was standing on with horrifying phantasms capable of stopping the heart of their beholders. But Bain didn’t have a heart, and Pasha knew well enough to close his eyes. All the Black Dragon Enforcers and Black Dragon Killers died instantly, and so did Evan, keeling over and crashing facedown upon the highway in a terrific clash of metal. 
 
    Tommy, Anthony, and Richard reeled back, and they would have perished too, if Bain hadn’t cast Malicious Gaze and turned the illusions back on the Unravelers. The Pyromancer shrieked in horror, clutched at his chest, and fell. The Glass Smith filled his hands with crystalline blades and charged, only to be intercepted by the Revenants, who promptly surrounded him and cut him down. 
 
    Pasha charged the Illusionist and punched him in the jaw. At Level 99, the psycanine now packed enough of a punch to knock the Unraveler off his feet. The Illusionist tried to stand up, only to have his torso perforated by the heat beams of deca-cast Pyrokinetic Glares from Bain’s Ocular Proxies, which were hovering overhead. 
 
    After reanimating the recently slain Unravelers and adding them to his undead army, he walked over to Evan’s disintegrating body. He could summon the monster again, but he chose not to. Instead, he knelt by the brutish Black Dragon’s head and closed his eyes with his hands. 
 
    The actual Evan had always been a jackass and a bully, but in some sick twisted sense, he was perhaps simply trying to toughen Bain up for the family’s sake. In any case, Evan was dead again, this time for good. 
 
    “Goodbye, man,” he said, as he got to his feet and saw Evan’s remains fall apart into flakes of black light. 
 
    With thirteen Revenants and the Black Dragons at his side, the next two Unraveler trios didn’t put up much of a fight. Bain killed them all and added their corpses to his command, but he also lost Richard in the process. An Aeromancer had completely incinerated the Black Dragon Master with a titanic bolt of lightning before Tommy tackled him and stabbed him repeatedly in the face, neck, and groin with a dagger. 
 
    Bain took a moment to think of the real Richard as he looked at the pile of ash marking the monster’s last stand. Richard had actually always treated him well. When Bain was very young, Richard had actually helped him with his homework on a few occasions. The Mountain Master of the Black Dragon Group had fancied himself as something of a mentor to Bain, and the day Bain left Anthony’s house, Richard had been visibly upset and gravely disappointed. 
 
    And then I killed his children and fed him to their reanimated corpses, Bain thought, sighing. For what it’s worth, I wished I didn’t have to do that, Richard. 
 
    “I don’t know if we’re done, heng dai,” Tommy said, pulling Bain from his ruminations. “But just in case we aren’t, you should know we don’t have anyone who can heal us anymore if you’re not bringing the Black Dragon Master back.” 
 
    “It’s your choice, my boy,” Anthony said. “It always was, as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    “I know,” Bain replied. “But I think we’re done here. I’ll finish up with the replicas and release the Dungeon. And then…” 
 
    Tommy and Anthony simply smiled at him. He returned their smiles and commanded the Dungeon to transport all of them to the replicas. 
 
    Bain found Sera waiting for him there, and she was pissed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Unraveler was in pretty bad shape. Her strange mask was gone, and a good chunk of hair and scalp had been clawed from the left side of her head. Blood flowed freely down her face. Numerous puncture wounds and lacerations covered her chest and abdomen, and she was missing the last two fingers of her left hand. 
 
    But she was still standing, and her sword was dripping with green iridescent ichor. Whatever undoubtedly titanic struggle she’d undergone against Oomuka, she’d obviously emerged the victor. Bain didn’t know if the Primordial Entity was still alive, and right now, he couldn’t care less. 
 
    As he watched, she took out a glowing blue sphere the size of a thumbnail from her belt pouch and popped it into her mouth. Proliferation-aligned cosmic energy suffused her body as she swallowed the enchanted consumable, and her injuries began to heal. 
 
    But she’s not going to be able to patch herself up fully, Bain realized, as he studied the energy patterns just beneath the Unraveler’s skin. She’s suffering from some kind of toxin or poison that partially suppresses any regenerative effects, even if they’re powered by cosmic energy. I’m not exactly sure how long that’s going to last, but she’s definitely not going to be at her best for at least another hour or so. 
 
    The Unraveler stood up straight and glared at Bain, but before she could say anything, he commanded the Revenants to attack her. At the same time, Anthony and Tommy pointed their blades at Sera, and the horde of Black Dragon Enforcers and Black Dragon Killers they’d summoned charged forward, their weapons raised in readiness to strike. 
 
    The monsters overtook the Revenants, who were refreshing their myriad spells and readying their weapons, and swarmed upon Sera. The Unraveler clicked her tongue in irritable disapproval and twirled her sword. 
 
    And then all the monsters were dead, cut down by Sera’s blade or blasted apart by the arcs of elemental energy that coruscated around her body. Anthony and Tommy confronted her then. The former was sent hurtling into the air, his viscera trailing from his opened abdomen. The latter was smashed to the side, everything below his left shoulder and a good portion of his ribcage reduced to a bloody pulp. 
 
    The Revenants were far more effective. An undead Warrior crashed his sword into Sera’s, halting her headlong charge toward Bain in its tracks. Pyromancers and Cyromancers hurled bolts of fire and ice from their palms to crash against the energy barrier the Unraveler was forced to project from her enchanted belt. A reanimated Assassin struck at Sera from the flank, and she had to back off, parrying and dodging all the while. 
 
    She pirouetted then, and her sword lanced into the chest of the Glass Smith attempting to stab her in the back. Shockwaves radiated from the length of her blade, ripping the impaled Revenant’s body into shreds. Sera thrust out her left hand. A wall of icy spikes swirled into existence to block the spear thrust of another undead Warrior. She clenched her fist, and the wall detonated, turning into a starburst of frozen shrapnel that cut down the Assassin and the Pyromancers and sent the Warriors reeling, their flesh torn and perforated in dozens of places. 
 
    Sera finished them both with deft strokes of her blade, before projecting beams of blue light from her weapon that punched into the torsos of four Revenants, snuffing out the flow of cosmic energy within their bodies entirely. They fell like puppets with their strings cut. 
 
    The Dancers of Desolation, freshly summoned for the third time by Bain, descended upon Sera from above. She hacked them all to pieces in the blink of an eye, but in doing so, allowed the third and last undead Warrior to land a glancing hit on her shoulder with his axe. Sera gasped in pain and backed off, trailing blood from her latest wound. The Warrior followed up with a sideways swipe in an attempt to disembowel her, only to be stabbed through the skull instead. 
 
    Sera withdrew her blade, but before she could bring it to bear once more, swirling maelstroms of ice conjured by the Cyromancers crashed into her energy barrier, cobwebbing cracks all across its surface. She clenched her jaw and growled. “Enough!” 
 
    The enchanted ring on her right hand unleashed an immense amount of cosmic energy and sent beams of golden light darting from the gemstone fitted into its settings. The beams scythed through the ranks of the remaining Revenants, dropping all of them in the span of a second. Sera fell to one knee, gasping for breath and shuddering with exhaustion. Her ring crumbled into dust. 
 
    Whatever bound spell she had in that enchanted ring took a lot out of her too, Bain thought, finally able to draw a bead on the Unraveler and begin unloading on her with Brotherhood. The pistol barked as it sent bullets ripping toward Sera. She cut every shot out of the air with her sword. 
 
    Bain had sent his Ocular Proxies overhead at the start of the fight. They began strafing the Unraveler with Pyrokinetic Glare and Cyrokinetic Glare spells. Not a single heat or frost beam even began to make the slightest dent on her energy barrier. Bain switched them over to Concussive Glare spells, crashing hammers of force down upon Sera. The Unraveler danced through their midst. Craters formed in the asphalt beneath her feet as the Concussive Glare spells missed their mark and vented their fury on the ground. 
 
    Pasha charged to intercept Sera. She backhanded him aside, breaking his ribs in the process and sending him tumbling head-over-heels. Bain considered burning a Disintegrating Glare spell then and there, but he wasn’t confident he could actually hit her with it. And even if his spell did manage to land home, it would atomize him too in such close quarters. 
 
    So he tried to shoot her with Brotherhood as she closed in, but Sera hacked off his right arm with a contemptuous flick of her blade. Her follow-up stroke would have probably cut him in half at the waist, but thanks to Warsight, he was just barely able to backpedal out of the way, so that her sword sliced nothing but air. 
 
    He raised his left hand and cast Malice Flame Burst from the golden eye on his palm. A tide of crimson-black fire roared into existence and poured over Sera. Her energy barrier crumbled beneath the searing heat, and ribbons of Malice Flame found their way to the Unraveler’s frame. They clung tightly to her and began devouring her flesh. 
 
    Sera howled in agony. She kicked out with her right foot, and though Bain saw the blow coming with Warsight, it was simply too fast for him to avoid. Her heel crunched into his knee, pulverizing the joint entirely and folding the limb over the wrong way. 
 
    Bain grunted as he fell. With only one hand, he couldn’t catch himself properly, so he struck the asphalt face-first. Sera’s blade scythed down to hack off his remaining arm before he could get up. He managed to just yank his neck sideways so that her next cut sliced into the ground instead of chopping his head off. The Unraveler tugged her weapon free immediately. Bain used the time she took in doing so to hit her with point-blank quadra-casts of Concussive Glare spells. 
 
    Sera dodged three of them, but the fourth one slammed into her chest. The crisp snap of breaking bone filled Bain’s ears. Blood misted from between the Unraveler’s lips as she was knocked off her feet and sent into a backwards tumble. Bain double-cast Veil Rift from the eyes beneath his brow and hit Sera with two Malignant Proliferation spells before she managed to arrest her momentum. 
 
    Boils and sores erupted over every inch of her exposed flesh, even as tongues of Malice Flame licked and burned their way across her body. Sera whispered a few words. Incredibly complex energy patterns spiraled out from her abdomen. Her rebelling flesh fell still, and the Malice Flame disappeared. By the time Bain had somehow managed to get up on his single remaining knee, she had consumed another of those blue spheres and begun healing her wounds. 
 
    “You’ve grown quite formidable, Bain,” Sera said. She twirled her blade again. A cold smile danced across her lips. “I knew you always had potential, but you’ve exceeded my wildest expectations.” 
 
    She’s still hurt, even more than just after her fight with Oomuka, Bain thought as he swept Flowsight over her body and noted the many ruptures and tears in her energy channels and pathways. He forced a mask of neutrality upon his features as he spoke. “That’s why you’re so insistent on bringing me with you? So I can put that potential of mine to your use?” 
 
    “It’s wasted here, anyway,” Sera said. “You Exoders are insignificant in the grand scheme of things. There are trillions upon trillions of Challengers within the Crucible. Do you think if it cares whether or not you lot escape?” 
 
    “It does. Otherwise, it wouldn’t be expending so much of its resources in stopping us,” Bain flicked his gaze past Sera’s shoulders and at the Loci replicas hovering in the air a few hundred feet behind her. “The cosmic energy needed to create the actual versions of those things could fuel thousands… no, hundreds of thousands more Crucible Challenges and Spatial Integrations. If we were so insignificant, it wouldn’t go so far. Our escape will resonate across the very fabric of the Crucible, loosening its controller’s hold over it.” 
 
    “So you manage to annoy the Cosmic Dominus briefly, and then what?” Sera snapped. “You go off somewhere into the cosmos and hopefully die of old age before whatever world you’ve settled on gets absorbed by the Crucible?” 
 
    “No, of course not. But you knew that already.” Bain turned the full force of Flowsight upon the Unraveler. “Stop playing coy with me, Sera… no. Whoever the real Sera was, she’s been gone a long time now. What I’m speaking with is wearing her face like a mask and her skin like a suit. You are the Architect of Fate.” 
 
    Sera blinked in surprise. She opened her mouth, but whatever denial she’d been trying to utter died on her lips. Instead, a cruel smile unfolded across her lips, and her eyes came alight with ancient, malicious cunning. “How did you know, child?” 
 
    “I can see karmic ties,” Bain said. “Mine are a tangled mess that I can barely make sense of, but now I can see they’re just part of a much bigger pattern that also includes Sera’s. The same applies to Oomuka, who has some kind of personal grudge not with Sera, but with you, I’d imagine.” 
 
    The Architect of Fate flicked her free hand downward in a gesture that encompassed the body she wore. “Oh, this? She was instrumental to my design, as was Oomuka, once upon a long time ago, but neither of them were as crucial as you are. No… were. Your role in my design is over, and so here I am, donning one of my most valuable puppet’s flesh to extricate you from it.” 
 
    “How is it over?” Bain asked. “The Exoders need to leave the Crucible to destabilize it enough for you to seize power, don’t they? They haven’t done so yet.” 
 
    “But they will, thanks to all the tools you’ve provided them with so that they can fend for themselves in your absence.” The creature known as the Architect of Fate tittered. She pointed over her shoulder at the replicas. “As I’d planned, you’ve subverted the karmic chains radiating from the Loci, so that the backlash from their destruction will propel you all the way into my Lair, where I alone hold sway. Once that happens, all the Exoders have to do is hold their course until they arrive at and then pass through the karmic breach I have so painstakingly fashioned over the passage of eons. And after that, I couldn’t care less about what happens to them… as long as you aren’t present.” 
 
    “Because if I am, you’ll have to contend with me for control over the Crucible,” Bain reasoned. “That’s why you tried to get me to go with you just now, as Sera.” 
 
    “You aren’t powerful enough for me to consider you a contender in any way, child,” the Architect said, twisting Sera’s features into a contemptuous sneer. “But you are a wildcard, to use the vernacular of your culture, one that I would prefer to not be in play while I am busy doing what must be done.” 
 
    “You mean killing the Cosmic Dominus and Max,” Bain said, forcing a grin onto his face and loading it with a sense of false confidence he didn’t feel. “Yeah, I can imagine you’ll have your work cut out for you.” 
 
    “I will indeed.” Irritation flickered over the Architect’s eyes. “Maximo Strident has been a thorn in my side for eons. His demise is long overdue. Once I control the Crucible, I will use it to put an end to him once and for all.” 
 
    “How are you going to do that?” Bain laughed. He would have slapped his knee if he still had hands. “The Cosmic Dominus has been trying to get him for who-knows how long, and he’s still going about his merry way, kicking the shit out of anything that pisses him off. You think you’re going to fare any better?” 
 
    “The Cosmic Dominus has indulged so deeply in the pleasures of the slaughter and carnage orchestrated by the Crucible that his mind has long been subsumed by its designs.” The Architect sneered. “He is bound by its rules, which require him to raise Challengers to Champions and send them ineffectually after Maximo Strident. I will be different. I will… hmm. There is no need for me to converse any further with you, child, nor explain my design. You have done well in furthering it, but now, it is time for you to come with me. I might still have further need of your talents… in perhaps ten thousand years, as you humans measure time.” 
 
    “The hell I will,” Bain said. “I’d rather kill myself.” 
 
    “How interesting.” The Architect tittered again. It was a shrill, unpleasant sound, laden with contempt and disgust. “You’d choose spiteful self-termination over continuing your existence, albeit in my eternal service? Very well. You have earned that indulgence from me, at the very least, even though I do begrudge the effort I’ve invested into this puppet to secure your retrieval. Go ahead, then. Kill yourself. Just for your peace of mind, after you do, I’ll break the replicas and send your World Ship racing toward its glorious destination.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Bain said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. He commanded the Ocular Proxies hovering above him to unleash Malice Flame Blast spells. A column of crimson-black flame descended upon him. The Architect simply sneered again and turned to the replicas. 
 
    But Bain didn’t burn up. The Malice Flame, when set upon its wielder or anyone bearing a similar energy signature, had restorative and empowering effects instead, though they were laden with fairly severe consequences when they wore off. Ribbons of crimson-black fire coalesced into a temporary replacement for his shattered knee. Hands of flame erupted from the stumps of his arms. 
 
    The Malice Flame Eye in his forehead hummed and pulsed. A CUI notification appeared in the corner of his vision. 
 
      
 
    Malice Flame Infusion is now active! 
 
    +999 Strength 
 
    +999 Swiftness 
 
    +0 Resilience 
 
    Amplification potency: +99% 
 
    All heightened Parameters enjoy a further +99% bonus 
 
    Duration: 99 seconds 
 
      
 
    Bain took a moment to revel in the sheer power coursing through his flesh. He’d never been very physically formidable compared to many other Challengers or Exoders, always having to rely on someone with a Prowess spell of some sort or summoned entities to run cover for him. 
 
    That wasn’t the case now. 
 
    He took a millisecond to dash over to his severed hand and pick Brotherhood up. Another millisecond saw him charging at the Architect’s turned back, while firing the pistol repeatedly. Brotherhood’s enchantment produced bullets that scaled with Bain’s Swiftness Parameter, which had now been stratospherically heightened, so they ripped across the asphalt field at hundreds of times the speed of sound toward the Architect of Fate. 
 
    She turned back immediately, surprise evident in her eyes. Her sword sliced every bullet out of the air before plunging into Bain’s neck as he closed to within melee range. A flick of her wrist would be all she needed to decapitate him, but before she could do that, he slugged her in the jaw. It was a clumsy punch, little better than a haymaker thrown by a drunken man, but it was fueled by the Malice Flame, so it traveled fast, and it hit hard. 
 
    An astonished yelp escaped the Architect’s lips as Bain’s knuckles pounded into her face. She reeled back, her eyes unfocused. She released her sword, leaving it stuck in Bain’s neck. He hit her again, this time with an uppercut. It was a poor imitation of what Tommy had once taught him to do, but it was enough to knock Sylan off her feet. 
 
    Before she could recover, Bain grabbed her by the scruff of her neck and hoisted her above his head. He then hurled her away, toward the pile of demolished Revenants, which had already begun to fall apart into dust. The Architect of Fate crashed down amongst the corpses, only to surge to her feet immediately, but before she could do anything else, Bain cast Mortis Blossom from every Ocular Proxy he had in play. 
 
    The remains of the Revenants exploded, turning into a column of scything debris and howling force. Bain followed up with repeated Concussive Glare spells from above, draining his reserves of cosmic energy as hammers of force pounded down upon the Architect of Fate, every impact raising tremendous clouds of dust. 
 
    Did I get her? he wondered, as he pulled the sword from his neck and let it clatter to the ground by his feet. 
 
    The Architect charged out from the swirling dust. The body she wore was ravaged, missing an arm and half of its skull. Bain managed to cast Veil Rift and hit her with another Malignant Proliferation spell, causing her flesh to rebel and begin twisting itself off her bones, but even that wasn’t enough to stop her. 
 
    “You impertinent fool!” she howled, drawing back her fist in readiness to punch Bain’s head clean off his shoulders. Warsight told him that there was no way in hell he could avoid the blow. Still, he raised his fiery hands to block, though he knew that they would be demolished alongside his skull. 
 
    But the Architect’s punch never landed. She grunted in frustration at the two monsters grabbing her by the waist. Anthony and Tommy were still badly hurt, but they hadn’t died yet, and they’d made their way back to the fight. Their broken bodies were wreathed in an aura of black flames, an effect of the Black Dragon Roar spell they’d cast on themselves. It heightened their physical Parameters tenfold for a short amount of time, but once its duration faded, it would cause Anthony and Tommy to explode and tear everything around them apart in a vortex of fiery destruction. The Architect tried to shrug them off, but she couldn’t dislodge them, at least not for a while. 
 
    “See you later, heng dai,” Tommy said. He winked. “This was fun.” 
 
    “Goodbye, my boy,” Anthony said. He smiled fondly. “It was good to see you again.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bain whispered. “Goodbye, you two.” 
 
    “I’ll kill the Exoders!” the Architect raged. “Once I’ve seized the Crucible, they will be the first ones I hunt down and annihilate! You will—“ 
 
    Whatever she’d been about to say cut off in a breathless grunt as Anthony and Tommy forced her off her feet and began hauling her in the direction of the Loci replicas. The two monsters moved at a blistering pace, and within seconds, they’d arrived at their destination and pinned the creature wearing Sera’s flesh against the surface of the black gemstone. 
 
    The Architect of Fate tore off Anthony’s head with her remaining hand. The monster fell to her feet, limp and lifeless. She then punched her fist through Tommy’s chest, pulverizing his heart. He grinned and wrapped his single arm around hers, locking her in place. 
 
    And then he exploded. 
 
    The detonation drove the Architect of Fate into the gemstone, causing cracks to cobweb across its surface. She managed to scream once before her body was engulfed in a column of black fire. 
 
    She’s still not done yet. There’s only one way to finish this, Bain thought. As the fiery limbs of the Malice Flame infusion disappeared, he directed his Ocular Proxies to cast Carrion Gaze and bathe his body in waves of carrion-aligned cosmic energy. New corpse-gray hands emerged from the stumps of his arms to replace the ones he’d lost. His shattered knee mended itself. 
 
    The flames from Tommy’s explosion died away, revealing the Architect, who’d fallen to her knees in front of the crumbling black gemstone. Her ribcage had been torn open, and Bain could see the faint pulsing of her organs within her torso. As she raised her head and met his gaze, he realized that the Architect of Fate had abandoned her puppet and he was now looking at the real Sera, whoever she was. Her lips moved. 
 
    Thank you, she seemed to say. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Bain replied, before casting Disintegrating Glare and lancing a fission beam through her chest, the black gemstone, and the bright crystal. 
 
    They disappeared in a flash of intense light, and a mushroom cloud emerged where they’d been. 
 
    Bain closed his eyes before the shockwave of the explosion caught him and sent him hurtling into the air. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bain? Bain? Are you okay? Pasha’s voice chimed into his mind. A moist nose pressed itself against his cheek. A soft paw padded onto his chest. Bain? Please get up. I’m scared. I can’t heal you. 
 
    “I’m alright, buddy,” Bain managed to croak as he forced his eyes open and looked down at the wreckage of his body. He quickly realized that the shockwave of the explosion arising from his Disintegrating Glare spell had hurled him a couple hundred feet away, and the impact of his landing had shattered his legs, his spine, a good portion of his ribcage, but thankfully not his skull. He blinked at the psycanine who was crouched next to him. “What about you? Were you badly hurt?” 
 
    I’ve healed myself, Bain. Pasha sniffed. He’d gone back to his small, fuzzy form, and his eyes were awash in tears. But I can’t… 
 
    “I know, I know,” Bain said in as soothing a voice as he could. “My body isn’t the same as the others’ anymore, so that’s why you can’t heal me. But don’t worry. I can heal myself.” 
 
    Two Ocular Proxies blinked into existence in the air overhead as he cast Proxysight. He then cast Carrion Gaze through them, showering the wreckage of his body in carrion-aligned cosmic energy. The fragments of his shattered bones started fusing together, and within moments, he was on his feet once more. Bain picked Pasha up in his arms and cradled the psycanine against his chest for a few moments. 
 
    “How long was I out, do you know?” he asked, when Pasha had calmed down. 
 
    Not sure, the psycanine replied. Few minutes, maybe? 
 
    A quick glance at his CUI confirmed Pasha’s guess. Bain smiled, stroked the psycanine between his ears once more, and set him down on the ground. He then activated Huntsight and turned it in the direction of where the Loci replicas had been. 
 
    All he saw was a flattened wasteland, crackling with radiation. Nothing remained of the replicas or Sera. Just to be sure, Bain swept the entire Dungeon with Flowsight as well, and he quickly learned that no one had passed through its entrance since the Unraveler’s initial entrance. She was dead, atomized by his Disintegrating Glare spell. 
 
    Bain double-cast Farsight next to check on the actual Synchronization Loci. They were gone, leaving vortexes of errant energy trails in the wake of their destruction. This meant that the karmic chains they’d tied around Veritas were broken, too. A quick tweak of one of his Farsight spells turned his vision onto the World Ship, and he grunted triumphantly at what he saw. 
 
    Veritas was streaking through the Crucible a hundred times more quickly than it had been. Bain’s trick of subverting the Loci’s karmic chains to slingshot the World Ship had paid off, after all. The Exoders would arrive at the Architect’s Lair within hours. 
 
    Bain felt a chill run down his spine at the thought. He’d already been resigned to making an adversary of the Architect of Fate, but now he’d actually fought against and killed one of her puppets. Their enmity had been concretized, and he would have to face her in the depths of her Lair, and with Max and Sava bogged down by Isilith, he would have to do so alone. 
 
    I’ll figure it out, he thought. But right now, the Crucible won’t be able to send anymore Raids until it builds at least one new Synchronization Locus, and that’s going to take it a day or two, if not… 
 
    Bain groaned as he spotted a karmic thread trailing behind Veritas. He didn’t need to examine it any further to know that it originated from one of the many Spatial Integrations within the Crucible, where a freshly built Synchronization Locus stood. The thread is too faint for me to trace, so I can’t attune the Adventurer Structure to wherever this new Locus is and do my replica trick again. I’ll need Max to tell me where it actually is in the Crucible, and he’s not available right now. 
 
    Still, things weren’t all bad, he reasoned. With but one Synchronization Locus in play, Raids would occur only once a week or so, by his estimation. That was well within what the Exoders could cope with, he hoped. Also, once we actually enter the Architect’s Lair, the energy patterns inside will further disrupt the Locus’s connection. The same will apply to any more Loci the Crucible creates, too. Unless the Architect deliberately does something to change that… 
 
    Shaking his head, he turned his attention to the many CUI notifications he had lined up. 
 
      
 
    Malice Flame Infusion backlash in effect 
 
    -60% to Strength, Swiftness, and Resilience Parameters for 24 hours 
 
    -10% spell efficacy and potency for 24 hours 
 
    -20% cosmic energy replenishment rate for 24 hours 
 
    Unable to wield the Malice Flame in any way for 72 hours 
 
      
 
    It’s not good, but it could be much worse, I suppose, Bain thought, as he rubbed the edges of the Malice Flame Eye in his forehead. Thanks, Ahura Sa. For what it’s worth, I’ve avenged you. 
 
      
 
    Disintegrating Glare backlash in effect 
 
    -100% cosmic energy replenishment for 1 hour 
 
    Unable to receive the effects of any benign or beneficial spells during this time 
 
      
 
    I guess Carrion Gaze isn’t technically a beneficial spell. It only benefits my body because it’s undead, Bain reasoned, wincing. That’s a loophole in how spells work, but at this point, I really shouldn’t be surprised that things like this exist. 
 
      
 
    Veil Pact with Misericorde, Primordial Entity, has been terminated. 
 
    Misericorde has been consumed by the Crucible. 
 
    You have lost access to Malignant Proliferation, Fleshplague Spike, and Fleshplague Reap. 
 
      
 
    Veil Pact with Rot Eater, Primordial Entity, has been terminated. 
 
    Rot Eater has been consumed by the Crucible. 
 
    You have lost access to Stream of Putrefaction and Bloom of Putrefaction. 
 
      
 
    Veil Pact with Drazenthar, Primoridal Entity, has been terminated 
 
    Drazenthar has been consumed by the Crucible. 
 
    You have lost access to Desolate Troupe. 
 
      
 
    Damn it. I don’t think I’ve even used Stream of Putrefaction once. Bain sighed in frustration. He wasn’t surprised about Misericorde and Rot Eater, as the two Primordial Entities had been on the verge of being taken by the Crucible. The fact that Drazenthar was gone as well was unexpected, as the Choirmaster of the Desolate Troupe had only had twenty-percent or so Crucible acquisition. Maybe the Crucible is bending the rules a bit when it comes to me. Any Primordial Entity whose spells I call upon get flooded with cosmic energy right away and absorbed into the Crucible. This means that I can expect a lot more of them knocking on my door now, but I can’t count on being able to use any spell I get from them more than a few times. 
 
    Right on cue, violet light began to press in on the corner of his vision. He pushed it back irritably, and to his slight surprise, the Primordial Entities clamoring for his attention backed off right away. Perhaps they didn’t want to offend him, for fear of missing out on an opportunity to feast on cosmic energy. 
 
    Or maybe he was just simply powerful enough to tell them to shove it now. Bain shrugged and moved on to the next CUI notification, hoping it didn’t carry bad news. 
 
      
 
    Legend attained! 
 
      
 
    Piece-by-Piece: Be dismembered repeatedly and survive the process 
 
    +10% universal damage reduction 
 
    +55% natural regeneration rate 
 
      
 
    Bain blinked in surprise at the notification. Legends were minor perks and rewards the Crucible bestowed upon Challengers for very specific feats they’d performed. Veritas’s Karmic Core did the same for Exoders. He knew that Torgar and Yelena had already racked up quite a few for their exploits on Liberation Quests and Dungeon-runs. 
 
    One of the Paladin’s Legends was called Master of the Flaming Blade, which she’d attained by killing a certain number of monsters with her burning sword. Torgar also had one called Iron Skull, which he’d gotten by surviving repeated heavy blows to his head. Bain reread the description of his Legend and chuckled at its morbid requirements. It was the first one he’d ever gotten, and though it seemed underwhelming in comparison to the myriad of spells he could cast, he figured that every little bit helped. 
 
    I don’t know if anyone else on Veritas has gotten something similar, he thought, as he continued on to the next CUI notification. 
 
      
 
    Level 105 attained! 
 
    Level 100 transcendence bonus: +66 to all Parameters, +66% to cosmic energy reserves, +66% universal spell efficacy 
 
    Supreme Class unlocked. You may only progress in this Class option with the Levels you’ve attained above Level 100. 
 
    You have 25 Classless Levels. Assign them to your applicable Classes to realize your true potential. 
 
    Available Levels for progression in Supreme Class: 5 
 
      
 
    Bain couldn’t help but stare in astonishment at the CUI notification. He’d expected to go up in Level. After all, he’d killed Sera, an Unraveler with many, many Levels over him. But he didn’t think he’d unlock more Classes for him to progress in. He checked his CUI eagerly. 
 
      
 
    Supreme Class option: 
 
    Ocular Sage: All Ocularist spells gain +10% resistance penetration, +10% range, +10% universal spell efficacy and potency, and +10% casting speed per Level 
 
      
 
    New spells: 
 
    Zeroing Glare 
 
    Infinite range, strips all beneficial spell effects from a single target of similar or lower Level for 2 seconds, 1-minute cool-down, cannot be blocked or resisted in any way. Extreme cosmic energy consumption. 
 
      
 
    Silencing Gaze 
 
    Projects a cone from any ocular aperture up to 1000 feet away for 10 seconds. No spell of similar or lower Level can be cast within this cone. All spells already in effect will remain so for their respective durations. This spell cannot be blocked or resisted in any way. 10-minute cool-down. Extreme cosmic energy consumption. 
 
      
 
    Tutelary Gaze 
 
    Instantly adapts a single spell cast by another entity within eyeshot into an Ocularist spell. 1-hour cool-down. Extreme cosmic energy consumption. 
 
      
 
    That’s a no-brainer. I’m going to put every Level I can into this Supreme Class, of course, Bain thought, as he willed his CUI to proceed accordingly. 
 
      
 
    You have progressed 5 Levels in the Ocular Sage Supreme Class. 
 
      
 
    Bain proceeded to distribute the rest of his Levels, and when he was done, he checked his CUI again. 
 
      
 
    Class Ocularist 
 
    Level: 60 
 
    Evolutions 
 
    Elder Beholder Level 16 
 
    Greater Farseer Level 6 
 
    True Death Gazer Level 15 
 
    True Inferno Gazer Level 8 
 
    True Frost Gazer Level 7 
 
    True Earthen Gazer Level 6 
 
    True Life Gazer Level 2 
 
    Specialist Classes 
 
    Veil Seer Level 10 
 
    Veil Hierophant Level 10 
 
    Necro Forger Level 10 
 
    Necro Phage Level 10 
 
    Supreme Class 
 
    Ocular Sage Level 5 
 
    Effective Level: 105 
 
      
 
    I don’t think I’ll need to progress any further in my Evolved Classes, now that I’ve got this Supreme Class, he thought. Every Level from here on out will go into the Ocular Sage Class, unless I unlock something even better than that. 
 
    Pasha pawed at his shin, then. The psycanine had retrieved Brotherhood and Sera’s sword, of all things, and placed them at his feet. I thought you might want these, Bain. 
 
    “I do,” Bain said, leaning down to pet Pasha on the head. “Thank you so much.” 
 
    You’re welcome! Pasha wagged his tail happily. 
 
    Bain slipped his pistol back into his holster and picked up the Unraveler’s weapon. He scanned it with his CUI. 
 
      
 
    Infinitum Edge 
 
    Enchanted sword +115 (Legendary) 
 
    ERROR: YOU CANNOT USE THIS WEAPON 
 
    NO FURTHER INFO AVAILABLE 
 
      
 
    Well, that’s disappointing, but maybe Uvol Yenn can break it down and turn it into something useable for say, Yelena, he thought, before putting the sword away into his extra-dimensional storage pouch. 
 
    Can we go now, Bain? Pasha yawned and looked up at him with weary eyes. I’m tired. 
 
    “Of course, buddy,” Bain said. “Sorry for taking so long. I just wanted to sort through a few things.” 
 
    He willed the Dungeon to dissolve, then. As entities carrying cosmic energy had died in its depths, it yielded a Bounty Reward to him. Bain quickly chose the Armament Option, and to his surprise, a CUI notification appeared instead. 
 
      
 
    Chimera is too weak to serve you properly. Would you like to trade it and everything it is holding for a potent weapon? 
 
      
 
    I might as well, Bain decided. The elemental items Chimera has been carrying are rather irrelevant now. 
 
    The staff emerged from his extra-dimensional storage pouch, before breaking apart into motes of white light. A moment later, there was another staff floating in the air where it had been. It was golden in color, and near its tip, it spread out into a pair of flared wings, with a crimson crystal sitting in the middle. 
 
    Bain grabbed it eagerly and marveled at the power it carried within its length. 
 
      
 
    Dragon Sage Staff 
 
    Enchanted staff +99 (Legendary) 
 
    +99 to Resolve Parameter on equip 
 
    +99% to Resolve Parameter on equip 
 
    +99% casting speed on equip 
 
    +9% spell resistance and barrier penetration 
 
    Dancing (can be commanded to hover next to wielder, counts as being equipped while doing so) 
 
    Spells focused through Dragon Sage Staff will benefit from a 99% spell efficacy and spell potency bonus 
 
      
 
    Alright. This will definitely come in handy. Bain turned to Pasha as the Dungeon fell apart around him, leaving the both of them back aboard Veritas. “Let’s go find the others, if they’re available.” 
 
    Okay, Pasha agreed. By others, you just mean Yelena, right? That’s good. I want to see her, too. 
 
    Bain chuckled and commanded the World Ship to bring them both to the bridge, where the Paladin was talking quietly with her father. 
 
    Yelena and Trasynthus flinched in surprise at his sudden appearance, but their alarm faded quickly when they registered what had happened. 
 
    “The Attunement Sensor Structure says that we don’t have any Raids on the horizon for at least eight days. That means you were successful, Bain. Congratulations,” the Swordmaster said, clasping hands with Bain and pretending not to notice the chill radiating from his flesh. He continued speaking as he gestured to one of the many screens on the bridge. “Veritas picked up speed suddenly a short time ago, and now our charts are saying that we’ll arrive at our destination far ahead of schedule. I presume that was your doing?” 
 
    “Yeah, I used the karmic chains to…,” Bain said, before noticing the looks of awe and astonishment on the faces of all the Exoders on the bridge. He coughed awkwardly into his fist. “Never mind that. Anyway, you’re right. Veritas will bring us to the Architect’s Lair in a few hours’ time. I should have warned you beforehand, because we need to get ready for a fight when we arrive.” 
 
    “I can muster our forces effectively within the span of ten minutes if I have to, though I wouldn’t turn down a few hours of preparation time,” Trasynthus said. A worried frown creased his features. “You expect to find battle at the Architect’s Lair?” 
 
    “I do.” Bain grimaced, before launching into a quick retelling of what happened in the Lair of the Black Dragons. During this time, Yelena cradled Pasha in her arms, while the psycanaine leaned his head against her chest and went to sleep. 
 
    “So now we have to contend with the Architect of Fate herself,” Trasynthus said, as Bain wound up his story. “I do not know what manner of foe she is, save that her power is unparalleled, beyond anything we’ve ever encountered before… excepting Maximo Strident.” 
 
    “I think Max will do what he can to help us, but we can’t count on him, especially not when he and Sava are so tied up with Isilith,” Bain said. He waved at a nearby terminal, and the screen above it warped and expanded to twice its size. Veritas appeared on its surface. “I’ll try to see if I can squeeze in a Structure that makes it more difficult for the Architect to detect or mess with us while we’re traveling through her lair. I don’t think that’s very likely, so failing that, once we actually arrive there, I can probably look ahead and chart a course through the sections of her domain that overlap closely with Spatial Integrations. Those would be the entrances to and from her Lair. We can pop out of her Lair and take a breather from her bullshit in those spots.” 
 
    “I’m afraid things won’t be so simple,” Trasynthus said, his worried frown deepening. “Would it be accurate to say that whenever we emerge into a Spatial Integration, we might actually find ourselves under attack from any Challengers who might be present?” 
 
    “Yes.” Bain nodded. “They won’t need Raids to strike at us, since we’ll actually be close enough for them to physically get to us. That was why I didn’t want to use the Lair entrance in our Spatial Integration when we first set off, because we might have found an army of Challengers waiting for us there. But now…” 
 
    “We’ll be ready to repel our foes,” Yelena finished for him. The Paladin’s features were bright and resolute. “Nothing can stop us now that we’ve come so far. We will finish the Exodus. We will attain our freedom.” 
 
    “Yeah, we will,” Bain said, feeling heartened by Yelena’s words. A quick glance around the bridge showed that every Exoder present was similarly uplifted. He wondered if it were the effect of some spell she’d cast or simply her natural charisma shining through. “As for the Architect of Fate, leave her to me. I’ve tangled with her once already. I’ve got a few ideas on how to throw her off until we get to the breach.” 
 
    “If I understand things correctly, she wants us to leave, doesn’t she?” Trasynthus rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “Why would she try to prevent our passage, then?” 
 
    “She won’t prevent our passage, but she wants to make sure that everyone on Veritas dies after it breaks free of the Crucible, remember?” Bain pointed out. “She could leave behind dormant monsters in the World Ship that awaken once you’re on your way to your new homes. Or she could puppeteer some Exoders and use them to wreak havoc. Basically, her reach extends beyond the Crucible, or she would never have been able to set everything up the way she has.” 
 
    “What…” Yelena took a deep breath to compose herself. She’d obviously caught on to the subtext of what Bain had been saying. “You believe that your birth, your life, and the choices you’ve made along the way are all part of her design?” 
 
    “I began suspecting that was the case a while ago, but after actually speaking with her, I now know for sure it is,” Bain said, trying and failing to keep the bitterness from his voice. “Let’s see. A veterinarian, specializing in treating optical disorders, with one hell of a family background that allowed me to survive the first Phase of the Crucible Challenge even with my lousy Ocularist Class. And then, there’s the Aurum Lich, who so conveniently reached out to me and whose memories are so conveniently compatible with my consciousness. If I had to guess, the Architect of Fate tailored my bloodline over generations, before shaping the circumstances of my life.” 
 
    “And the rest of us are just caught up in your karmic stream,” Trasynthus said, sighing. “It is a terrifying thought, but all the more so for you, Bain. For what it’s worth, you have my sympathy. No soul could possibly bear the burden you do without breaking.” 
 
    “Ah, you see? That might be thanks to the Architect as well.” Bain closed his eyes briefly and took a deep breath he didn’t need to compose himself. “It’s alright. The only thing that matters to me right now is the Exodus. I’ll be satisfied as long as the Exoders attain their freedom.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bain opened his eyes to the blaring of alarms. The last thing he remembered was sitting down on the captain’s throne. He must have dozed off shortly after, and now, he’d awoken to a clamor of sirens and chorus of frantic voices. 
 
    “Unidentified vessel detected!” a human bridge crewman reported. He was one of a dozen who had been stationed at the terminals directly in front of the captain’s throne. “It’s dead ahead, right in our current course!” 
 
    “All noncombatants seek refuge now!” an Esarthu crewwoman barked into a speaker protruding from the terminals at Yelena’s workstation. “Proceed to your assigned shelter zones as quickly as you can!” 
 
    “Cohorts three-fifty-nine through four-thirteen, proceed to mustering hall three,” Gareesa said calmly into another speaker at Trasynthus’s station. She danced her fingers across the keys of a control panel, and several sections of the image of Veritas upon a nearby screen flashed with glowing numbers. “All other Cohorts proceed to mustering hall two and get ready for rapid redeployment. Reserve forces, make your way to mustering hall one and await my arrival. Gareesa, out.” 
 
    The Venomancer turned to Trasynthus, who was standing stoically amidst the chaos. She saluted him smartly, received a similar gesture in turn, and began striding toward the Pathway Structure in the back of the bridge. Several other Esarthu and Deskari trailed her. 
 
    Out of curiosity, Bain quickly turned Huntsight and Flowsight upon the aforementioned locations highlighted in Gareesa’s screens. Mustering hall one, it turned out, had Pathway Structures leading to the other two mustering halls. Mustering hall three was closer to the upper and outer chambers of the World Ship, where Challengers on Raids were most likely to arrive. Mustering hall two had Pathway Structures leading to all the vestigial sections of Veritas. 
 
    Ah, I think I get it, he thought. The Exoders in hall two can be sent quickly all over the World Ship. That was what Gareesa meant by rapid redeployment. Mustering hall one will have the hard-hitters and powerhouses to take on the most powerful Challengers, while mustering hall three is where the reserves are. 
 
    Ikaru, Yelena, and Torgar emerged from the bridge’s Pathway Structure, then. They ran to Bain’s side. 
 
    “My standing orders are for them to be in your Cohort whenever you’re around, Bain,” Trasynthus explained, looking over from his station. “They’ve fought the longest alongside you, after all.” 
 
    “I see,” Bain said, grinning at the Rune Smith and the Esarthu siblings. He accepted the Cohort bond Ikaru extended to him. “Let’s find out exactly what’s going on here first before we go running anywhere.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, we’ll deal with it,” Ikaru said, cracking his knuckles. The Crystalline Lancer’s confident grin faltered then, as a silhouette began to coalesce into visibility on many of the screens attuned to the World Ship’s sensors. He licked his lips nervously and pointed at it. “Is that what I think it is?” 
 
    “It is,” Bain said, looking closely at the image of the cosmic vessel on the screens. It was sleek and reminded him of a modern fighter plane, though roughly a hundred times in size, going by the readouts of Veritas’s sensors. It was also made up entirely of bright, scintillating crystals. “That’s an Esarthu ship, if I had to guess, one of the many from Isilith’s fleet. This means that the Crucible Champion that got past Max has also overtaken us and is now directly in our path.” 
 
    “Execute deep scans of the enemy vessel with every sensor we have, now,” Trasynthus barked. “Display all available information on screens forty-seven through sixty-two.” 
 
    Cries of acknowledgement rang out among the bridge crew, but before any of them could carry out their orders, Bain pushed as much cosmic energy as he could into Huntsight and Flowsight and cast them outward, into the swirling madness of the Crucible’s depths. He spotted the Crucible Champion’s vessel with his own vision almost immediately, and he scanned it with his CUI, before placing his hand on a nearby control panel and linking his consciousness to Veritas. 
 
    Words scrolled across one of the larger screens. 
 
      
 
    Crucible Champion: Urtek Porrar’zar Uzaruth 
 
    Class: Swarm Lord 
 
    Level: 89 
 
    Species: Alogak (Swarm) 
 
    Spells/Effects currently active: 
 
    Swarm Incarnation Lv. 89 (passive, cannot be dispelled) 
 
      
 
    “Urtek?” Torgar yelled, his eyes wide with incredulity. “He’s become a Crucible Champion? But how? The last time we saw him…” 
 
    “…could have been decades, maybe even centuries ago by his reckoning,” Ikaru finished for the Rune Smith. “Remember how time passes differently on the Crucible? A lot could have happened since we parted ways, enough to change his Class and also turn him against us.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, having to confront a former ally is disheartening, to say the least.” Yelena sighed and shook her head. She gripped the hilt of her sheathed sword tightly. “But we will do what we must.” 
 
    “We will,” Bain agreed. He conducted another CUI scan, and more information appeared across the screen. 
 
      
 
    Honor Guard: Feyvra Ikarth 
 
    Level: 55 
 
    Class: War Scion 
 
    Species: Esarthu (Glade) 
 
    Patron: Isilith the Peerless 
 
    Spells/Effects currently active: 
 
    Prowess Lv. 55 (NO FURTHER INFO AVAILABLE) 
 
    Elemental Conjunction Lv. 55 (NO FURTHER INFO AVAILABLE) 
 
      
 
    “He’s not alone,” Bain said, as he swept Huntsight and Flowsight over the vessel, conducting repeated CUI scans as he did so. “There are at least a hundred other entities with Urtek. They are not Challengers. Their energy signatures are entirely different, and they’re not tied to the Crucible, either.” 
 
    “Honor Guards are individuals among the open cosmos who’ve been chosen to serve Crucible Champions,” Trasynthus said, furrowing his brow in worry. “They live and die by the whims of their Patronizing Champion. It appears to me that Isilith has sent a small portion of his retinue alongside Urtek, either to assist him in our destruction or to keep him in line.” 
 
    “Keep him in line?” Torgar echoed, before scratching at his beard furiously. “So you’re saying that we might be able to bring Urtek back to our side again?” 
 
    “Even if he’s open to the idea… which I doubt he is, he cannot defy the Crucible,” Bain said. “Crucible Champions have very little leeway when it comes to doing the Crucible’s bidding… though I suppose they have a lot of autonomy when it comes down to how they follow their orders.” 
 
    “That’s not important right now,” Ikaru said. “He overtook us, right? So he could have attacked us from behind, but instead, he decided to put his ship directly in our way. What exactly is he trying to do?” 
 
    “Our sensors are picking up huge energy spikes from the enemy vessel!” the human crewman cried. “They’re discharging weapons at us!” 
 
    “Evasive maneuvers, now!” Trasynthus barked. The crew responsible for piloting Veritas began working feverishly on their control panels, and the World Ship began to yawn sideways. 
 
    It’s hopeless, Bain thought, as he beheld the swirling orb of white fire that had emerged from somewhere around the upper sections of Urtek’s ship. It roared through the void in Veritas’s direction, and the cumbersome World Ship had no chance of avoiding the projectile. 
 
    Thankfully, Veritas didn’t have to. The blazing orb burned past the yawning World Ship, missing it by close enough to warp and melt the surface of the hull on the upper sectors. 
 
    “Superficial damage incurred!” a crewwoman cried, reading out from her terminal. She looked over her shoulder at Bain and Trasynthus. “But if that had struck us squarely…” 
 
    “We would have been done for,” Yelena said. “Was that a warning shot? But why?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter why!” Ikaru turned to Torgar, and the two exchanged a knowing look. “We’ve got to take the fight to them!” 
 
    “You’re right!” the Rune Smith cried. He grabbed Bain and Yelena by their wrists and began pulling them to the bridge’s Pathway Structure. “Come with me, you two! Let’s go teach that turncoat Alogak scum a lesson!” 
 
    Pasha, who’d woken up a while ago, jumped into the crook of Yelena’s free elbow. Bain looked over his shoulder at Trasynthus. The Swordmaster gave him a grim nod. 
 
    “We’ll fend off any boarders while you sortie out against our foes, Bain,” he said. “Fortune in battle!” 
 
    Sortie out…? Bain wanted to ask Torgar what exactly he had in mind, but before he could do so, the Rune Smith had dragged him and Yelena to the Pathway Structure, and the next thing he knew, he was standing in a chamber packed with bustling Duraga Rune Smiths. 
 
    But all the frenetic activity unfolding couldn’t hold his attention, not when it was drawn to the massive ship sitting in the middle of the room. It was shaped like a torpedo, and it measured at least a hundred feet from bow to stern, with its upper deck standing more than twenty feet above the top of Bain’s head. 
 
    Its hull was an expanse of riveted metal plates, layered above some kind of insulating fabric Bain had never seen before. Crystalline orbs of obviously Esarthu design adorned its sides, pulsing with cosmic energy that, judging from the patterns bound beneath their surface, would be purposed toward the generation of energy barriers. Deep within its heart, an intricate mechanism hummed and purred. It was linked to Veritas’s Integrity Structure, which meant that this vessel would enjoy similar protection beyond the World Ship’s sphere of influence. 
 
    There’s even a modified Pathway Structure on board, which means Exoders can travel directly from Veritas to this ship! Bain realized, as he swept Huntsight and Flowsight over the void-faring marvel that stood before him. He turned to Torgar, who was wearing a smug, self-satisfied grin on his face. 
 
    “You’re not the only one capable of wonders, lad,” the Rune Smith said. He pounded his fist on the hull of the ship. “This is the Cosmic Hammer, an improvement on the good old Skyhammer design. The lads and I have incorporated Esarthu, Selan, Skittar, Wexalli, and even some human engineering into its construction. We’ve tested it in every way save in the heat of battle, but that’s what we’re going to do now, aren’t we?” 
 
    “We are,” Bain said, gaping at the Cosmic Hammer in wonder. He looked at Yelena, who seemed similarly amazed. “I guess you didn’t know about this?” 
 
    “I know that Ikaru and Torgar were overseeing some project in the lower sectors, but I didn’t know that this was what they’d been up to,” the Paladin said. She gave her brother a side-hug. “Well done! You are a genius!” 
 
    “I wasn’t working alone,” Ikaru said, giving his sister an embarrassed smile. “But we don’t have time to dawdle right now. Let’s board right away and get out there!” 
 
    Torgar bellowed something to Hulram, who was fiddling with a terminal at the far end of the chamber. The bald Rune Smith raised his fist in acknowledgement and pressed a button. Red lights mounted high up on the walls and the ceiling began to flash, and the other Rune Smiths scurried clear of the Cosmic Hammer. 
 
    Ikaru placed a hand on Yelena’s shoulder, while Torgar did the same to Bain. They pressed their palms against the ship’s hull. Bain saw faint threads of cosmic energy flow from the Rune Smith and the Crystalline Lancer into several patterns beneath the surface of Cosmic Hammer. 
 
    Those would create a spatial distortion effect, he had time to think, before he found himself sitting within what could only be described as a pilot’s cockpit. The others were there too, each of them already strapped into heavily padded seats like his own. Pasha was strapped into a harness secured next to Bain. The psycanine seemed completely unsurprised. 
 
    “Did you know about this, buddy?” Bain asked Pasha. 
 
    Yes, he replied, wagging his tail. Torgar, Ikaru, and many of their friends worked very hard on this. Isn’t it nice? 
 
    “Yes,” Bain said, shaking his head in awed disbelief. “It’s definitely very nice. More than nice, in fact. It’s incredible!” 
 
    “Commencing launch,” Hulram’s voice blared in from a speaker mounted in the ceiling. “Kill those bastards!” 
 
    Cosmic energy pulsed through every pathway and channel through the ship then, racing into and energizing the patterns built into its hull and its heart. Bain felt the air in his ears pop, and suddenly, the Cosmic Hammer was in the void, racing away from Veritas and toward Urtek’s vessel. 
 
    Just like that? No bay doors opening? No dramatic countdowns? Bain fought back the scattered ruminations that threatened to overwhelm his racing thoughts. He jumped in his seat then, and would have fallen off if not for the fact that he’d already been strapped in with belts made up of some thick and sturdy fabric. “Wait! Who’s piloting the Cosmic Hammer?” 
 
    “I am, lad,” Torgar said, glancing over the shoulder of his seat, which was in front of Bain’s. The Rune Smith was clutching something that looked like some oversized video game controller. His hands made micro-adjustments as he spoke, and the Cosmic Hammer responded readily to his touch. He flashed Bain a grin. “Did you know I was one of the best Skyhammer pilots in my clan?” 
 
    “No, but even if you were, how is that relevant at all here?” Bain wondered, looking beyond the confines of the cockpit and into the void, where there was no air, no gravity, and in many ways, no physical laws. 
 
    “Stop your fretting, lad!” Torgar said, before cackling. “Leave the flying to me. The rest of you have your own jobs to worry about?” 
 
    “Such as?” Yelena asked, nonplussed. The Paladin looked down at the crystal sheet laid out in front of her.  She placed her hand on it, and a CUI screen appeared above its surface. 
 
      
 
    Calibrating… 
 
    Yelena Osur: Confirmed 
 
    Spells available for Amplification: 
 
    Burnished Shield 
 
    Blade of Perdition 
 
    Burnished Smite 
 
      
 
    “You can cast those spells through the Cosmic Hammer’s amplification nodes,” Ikaru explained. “Their effects will manifest beyond the ship.” 
 
    He placed his hand on the crystal sheet in front of him. 
 
      
 
    Calibrating… 
 
    Ikaru Osur: Confirmed 
 
    Spells available for Amplification: 
 
    Crystal Lance 
 
    Guided Strike 
 
    Bolt of Annihilation 
 
      
 
    “Now, watch,” the Crystalline Lancer said, before pushing cosmic energy in the form of his Crystal Lance spell into the array. Another CUI screen appeared, displaying one of the many orbs interspersed across the Cosmic Hammer’s length. A single prismatic spear appeared next to the depicted orb. It was many times larger than Ikaru’s usual crystal lances. He grinned as the shaft sped away into the void. 
 
    Yelena nodded and cast Blade of Perdition. A blazing sword, roughly two dozen feet long, appeared next to one of the amplification nods. She twitched her fingers on the crystal array, and the blade jerked. The Paladin moved her hand again, this time with deliberate purpose, and the flaming sword swept out in an elegant graceful arc. 
 
    “Amazing!” Bain couldn’t help but cry out. “You managed to accomplish all this without… uh…” 
 
    “Without your help? Yeah, we did, lad.” Torgar chuckled, but not unkindly. “You’ve got the weight of the Exodus on your shoulders, but don’t forget that we’re there to carry it with you.” 
 
    “You can do things none of us can do, Bain,” Ikaru added. “But we’re not deadweight, either. We can hold our own, so let us do just that, while you worry about the things only you can handle.” 
 
    “Thanks, you two,” Bain said, a genuine smile creeping across his face. 
 
    “Another weapons discharge has just been detected,” Trasynthus said over the speaker. There was an undeniable note of tension brimming beneath the steely calmness of his voice. “A secoibd fiery orb is headed right for us, and we won’t be able to avoid it.” 
 
    “We’ll take care of it,” Torgar promised, before doing something with his controller. Immense gouts of cosmic energy blasted from the rear of the ship, hurling it into a sharp acceleration. 
 
    Bain clutched the armrests of his seat tightly as the Cosmic Hammer hurtled through the void. He’d never been a fan of roller coasters, and this one was many, many times worse than any ride he’d ever taken at a theme park. 
 
    Warmth wafted over the back of his left hand. He looked over at Yelena, whose seat was next to his. She’d reached over and squeezed his hand briefly with hers. The Paladin’s smile was reassuring and teasing in equal measure. “Calm yourself, Bain. You can hold my hand if it helps you do so.” 
 
    He reached out and folded her fingers around his, before mirroring her smile. “Offer accepted.” 
 
    The fiery orb came into view a second later. It was many times the size of the Cosmic Hammer. Ikaru strafed it with a barrage of crystal lances, only to have every single one of his shafts atomize upon contact with the Champion ship’s projectile. 
 
    Yelena cast Burnished Shield next and conjured a barrier of brazen light in the orb’s path. It crumbled into glittering fragments almost right away. 
 
    Torgar growled and thumbed a few buttons on the top of his controller. Beams of pure cosmic energy blasted out from the bottom of the Cosmic Hammer to crash against the orb, actually slowing it down by a small but noticeable amount. 
 
    Ikaru had been preparing a Bolt of Annihilation spell a while ago, and he unleashed it now, hurling out a massive crystal lance laden with immense amounts of cosmic energy. His shaft crashed into the orb and broke apart, but not before visibly altering the course of its flight. 
 
    “One more like that, and Veritas should be able to get out of the way,” Trasynthus said through the speaker. 
 
    “We’re passing that ball of fire by in about three seconds,” Torgar grunted, as he cast a sidelong glance Ikaru’s way. “Another Bolt of Annihilation won’t be possible in that amount of time. I’ll have to come around, and it’s going to be tough catching up to it.” 
 
    “Because it’s moving too fast?” Bain slapped his hand down on the crystal sheet in front of him. “I’ve got you covered.” 
 
    Without even reading the CUI screen listing which of his spells were available for amplification, he double-cast Nullifying Gaze. Massive fields of energy radiated from the Cosmic Hammer to envelope the fiery orb, slowing its flight down to a crawl. 
 
    Seeing this, Torgar pulled the Cosmic Hammer to a dead halt, so that the ship was left hovering above the orb. Ikaru was already preparing another Bolt of Annihilation, but before he could cast his spell, Bain lashed out with quadra-cast Concussive Glare spells. 
 
    The Cosmic Hammer shuddered as mountain-sized hammers of force appeared next to nine-tenths of the ship’s amplification nodes, before crashing down onto the fiery orb. Starbursts of colorless light filled the void upon the impacts. Torgar muttered frantically under his breath as he worked his controller and tinted the front windows of the Cosmic Hammer, so that he and the Esarthu siblings weren’t blinded by the radiance. 
 
    Bain cast Huntsight and Flowsight through the floor of the ship, so that he could witness the results of his spell. The fiery orb was gone, its fury scattered to every corner of the void by his spells. A CUI screen depicting what he just saw appeared next to Torgar, and the Rune Smith couldn’t help but blink in astonishment at the sight. 
 
    “Holy shit…” Ikaru muttered. It was one of many expressions he’d picked up from Flynn. He rubbed the back of his head and looked sheepishly at Bain. “Remember what I said about us being able to hold our own? Well, we can, but it’s definitely better to have you fighting alongside us.” 
 
    “I was just…” Bain began to say, but Torgar shushed him. 
 
    “No need to downplay your power when it comes to us, lad,” the Rune Smith said. “We all know what you went through to attain it, and not a single soul on Veritas isn’t grateful to you for what you’ve done and are continuing to do.” 
 
    “Just accept the awe and admiration, Bain,” Yelena said, squeezing his hand tightly for the span of a heartbeat. “You can do that every now and then, can’t you?” 
 
    “I probably can,” Bain agreed. He turned his gaze upon the viewing window. “Now, where were we?” 
 
    “We were on our way to kill Urtek and his gaggle of lackeys,” Ikaru said, flashing him a savage grin. “We should get to it.” 
 
    Torgar worked his controller again, and the Cosmic Hammer sped on, tearing through the void.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Urtek’s ship came into view much sooner for Bain than the others, but it wasn’t long before everyone in the Cosmic Hammer could see it through the frontal viewing window as well. Bain couldn’t help but admire the sleek contours of the Crucible Champion’s vessel and the grace with which it danced through the void, despite its size. Veritas was much larger of course, but it was a clumsy metal tub in comparison. 
 
    “It’s gathering energy to launch another of those fiery orbs,” he said, reading the interplay of energy patterns within the crystalline ship. 
 
    “I don’t know if you can stop it again like you did the last time, Bain,” Torgar said, nodding at a CUI screen he’d brought up next to his seat. A miniaturized image of the Cosmic Hammer stretched out across the surface of the screen, annotated by crimson arrows indicating that two of the ship’s amplification nodes had been cracked, almost certainly by the backlash of Bain’s Concussive Glare spells. 
 
    “I’ve already prepared three Bolt of Annihilation spells,” Ikaru reported, as he popped a Rejuvenation Tab into his mouth. Thanks to the efforts of Uvol Yenn and the Creators, these Rejuvenation Tabs were vastly improved from the ones Bain and the others had been using during the Dominion Task. The old ones could only restore a tenth of their users’ cosmic energy reserves. The pellet that Ikaru had just consumed restored half of his reserves in the blink of an eye. The Crystalline Lancer grinned and cracked his knuckles. “That should be enough to knock the next plasma blast off course.” 
 
    Bain couldn’t help but marvel at the translation capabilities of Veritas’s Karmic Core, which was in turn a direct copy of the Crucible’s. Ikaru had used the Esarthu words for “Sun Lance”, but the human words for “plasma blast” had reached Bain’s ears and sunk into his understanding instead. He nodded. “Alright. I’ll leave that to you, then.” 
 
    He tried scanning Urtek’s ship with his CUI, and to his surprise, it actually worked. 
 
      
 
    Champion Vessel: Stark Hunter 
 
    Vessel Class: Esarthu Destroyer 
 
    Owner: Isilith the Peerless 
 
    Current Captain: Urtek Porrar’zar Uzaruth 
 
    Maneuverability: 14 
 
    Durability: 9 
 
    Speed: 12 
 
    Destructive Capacity: 17 
 
    Crew: 101 
 
      
 
    Well, this ship is powered by cosmic energy, after all. Nonplussed, Bain tried scanning the Cosmic Hammer as well. 
 
      
 
    Exoder Vessel: Cosmic Hammer 
 
    Nickname: Beardspear 
 
    Vessel Class: Hybrid Fighter/Carrier 
 
    Owner: Bain Lee 
 
    Current Captain: Torgar Dunn 
 
    Maneuverability: 6 
 
    Durability: 3 
 
    Speed: 14 
 
    Destructive Capacity: 2 
 
    Crew: 4 
 
      
 
    “Beardspear?” Bain wondered out loud. Ikaru guffawed, and after a moment, Torgar chuckled, too. 
 
    “It’s a joke,” the Rune Smith explained. “Ikaru and I were the ones who sketched out the initial designs of this ship, so the lads thought it would be funny to give it a nickname at our expense.” 
 
    “Alright.” Bain pointed at the CUI screen. “Looks like we’re completely outclassed, though. We are a bit faster, but they are much more agile, and they have a lot more firepower than us. Do you think we’ll be able to get close enough to board the Stark Hunter?” 
 
    “Your scan doesn’t take into account the spells we can cast from the Cosmic Hammer’s amplification nodes,” Ikaru said. He tapped a few keys on his terminal, and something like a flight stick appeared on the left side of his seat. The Crystalline Lancer grabbed it and grinned. “It also doesn’t account for this.” 
 
    Four pairs of crystal wings extended from the Cosmic Hammer’s hull, running down the length of the ship. They radiated gentle spirals of cosmic energy, as opposed to the brutal torrents roaring from the thrusters at Cosmic Hammer’s rear. Bain quickly checked the CUI screen again and noticed that the numbers on its surface had changed. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
    Current Captain: Torgar Dunn 
 
    Maneuverability: 21 
 
    Durability: 3 
 
    Speed: 9 
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Those wings swap out some speed for a lot more maneuverability, Bain realized, before turning back to Ikaru. “You guys did an amazing job with this ship? How exactly did you manage it?” 
 
    “Remember those Manipulator Screens that allowed us to track and control cosmic energy?” Torgar said, glancing over his shoulder. “We extrapolated from them, and the rest is history. We still can’t quite do what you can, lad, but I think we’ve come a long way since the beginning of the Crucible Challenge.” 
 
    Tampering with cosmic energy like that definitely counts as a Crucible Trespass, Bain thought. But maybe Crucible Trespasses are a lot more easier to pull off when you’re not exactly in the Crucible anymore. 
 
    Warning lights set into the ceiling flashed then, flooding the cockpit with their crimson radiance. Torgar pulled up a CUI screen and read off of it. “They’ve launched more projectiles! Smaller ones, this time, and they seem to be made up of solid material instead of energy.” 
 
    “What are they?” Yelena said, looking at a CUI screen above her terminal. It was an exact copy of Torgar’s, and it depicted thousands of small rod-like objects tearing from the Stark Hunter on a course that would bring them to Veritas. A worried frown creased Yelena’s features. “There are so many of them!” 
 
    “They’re meant to penetrate a ship’s hull and stay there, judging by their sharpened tips and the barbs on their sides,” Torgar said. He tapped a key on his terminal and sent a wave of energy radiating from the Cosmic Hammer to wash over the approaching spikes that would soon sweep past the ship and make their way inevitably to Veritas. The Rune Smith grunted in obvious puzzlement. “My scans are not picking up any explosive capability in any of them. The worst they can do is to puncture Veritas’s outer hull, and the lads and I can have such damage fixed within an hour or two.” 
 
    “They can do more than that,” Bain said, sweeping Flowsight over the projectiles and reading the energy patterns within them as they hurtled past the Cosmic Hammer. “Once they’re lodged in place, they will generate monsters ranging between Levels 50 to 70. If all of them make contact…” 
 
    “Our people will be overwhelmed,” Ikaru said, tugging on his flight stick. Torgar worked his controller in tandem with the Crystalline Lancer, and within an instant, the ship had reversed its direction entirely and begun racing after the monster generators in pursuit. 
 
    Bain hit the spikes with amplified Nullifying Gaze spells, freezing their flight to a near halt, which allowed the Cosmic Hammer to catch up to the rearmost of its quarries. Yelena swept her hands across her crystal array as she cast Blade of Perdition. Two fiery swords arced out from the Cosmic Hammer’s sides to cleave many dozens of monster generators into ashen oblivion. Bain added his efforts to her by casting Pyrokinetic Glare repeatedly and strafing heat beams through the spikes and reducing them to clumps of molten, twisted metal that spun uselessly into the void.  
 
     The Cosmic Hammer danced through the midst of the monster generators at Ikaru’s behest, as the Crystalline Lancer placed his right palm on his crystal array and launched massive flurries of prismatic spears that destroyed several thousand of them in a matter of seconds. By the time Torgar had led the Cosmic Hammer through a single pass over their targets, only five hundred or so of them were left. 
 
    “I’m bringing us around again,” Ikaru announced. “Torgar, keep us on a steady path this time so we can finish off the rest of these accursed things.” 
 
    “Bah!” the Rune Smith scoffed. “You just focus on your job, and I’ll do the same with mine.” 
 
    The Cosmic Hammer twirled through the void once more as it came around for another run through the monster generators. Torgar pressed a button on his controller, and the ship launched forward into the midst of the spikes. Yelena clenched her jaw resolutely as she swept blades of fire through the monster generators, while Bain and Ikaru continued their work with heat beams and crystal lances. 
 
    Hundreds more of the spikes disintegrated in their wake, but before they could finish off the last twenty or so of them, more warning lights flashed across the interior of the cockpit. 
 
    “The Stark Hunter is now firing directly on us,” Torgar said, pulling the Cosmic Hammer into a steep climb and just barely avoiding a beam of incandescent energy that sliced through the section of void the ship had been occupying a split second ago. The Rune Smith growled in frustration. “We won’t be able to go after the monster generators while trying to evade their shots.” 
 
    “We’ll handle the remaining ones with the Cohorts led by Jack Conway,” Trasynthus’s voice chimed in over the speakers. The Swordmaster had obviously been keeping close tabs on the Cosmic Hammer. “Do what you must, you four.” 
 
    “Yes, father,” Ikaru said, tilting his flight stick to and fro to send the ship into a graceful pirouette that brought it out of the path of another cluster of energy beams lancing from the Stark Hunter. He brought the Cosmic Hammer around deftly, so that its nose was once more pointed directly at Urtek’s ship. 
 
    “Let’s take the fight to them,” Yelena said. She cast Burnished Shield, calling into existence a barrier of brazen light. Two energy beams crashed into its surface then, dissipating entirely upon impact but also shattering the Paladin’s amplified spell. “We’re at a disadvantage here, since we can’t evade their attacks indefinitely, and a single hit will be enough to annihilate us.” 
 
    “I hear you, lass,” Torgar said, throwing the Cosmic Hammer into a headlong dive toward the Stark Hunter. “Keep us dancing, Ikaru, and lad, I wouldn’t say no to you slowing down what the enemy is throwing at us!” 
 
    “You got it,” Bain said, casting more Nullifying Gaze spells and filling the void in front of the ship with deadening energy fields, while Yelena placed Burnished Shield barriers over its flanks. A maelstrom of energy beams descended upon the Cosmic Hammer, only to slow to a crawl as soon as they entered the effects of Bain’s spell. The few that did make their way through to land glancing hits on the ship washed harmlessly over barriers of brazen light. Ikaru spun the Cosmic Hammer into twirls and dips, weaving a precarious course through the tide of light and destruction the Stark Hunter hurled in their direction. 
 
    “Our sensors indicate that they’re going to fire another plasma blast!” Trasynthus warned through the speaker. “If you can’t deflect it…” 
 
    “We will, father,” Ikaru promised. The Crystalline Lancer’s brow was furrowed in concentration, and his cheeks were dripping with sweat. He had a white-knuckled grip on his flight stick. “I promise.” 
 
    Bain pushed as much cosmic energy as he could into his Huntsight and Flowsight spells and swept his gaze over the Stark Hunter. His attention was quickly drawn to a massive, disc-shaped structure held between two of the many spires striving from the crystalline surface of Urtek’s ship. He called up an image of the Stark Hunter on a CUI screen and commanded it to highlight the disc for everyone else to see. 
 
    “That’s where those plasma blasts are generated!” he said. “If we can damage it…” 
 
    “I see it,” Ikaru said. He placed his hand on the crystal array and unleashed two Bolt of Annihilation spells at the disc. The first one sliced a tunnel through the onslaught of energy beams emanating from the Stark Hunter before disintegrating. The second one scythed its way toward the disc and punched a hole clean through its center and shattered it into countless glittering shards… but not before it had unleashed yet another plasma blast and birthed another orb of fire into the void. 
 
    Bain dropped a Nullifying Gaze spell on it before it could hurtle past the Cosmic Hammer. The plasma blast slowed, and Ikaru managed to bounce his third and last Bolt of Annihilation off its burning surface and deflect its course just enough to ensure that it would miss Veritas. He lapsed in his concentration then, and an energy beam of colorless light raked across the Cosmic Hammer’s right flank, shearing through Yelena’s energy barriers and gouging a deep furrow across the hull. 
 
    “Structural damage, and that was only from a glancing hit,” Torgar reported, reading off a CUI screen. “If that or anything else worse happens again, we’re dead.” 
 
    “It won’t!” Ikaru cried, now taking his flight stick in both hands to bring the Cosmic Hammer into another series of twirls and dips that brought the ship to within a mile of the Stark Hunter. Planes of white light converged behind them, which meant that the Cosmic Hammer was now within the minimum range of the Stark Hunter’s energy beam weapons. 
 
    Vents opened all over the surface of Urtek’s ship, and hundreds of metallic, insectile creatures emerged. They were wingless, and they traversed through the void using energy thrusters built into their abdomens. Bain scanned them quickly with his CUI. 
 
      
 
    Honor Construct: War Drone 
 
    Level: 89 
 
    Spells/Effects currently active: none 
 
      
 
    They’re automatons tied to the ship, which is in turn attuned to Urtek, Bain thought. That’s why they are at the same Level as him. 
 
    He cast Pryokinetic Glare spells through the Cosmic Hammer’s amplification nodes, sweeping an array of heat beams through their midst that reduced many of them to molten clumps. Those that got past him met the edge of Yelena’s burning swords. 
 
    And then they were clear to approach the Stark Hunter. With only less than four thousand or so feet to go, Bain felt a thought occur to him. “Torgar, how are we going to board the Stark Hunter? We’re not going to just ram it, are we?” 
 
    “You leave that to me, lad.” The Rune Smith grinned over his shoulder and placed his right hand on his crystal array. “But it would be very helpful if you could pinpoint where exactly Urtek is.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Bain said, turning his attention back to the CUI screen he’d used to identify the disc the Stark Hunter had used to launch plasma blasts. He’d located Urtek a while ago. The Alogak was waiting in a chamber deep within the bowels of his ship. Nothing short of a Disintegrating Glare spell cast from the Cosmic Hammer’s amplification nodes would even begin to reach him, and Bain didn’t want to risk the ship suffering from the inevitable backlash of that spell. He quickly highlighted Urtek’s exact position within the Stark Hunter, before calling out to Torgar again. “There he is!” 
 
    “I see it, lad,” the Rune Smith replied. He’d put away his controller and seized a flight stick similar to Ikaru’s. “You, the lass, and the little one might want to brace yourselves now.” 
 
    Pasha whined and tucked his head beneath his paws. Yelena and Bain exchanged a quick glance before checking their straps, then leaning back in their seats and clutching their armrests tightly. Ikaru had already done the same, as there was no need for the Cosmic Hammer to weave and dance the way it did anymore. The ship’s wings retracted beneath the surface of its hull as Torgar angled its nose so that it was pointing directly at where Urtek was standing. 
 
    “So we are going to ram it,” Bain said. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? Esarthu crystal is really hard, you know? Much more so if it’s suffused with cosmic energy, which the Stark Hunter is.” 
 
    “Ha! When have I ever had a bad idea, lad?” Torgar said. Thanks to Huntsight, Bain could see the shit-eating grin on the Rune Smith’s face through the back of his skull, and he didn’t know whether to be worried or reassured. 
 
    “You’ve had plenty of bad ideas!” Ikaru shouted. “In fact, I’d say most of your ideas are pretty horrible!” 
 
    “Bah! Shut up so you don’t bite your own tongue off!” Torgar pushed forward on his flight stick, and the Cosmic Hammer began to accelerate even more. 
 
    Bain glanced down at Pasha. The psycanine had wreathed his body in the translucent energy field of a Prowess spell. He would weather the incoming impact just fine, Bain hoped. 
 
    As the surface of the Stark Hunter loomed up to fill the viewing window, Torgar cast a spell he probably learned from one of his Specialist or Evolved Classes, Hatred Rune. Immense amounts of cosmic energy flowed from the Rune Smith’s body into the Cosmic Hammer, before pouring from its two frontal amplification nodes as a ravening tide of crimson light. 
 
    The effects of Torgar’s spell didn’t travel much farther than roughly a hundred feet away from the Cosmic Hammer’s nose, but it tore past the Stark Hunter’s energy barrier, ripped into its crystalline surface and began burning a path through the much-larger ship’s interior. 
 
    Bain’s seat shuddered and shook beneath him with enough force to rattle the teeth in his head. He clutched the armrests desperately as he tried to focus his gaze on Urtek’s location. The Alogak was still waiting calmly at the same spot. There was another entity by his side, the Honor Guard Feyvra Ikarth. Torgar was still steering the Cosmic Hammer directly toward them, and at this pace, the ship would break through into their chamber in a few minutes or so. 
 
    “How are we going to stop?” Bain shouted, struggling to make himself heard above the clamor of sizzling crystal and clashing metal. “You know, when we get there?” 
 
    “Who said we were going to stop?” Torgar’s grin grew wider and took on a manic aspect. “I’m going to run the turncoat scumbag over and burn him to ashes.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to hear what he has to say, first?” Ikaru asked. 
 
    “No?” Torgar cast a look of utter puzzlement briefly over his shoulder, before turning back to the steering. 
 
    “A conversation with Urtek might shed some insight on the mysteries of the Crucible, but we must be pragmatic and efficient above all things when it comes to battle,” Yelena said. “If Torgar can give us a victory like this, we should be happy to take it.” 
 
    Bain jumped in his seat as he spotted a series of intricate energy patterns converging upon the Cosmic Hammer from every direction. They’d originated from the Stark Hunter’s outer layers, and there was no doubting they were part of some trap meant to stymie, confuse, or even destroy anyone insane enough to board a Crucible Champion’s ship like this. 
 
    He opened his mouth to warn the others, but spirals of energy snapped shut upon the Cosmic Hunter before the first words could even lift off his tongue. Violet light flooded the cockpit, then filled his vision. The air in his ears popped, the telltale sign of a spatial distortion effect at work. 
 
    Bain blinked his eyes clear right away and found himself standing in the middle of a massive empty chamber with vast crystalline walls and a hundred-foot tall ceiling of the same material. He swept his omni-directional vision across the Stark Hunter and found the Cosmic Hammer right away. 
 
    The ship had been transported to another chamber filled with Honor Guards. Yelena, Torgar, Ikaru, and Pasha were unharmed, though fairly alarmed at Bain’s absence. He felt the psycanine reaching out to him through their mental bond. 
 
    Bain? Bain? Where are you? Pasha asked frantically. 
 
    “I’m fine, buddy,” Bain replied. The psycanine couldn’t hear his words, of course, but he could surely sense their mental trail in Bain’s consciousness. “Let the others know, so they can focus on the fight to come.” 
 
    Okay, Bain, Pasha said. Their mental link fell dormant, then. 
 
    Bain then turned his attention to the two entities standing fifty or so feet away from him. One was an Esarthu man, clad in gleaming silver mail and wielding a pair of straight swords in his hands. The other was… wearing something that Bain could only describe as a hazmat suit of sorts. It was thick, bulky, and made up of a rubbery substance he had never seen before. Glossy black tubes ran all across its surface, and its hood was plain and featureless, save for a visor of dark, barely translucent glass. 
 
    “Hello, Bain Lee,” Urtek’s voice rasped from somewhere within the depths of the suit. It was scratchy, like a susurration birthed from thousands of fevered murmurs and laden with the faint undertone of countless buzzing wings. Whatever his body now looked like beneath the suit, it no longer bore resemblance to the mantis-like stature he once had. There was no telling where any thorax or abdomen began or ended across his bulbous body, which stretched roughly ten feet across in every direction. Strange protrusions that might have been legs or grasping appendages radiated from all over the surface of his bulk. He wasn’t standing. Instead, he hovered a few inches above the crystalline floor. 
 
    Urtek tilted his hood slightly, then. It was a mannerism that Bain remembered him doing often. “Have I changed so much?” 
 
    “I would be lying if I said you hadn’t.” Bain called the Dragon Sage Staff to his left hand and drew Brotherhood from its holster with his right. Despite the situation, he couldn’t help smiling. “But I’m not lying when I say that it’s good to see you again, Urtek. It really is.” 
 
    “Likewise, Bain Lee,” Urtek said. “Likewise.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have so much to tell you, Bain Lee,” Urtek said. He tilted his hood again, turning its visor to face the Honor Guard named Feyvra Ikarth standing next to him. “Unfortunately, what I have to say must wait.” 
 
    “Wait?” Feyvra scoffed. He twirled his swords and cast a Prowess spell, encasing his body in a translucent energy field. Tongues of blue flame flickered into existence over his weapons. “You were sent here by Lord Isilith to kill this… Exoder, Urtek. I suggest you carry out your duties without any further delay.” 
 
    “You are correct,” Urtek said. “I shouldn’t delay.” 
 
    The Alogak raised an appendage and rammed it into Feyvra’s chest, punching through his breastplate, shearing past his ribcage, before emerging from his back. Blood gushed from the Honor Guard’s lips, choking out whatever he’d been about to say. His eyes, widened from the shock of betrayal, glazed over. Urtek retracted his limb and let Feyvra’s corpse collapse into a twitching pile on the floor. 
 
    “What is this about, Urtek?” Bain asked, as he watched the last signs of life leave the Honor Guard’s remains. “You can’t defy the Crucible’s will, so there’s no way you aren’t going to try and kill me. And you can’t become an Exoder either, because…” 
 
    “…because I am a Crucible Champion, irrevocably bound to do the Crucible’s will,” Urtek finished for him. “But my… peers and I are far from mindless automatons. We are allowed to exercise a great degree of personal discretion in the execution of our duties.” 
 
    “I guess killing your allies falls under that discretion,” Bain said, flicking the tip of the Dragon Sage Staff in the direction of Feyvra’s body. 
 
    “It does,” Urtek said. “One Champion is also permitted to kill another Champion and harvest his or her cosmic essence. It isn’t so different out there in the cosmos than it was in the Crucible. The only prize for winning the Crucible Challenge is more bloodshed, more carnage, and more destruction, as you paint the very stars themselves with the blood and suffering of your victims.” 
 
    “You don’t sound like you had a very bad time,” Bain pointed out. “In fact, you sound like you enjoyed yourself.” 
 
    “I did,” Urtek said, tilting his hood again. “I found the endless slaughter very gratifying. Fulfilling, even, on some deep existential level. And how could it be otherwise? I was born to kill, and so I did, over and over again. That gave me the same kind of satisfaction I imagine a tool would experience, were it to be used for its intended purpose.” 
 
    “Finn and Alex would agree with you, I’m sure,” Bain said, sighing. 
 
    “It’s funny that you’d ask about them,” Urtek said. “Because you’re going to see what’s left of them soon enough.” 
 
    “Left of them?” Bain tightened his grip on his staff and pistol. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Like I said, you’ll see for yourself soon enough.” Urtek’s grotesque form began to wriggle and pulse beneath the surface of his suit. “Now, Bain, please watch closely. I can only cast this next spell only once every ten years. If you want to acquire it, this will be your only chance.” 
 
    What the hell? Bain fought to keep his expression neutral. “Why are you doing this, Urtek? You’re still going to try and kill me, aren’t you?” 
 
    “That’s correct, Bain,” Urtek said. “But we’re still friends, aren’t we?” 
 
    “We are.” Bain nodded. “Whatever happens from this point on, we’re friends, and we always will be, Urtek.” 
 
    “Good.” Urtek’s body spasmed, and the seams of his suit bulged, before ripping apart. The buzzing of countless tiny wings filled the air, and the Alogak’s voice became even raspier. “Finn O’Connor and Alex Smith would be happy to hear that too, though the latter would never admit it.” 
 
    “I know I brought them up first, but why do you keep mentioning them?” Bain asked. “Are they here, too? But they can’t be Crucible Champions like you, or I would have spotted them already. And I didn’t recognize their energy signatures among all the Honor Guard on this ship.” 
 
    “They’re here… but yet also not,” Urtek replied. A massive swarm of black flies emerged from the confines of his suit, which fell limply and emptily to the floor like a suit of shed skin. The swarm spread out into a dark cloud nearly fifty feet in radius, and when the Alogak spoke next, there was no doubt his voice originated from the collective buzz of millions upon millions of wings. “As I said, you shall see exactly what I mean by that soon enough. Focus now, Bain, and witness the most powerful spell in my arsenal.” 
 
    Bain quickly scanned the Alogak with his CUI. 
 
      
 
    Crucible Champion: Urtek Porrar’zar Uzaruth 
 
    Class: Swarm Lord 
 
    Level: 89 
 
    Species: Alogak (Swarm) 
 
    Spells/Effects currently active: 
 
    Swarm Incarnation Lv. 89 (passive, cannot be dispelled) 
 
    Grand Feast of Sublimation Lv. 89 (channeling) 
 
      
 
    A portion of the swarm extended from the buzzing collective toward Feyvra’s corpse and engulfed the fallen Honor Guard. The sounds of ripping flesh and grinding bone punctuated the incessant buzz. Blood pooled out into disparate puddles beneath the heaving mass, but the flies fell upon those as well, draining up every last drop of Feyvra’s fluids. 
 
    Beneath the grisly spectacle, intricate energy patterns wound and wove, twisting infinitely in time with the undulations of the roiling swarm. Urtek’s Grand Feast of Sublimation was an immensely powerful and complicated spell, one that could very well be unique to the Alogak throughout the entire cosmos. Bain knew that if he were to resort to his tried-and-true Locksight and Flowsight combo, he would never be able to make sense of the machinations of Urtek’s spell, let alone even begin adapting its workings to his own energy channels. 
 
    That left him with only one option. He quickly cast Tutelary Gaze and turned its effects upon the Grand Feast of Sublimation spell. His CUI flickered immediately. 
 
      
 
    New spell attained! 
 
      
 
    Subsuming Glare (lesser) 
 
    Projects unaligned cosmic energy upon an enemy slain by the caster. The enemy’s physical vessel, spiritual essence, and consciousness will be completely consumed by the caster. 
 
    This has the effect of adding 50% (rounded up) of the consumed enemy’s Levels to the caster’s. 
 
    This spell has no effect if it is cast on an enemy that has not been slain by the caster. 
 
    This spell can only be cast once every 10 days. Extreme cosmic energy consumption. 
 
      
 
    Holy shit! Bain felt his jaw drop in astonishment. He snapped his attention back to Urtek, and the CUI scan he’d done earlier on updated itself. 
 
      
 
    Crucible Champion: Urtek Porrar’zar Uzaruth 
 
    Class: Swarm Lord 
 
    Level: 111 
 
    Spells/Effects currently active: 
 
    Swarm Incarnation Lv. 111 (passive, cannot be dispelled) 
 
    Prowess Lv. 111 (infinite time remaining) 
 
    Greater Elemental Attunement Lv. 111 (infinite time remaining) 
 
    Swarm Avatar Lv. 111 (infinite time remaining) 
 
      
 
    There was nothing left of Feyvra, save the scraps of his armor and his discarded weapons, and the swarm had become even larger. Three small sections of it broke off and buzzed close to the floor. They writhed and roiled, before coalescing into three distinct humanoid silhouettes. Bain recognized one of them immediately, as he’d just seen it with his own eyes moments ago. 
 
    Feyvra Ikarth, the Honor Guard, now stood before him once again, only this time, his entire body was made up entirely of buzzing flies. The Swarm Avatar opened his palms, and his fallen swords leaped to his grasp. He then twirled both blades with the same practiced ease Bain had seen him do. 
 
    “Your doom is nigh, Exoder,” he said, his still-recognizable voice a product of countless beating wings and humming thoraxes. “There is no escape for you.” 
 
    Bain also recognized the other two silhouettes. He hadn’t seen them in a while, but they were still a familiar sight, though utterly unwelcome in these circumstances. 
 
    “Hey, man,” Finn’s voice, modulated through the swarm, said. The Swarm Avatar raised his right hand in greeting. “It’s been a while. How’re you doing?” 
 
    “It’s been a hell of a ride so far, but I’m hanging in there,” Bain couldn’t help but reply, as he nodded to the third Swarm Avatar. It was much shorter and slighter than the other two. “Hi, Alex. You doing alright, too?” 
 
    “What do you think?” Alex said, his swarm-voice laden with irony. He shrugged. “I’ve been better, Bain. You look like shit, though.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Bain said, tucking the Dragon Sage Staff under his right arm, so he could massage his temples with his now-free left hand. “But like I said, I’m hanging in there. I don’t know for how much longer exactly, but I think I’ll have enough time to sort things out.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear, man,” Finn said. A line of empty space crept across the Swarm Avatar’s “face”, forming a grotesque parody of a grin. “You got hot and heavy with that Yelena chick, yet?” 
 
    “There goes that one-track mind of yours,” Bain said, rolling the eyes beneath his brow and chuckling. His mirth was short-lived, however. He took his staff back into his left hand and aimed his pistol at the heart of the swarm. “Urtek, you son of a bitch. You ate them? Why?” 
 
    “The alternative was simple extinction,” Urtek’s voice said, resounding from the entirety of the swarm, including its three Avatars. “Like I said, I have so much to tell you.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I have the time to listen,” Bain said. “The others…” 
 
    “…are holding their own,” Urtek said, finishing his sentence for him again. The swarm twitched, and a large CUI screen appeared in the air next to Bain. In it, Cohorts of Exoders were mired in pitched battle against the Honor Guards that had surrounded the Cosmic Hammer. Yelena, Torgar, and Ikaru were at the forefront of the fighting, cutting down their enemies one after another. 
 
    That’s right. There’s a Pathway Structure in the ship, Bain thought. Trasynthus or Gareesa must have sent reinforcements through it. 
 
    “We can talk,” Urtek said. “The Exoders will overwhelm the Honor Guards and seize the Stark Hunter, but they will take some time to get to where we are, time during which I might have already killed you, or vice versa.” 
 
    “I see.” Bain gestured at the three Swarm Avatars. “So how does your spell work, exactly? You say you can cast it only once every ten years? My adaptation of it can be cast once every ten days.” 
 
    “Is that so?” The swarm twitched in response. “How many entities can you consume in that time? Mine allows me to devour all of my slain enemies within a mile and add two-fifths of their Levels to mine. I have a weaker version of that spell that can be cast daily, but it only grants me a slight amount of additional cosmic essence for every slain foe that I consume and a small chance to learn one of their spells.” 
 
    “I guess that’s the tradeoff, then.” Bain shrugged. “I can only use my spell on a single dead enemy at a time. Judging by some of the energy patterns in its core mechanisms, even if I try to improve it, I can probably only get it to work on two, maybe three enemies in one casting at most.” 
 
    “That should be sufficient for your purposes, here at the precipice of peril,” Urtek said. A rueful note entered his voice. “Also, as you pointed out, you don’t have that much farther to go before the end, don’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t,” Bain agreed. He smiled. “I think I have the time to cast it twice, maybe thrice. That’s more than enough. Thank you. But since we can talk, let’s talk. Obviously much more time passed for the three of you than it did for the Exoders, ten years at least. So what happened during those years?” 
 
    “The Crucible happened, of course,” Urtek said. “I don’t regret remaining a Challenger. Finn O’Connor’s and Alex Smith’s memories tell me they don’t, either. We stayed, we fought, and we killed, until we ran into Challengers vastly more powerful than us. Our foes defeated us and sent us fleeing, but over the course of our flight, I unlocked my current Specialist Class and its key spell. Finn O’Connor and Alex Smith were mortally wounded shortly after, and they gave me leave to hasten their demise and repurpose their flesh.” 
 
    “You added their Levels to yours…” Bain nodded. “And with that power, you managed to survive.” 
 
    “I did,” Urtek said. The outer edges of the swarm did a small dance in midair. “My current form grants me immense survivability. As long as a single Alogak Devourer survives, it will rebuild the entire swarm eventually.” 
 
    Those flies are Alogak Devourers, I assume, Bain thought. “And then after that, you managed to fight your way toward becoming a Crucible Champion. Congratulations, man. That couldn’t have been easy.” 
 
    “It wasn’t,” Urtek said. “But shortly after my… ascension, the Crucible contacted all its Champions and commanded them to hunt you down. I had no means of traversing the cosmos then, so when Isilith reached out to me, I accepted his offer to fight beneath his banner.” 
 
    “Given your karmic ties with us, it was also probably his best bet at being the first to track down Veritas and the Exoders,” Bain added. “Of course, his own karmic ties with the Esarthu among us played a big role in that, too.” 
 
    “Now that we have made contact, Isilith will now be able to find you anywhere within the Crucible and beyond,” Urtek warned. “Fortunately for you, your new… ally and his companion are holding off his entire armada. With time, they might even extinguish the entirety of Isilith’s forces.” 
 
    “Yet you managed to slip past Max and Sava, and sooner or later, others will, too,” Bain pointed out. “And now that the first Crucible Champion has actually found us, other Champions unaffiliated with Isilith will do so eventually too.” 
 
    “You must draw them to you, Bain Lee,” Urtek said. “You must confront them and kill all of them, or there will be no safe refuge for the Exoders in even the most remote corners of the cosmos. The Crucible will not abide the insult you have already dealt it and the graver insult you intend to inflict upon it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it,” Bain said. “But you know as well as I do that there is no chance of me doing that. How many Crucible Champions are there, Urtek? I can’t get them all. The best I can hope for is to give the others the means to defend themselves without me… and to make sure the Champions do my bidding.” 
 
    “Your bidding?” Urtek’s voice climbed with notes of obvious surprise. The swarm swirled and danced frantically, before it settled down again. “Ah… of course. I understand. Champions cannot disobey the will of the Crucible, so if you are the Crucible, they become the instruments of your will.” 
 
    A strange scratchy sound emanated from the swarm, then. It took Bain a few moments to recognize it as the Alogak’s laughter. Urtek’s mirth played out for a few more seconds, and then the buzzing of countless wings grew louder and angrier. 
 
    “If anyone is capable of such a feat, it is you, Bain Lee,” the Alogak said. “But before that, you must best me in battle, something I’m not sure you’re capable of.” 
 
    “You’ve got a few Levels on me,” Bain said. “But I’m far more powerful than my Level suggests.” 
 
    “I know, and so am I,” Urtek said. Cosmic energy coursed through the entirety of the swarm. The Finn-Avatar raised his arms. Enchanted plate armor blinked into existence over his body. A clawed gauntlet appeared over his left hand, while a massive enchanted sword materialized in his right fist. 
 
    Blue robes decorated with swirls of amber-hued light rustled over the Alex-Avatar. A gray staff appeared in his hands. It was tipped with a white crystal. A circlet of black steel fell into place upon his brow. Discs of force, invisible if not for Flowsight, materialized around his body, ready to serve as protective barriers or maiming weapons. 
 
    The Feyvra Avatar reached out to the pile of scrap that marked the Honor Guard’s demise. An amulet flew over to his neck. It was followed by a pair of bracers that snapped into place over his forearms. The actual Feyvra’s armor had been ruined, so the Swarm Avatar left its remains where they lay. 
 
    “I have all their spells at my disposal,” Urtek said. “And these Avatars will fight as their living equivalents at my Level. Are you capable of defeating four Level 111 entities all by yourself?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’ll give it a shot.” Bain summoned every Ocular Proxy he could, before conjuring his elemental heralds into existence. He couldn’t call upon the Bloom of Putrefaction or the Desolate Troupe anymore. Neither could he reanimate Feyvra’s remains as a Revenant, since there was nothing left of the dead Honor Guard. The swarm had completely consumed him, down to the last drop of blood. 
 
    A powerful tide of cosmic energy emerged behind him then, birthing a vortex of bright blue light. Torgar, Yelena, Ikaru, and Pasha emerged from it. The psycanine had assumed his War Form, and he whined at the sight of Urtek. 
 
    “It’s my new spell, Unity Rune,” Torgar explained, as Bain turned to look at him over his shoulder. The Rune Smith grimaced and tightened his grip on his hammer. “As long as we share a Cohort bond, lad, I can come right away to you and bring everyone else in the Cohort with me. I just needed some time and space to cast it, or we would have gotten to you right away.” 
 
    No, it’s not just that. Torgar drained almost all of his energy reserves when he cast Hatred Rune. He must have taken a Rejuvenation Tab after that, Bain realized. Unity Rune is an immensely powerful spell, so he probably needed to take a breather even after downing that consumable, and he’s already running on fumes again. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here, Torgar,” Bain said, giving the Rune Smith an appreciative nod. He then turned to Yelena. 
 
    The Paladin simply gave him a warm smile. The curve of her lips said a thousand words in an instant, each of them lightening the load on his shoulders and filling him with renewed resolve. 
 
    “Urtek…” Ikaru blanched as he spotted the Finn- and Alex-Avatars. The Crystalline Lancer raised his spear and shook it at the swarm. “You… you fiend! How could you…!” 
 
    “Your words wound me, Ikaru Osur,” Urtek said. “Yet, I have no desire to explain myself again. If I am victorious, I will mourn you all. But if you are triumphant, I’m sure Bain Lee will enlighten you accordingly.” 
 
    “I will, Urtek,” Bain promised. “I will.” 
 
    “Good. I would really appreciate that,” Urtek said. The sound of buzzing wings grew maddeningly louder and shriller. The swarm undulated. “Now, let’s do our best to kill each other, shall we?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     The Finn-Avatar charged directly at Bain. Yelena intercepted him and blocked the downward sweep of his sword on her shield. The clash of steel upon steel rang through the chamber. A grunt of effort escaped Yelena’s lips as she was sent staggering back from the impact. The Finn-Avatar lashed out with his clawed gauntlet in an attempt to disembowel her. 
 
    Pasha slammed into the Finn-Avatar’s flank. The psycanine’s fangs and claws took entire strips out of the Avatar’s armor, reducing its breastplate section and its left pauldron to tattered ruins. The Infernal Herald advanced, placed its hands on the Avatar’s shoulders, and turned the rest of his armor into molten slag. The Finn-Avatar hurled Pasha aside and scythed his bladed gauntlet through the Infernal Herald, slicing it into wisps of dissipating fire. 
 
    But in doing so, the Avatar left himself open, and Yelena took the chance to jam her sword into his chest. Brazen lightning lanced from the tip of her blade as she cast Burnished Smite to blow apart her enemy’s upper torso. 
 
    Hundreds of black flies vanished in an instant, turned to drifting ash. The lower half of the Finn-Avatar dissolved into a disparate cloud of winged vermin. More flies descended from the main body of the swarm to join the latter, and within the span of a second or two, another Finn-Avatar had materialized, minus his armor. He held his hands out, and his weapons returned to his grasp instantly. 
 
    Wreathed in brazen flames, Yelena charged the Finn-Avatar, with Pasha following closely behind her. Her burning blade flickered out, and the Finn-Avatar met it with his sword and claw. 
 
    Steel and crystal clashed as Ikaru hurled torrents of prismatic lances at the Feyvra-Avatar. The Avatar twirled his blades, dashing every single one of the Crystalline Lancer’s projectiles to glittering shards, before closing the distance and extending his weapons in a throat-skewering lunge. His swords rang off Torgar’s raised shield, however. The Rune Smith snarled and swung his hammer out in a wide, sweeping arc. The Feyvra-Avatar leapt over it, all the while picking apart the flurry of spear-thrusts Ikaru sent his way. 
 
    The Earthen Herald took the Feyvra-Avatar’s flank and lashed out with its rocky fists. None of the summoned creature’s blows connected. The Feyvra-Avatar sliced it in half with blisteringly swift sweeps of his blade, but he had to stop moving for a split-second to do so. 
 
    This bought Torgar enough time to hit the Avatar with a Spite Rune, stiffening the creature’s limbs and slowing his movements. Ikaru looped out to the side, then came back in to take the Avatar’s flank. He had conjured a fresh array of crystal spears floating above his shoulders, and he hurled them at the Feyvra-Avatar. This time, several of the prismatic lances struck home, punching through the Avatar’s torso and abdomen. Ikaru lunged with his enchanted spear as the Avatar staggered back, only to have his weapon dashed aside and a sword whistling down toward his skull. 
 
    Torgar blocked the Feyvra-Avatar’s blade with his shield again. His hammer swept out and struck a head comprised of flies, and the enchantment bound into the Rune Smith’s weapon flared into effect, generating a corona of fire that burned hundreds of black, buzzing monstrosities to a crisp. The Feyvra-Avatar riposted with the sword in his left hand, before bringing the blade in his right hand back into a series of intricate, looping cuts that forced Torgar and Ikaru back. More black flies descended from the main body of the swarm during this time to patch up the holes in the Avatar’s torso and rebuild his skull. When the Feyvra-Avatar was whole once more, it advanced upon Torgar and Ikaru, its blades flashing. 
 
    Bain sent his Frost Herald to help the Rune Smith and the Crystalline Lancer, before striding past the melees and advancing upon the Alex-Avatar and the main swarm body. The former leveled his staff at Bain and unleashed a blistering bolt of white fire. At the same time, he sent discs of invisible force scything out toward Bain. 
 
    Quadra-cast Nullifying Gaze spells slowed the force discs and the fire-bolt to a crawl. Concussive Glare spells conjured hammers of force to shatter all of the former, while penta-cast Cyrokinetic Glare spells flooded the latter with beams of intense frost, reducing its fury to wisps of smoke. 
 
    Dual-cast Bladestorm Glare spells from Ocular Proxies sent overhead a few moments ago brought a storm of air-blades into existence. They fell upon the Alex-Avatar and reduced his upper torso to piles of shredded flies. Bain raised Brotherhood and fired once, sending an enchanted bullet scything through the seemingly empty air where the Avatar’s chest once was. A fist-sized starburst of crimson energy appeared at that spot, and every fly within five feet died instantly. The Alex-Avatar didn’t reform. 
 
    I knew it! Bain thought. That was the Avatar’s energy core. Its physical vessel is as small as a molecule. But I can see on a subatomic level. 
 
    “Well done, Bain Lee. I didn’t know you were capable of that,” Urtek said. “Now I can’t evoke Alex’s form again for a few hours. It’s just as well. Let us have an even contest then, you and I.” 
 
    “You know me,” Bain retorted, as he turned six of his Ocular Proxies in the direction of the Finn-Avatar and the Feyvra Avatar. “I was never really one for even contests.” 
 
    He cast Pyrokinetic Glare spells through his Ocular Proxies, lancing three heat beams each toward the energy cores of his targets. The Feyvra-Avatar ducked, sidestepped, and leapt over the crimson-orange beams, all the while raining down blows upon Ikaru, Torgar, and the Frost Herald. The Finn-Avatar’s midsection evaporated, and black flies died in their hundreds, but the creature’s energy core remained intact, as it had shifted to a different part of its owner’s body. 
 
    “No tactic works more than once again me,” Urtek said. “I thought you knew that.” 
 
    I do now, Bain thought, as tendrils made up of flies extended from the swarm and swirled toward him. He octo-cast Pyrokinetic Gaze spells from the eyes beneath his brow and his forehead, conjuring eight massive spheres of fire. The flies wove their way through the effects of Bain’s spells, and though many of them perished from the ambient heat, enough managed to reach him. 
 
    Thanks to Warsight, Bain was able to weave and dodge the grasp of the tendrils, while the furnace-like backwash of his conjured fireballs continued to dry out and kill the flies. Still, one managed to make brief contact with him, entwining its length around his right ankle for the span of a heartbeat before it crumbled into a pile of ash. 
 
    That was enough time for the flies to chew through the fabric of his trousers, devour the flesh beneath, and macerate the bone entirely to powder. Bain grunted as he lost his balance and fell on his rear. His right foot tumbled free from the mangled stump beneath his right shin. 
 
    More swarm tendrils extended overhead. They punched into his Ocular Proxies and destroyed them instantly, before descending toward Bain. He lashed out with a dual-cast of Concussive Glare from his right eye and a quadra-cast of Pyrokinetic Gaze from his left. Another four immense spheres of fire roared into existence above his head. A split-second later, invisible hammers of force crashed into them, turning them into a dome of swirling flame that burned the swarm tendrils completely into ash before they could reach him. 
 
    Bain summoned a fresh set of Ocular Proxies with Proxysight and had them cast Carrion Gaze on his right leg. A new corpse-gray foot materialized almost immediately, and he wasted no time in surging to his feet as his Pyrokinetic Gaze spells spent their fury and their flames dissipated. 
 
    The swarm writhed and roiled. Lightning crackled within its depths, only to emerge a moment later as a maelstrom of swirling electricity that rolled toward Bain. He countered with repeated casts of Cyrokinetic Gaze spells, which conjured a wall of potent frost in front of him. Urtek’s lightning crashed against his icy barrier, reduced it to hissing gouts of steam, but was itself diminished to trails of faint sparks that danced harmlessly off of Bain’s shoulders and chest. 
 
    That must be one of the spells he learned from using that weaker devouring spell of his, Bain realized, as he swept Flowsight over the swarm again in an attempt to find something, anything that could give him an edge. He’d already killed tens, if not hundreds, of thousands of flies over the course of the battle, but the swarm seemed entirely undiminished, which meant that killing all of them was evidently not a viable path to victory against Urtek. 
 
    The Alogak sent more lightning roaring his way. Bain holstered Brotherhood and called Shank to his grasp. He hurled the enchanted knife out, so that its blade sank into the floor ten feet away from him, before casting Shocking Gaze on it to electrify its hilt and suffuse it with lightning-aligned cosmic energy. 
 
    Urtek’s electrical storm was drawn to the blade embedded in the floor, and much of its power sank into its hilt, melting it entirely and reducing the weapon to a molten pool. Bain didn’t bother conjuring another wall of ice to reduce the remnants of Urtek’s spell. He let it wash over him, and it did little more than sting his flesh and jolt his nerves slightly. 
 
    During that time, he found what he was looking for: pools of cosmic energy within the swarm that maintained its coherency… and which housed Urtek’s consciousness. These weren’t the same as the energy cores animating and sustaining the Avatars. The energy cores were entirely intangible, which was why they could be so easily disrupted and destroyed. In contrast, the energy pools emanated from a physical origin. 
 
    Bain was reminded of the Carmine Virus. It had become an energy-based life-form, with its entire mind, ego, and will comprised of cosmic energy. The same had more or less happened to Urtek, which meant that they shared a similar trait: they both needed physical anchors for their energy and the sustainment of their consciousnesses. Urtek himself had admitted as much with his mentioning of how he needed only a single fly to survive to maintain his existence and eventually recover from any damage that had been inflicted on him. But he hadn’t been entirely honest. Not every fly could ensure his survival and the re-propagation of the swarm. Only certain ones could. 
 
    Bain focused on the center of the energy pools he’d identified and saw that all of them radiated from flies much smaller in size than the rest, but which contained far more complex energy pathways and channels within their almost-microscopic bodies. 
 
    The CUI says that these smaller flies are called Alogak Progenitors, whereas the others are called Alogak Devourers, he realized, as he read and deciphered the nature and functions of their energy pathways in the span of a split second. They are the ones keeping the swarm under control, and they are also responsible for using cosmic energy to create new Devourers. On top of that, they can create more Progenitors too, but that takes them a lot more time. If I destroy these… 
 
    He raised Brotherhood and fired at one of the Progenitors. The enchanted bullet sliced out, and the shockwave of its passage through empty space pulverized a tunnel through the Devourers in its way as it streaked toward its target. But an energy barrier flashed into existence across the Progenitor, intercepting the shot, crumbling beneath the impact, but ultimately succeeding in deflecting the bullet. 
 
    Of course Urtek can cast Alex’s Shield spell, Bain thought, swearing under his breath as discs of force launched out from the midst of the swarm seeking to dismember and perhaps decapitate him. With the eyes beneath his brow, he quadra–cast Nullifying Gaze, enveloping the incoming discs in fields of slowing, deadening energy. He then activated the Dragon Sage Staff’s Dancing enchantment and released it, so that it hovered by his side, all the while still augmenting his Parameters and spells. This freed up his left hand and the ocular apertures on its palm, which he used to double-cast Concussive Glare spells. Invisible hammers of force spun into existence to smash the discs asunder and pulp hundreds more Devourers. 
 
    At the same time, his Ocular Proxies took aim at the Progenitors and began blasting away with Pyrokinetic Glare spells, hammering heat beams down upon the near-microscopic flies. Urtek blocked them with energy barriers. Hoping to overwhelm the Alogak’s Shield spells, Bain rapid-fired Brotherhood, sending enchanted bullets whizzing unerringly at the Progenitors. Most of his shots were deflected, but one of them struck home, vaporizing a Progenitor. Millions of Devourers around it died instantly, their bodies hitting the floor like a grotesque shower of black beads. The rest of the swarm reared back, and something like a gasp of pain manifested upon their collective voice. 
 
    That made a difference! Bain thought. The swarm was now visibly diminished. He took aim with Brotherhood again, only to have tendrils of Devourers encircle his right forearm and strip it to the bone in an instant. Bain reacted instantly, summoning his enchanted pistol back to its holster, before burning his infested limb away with a modulated Pyrokinetic Gaze spell from the Malice Flame eye in his forehead. His omni-directional vision finally spotted more Devourer tendrils emerging from one of the many cracks in the floor created by the titanic energies unleashed in his battle with Urtek. They tried to wrap themselves around his legs, but thanks to Warsight, he was able to dance away from their reach, slap his left hand down on one of the cracks, and double-cast Cyrokinetic Gaze through it. Bitter, biting frost suffused the tortured floor, killing every Devourer beneath his feet. 
 
    At the same time, he had one of his Ocular Proxies bathe his right arm with a Carrion Gaze spell, restoring the limb. He drew Brotherhood again and fired twice, sending both bullets crashing against the exact same spot on the surface of a Progenitor’s energy barrier in supersonic succession. The Shield spell sheathing the fly burst apart. Bain’s third shot arrived immediately after, disintegrating the Progenitor and carpeting the floor with another few million dead Devourers. 
 
    The swarm recoiled again, but as it did so, a disc of force spun out from its midst. Bain tried to catch it with a Nullifying Gaze spell, but its flight was too swift, and its path was too erratic. It caught him in the abdomen and cut him in half. Bain grunted as he hit the ground and Brotherhood clattered from his grasp. He commanded the Ocular Proxy next to him to restore him with Carrion Gaze, but it was gone, sliced apart as well by the disc of force. Arcs of lightning crackled from the midst of the swarm, blasting the remaining Ocular Proxies from existence. 
 
    That lightning-aligned spell is nowhere near as powerful as the one Urtek was using at the start of the fight, Bain thought. I’ve hurt him. I just need to keep it up… 
 
    Bright white light radiated from the swarm in an all-encompassing wave that washed over Bain. Urtek had cast a weak, area-of-effect healing spell, he quickly realized, but the Alogak wasn’t trying to heal him. The healing spell had enveloped him in proliferation-aligned cosmic energy, which was antithetical to carrion-aligned cosmic energy. Bain couldn’t restore his body, not until Urtek ceased casting his spell, and perhaps not even then, as he needed to wait for the proliferation-aligned cosmic energy to unravel before he could cast Carrion Gaze on himself. 
 
    “Goddamn, that’s a good one,” he muttered under his breath, as he pushed himself up on his elbows and looked up, bringing the ocular apertures in his skull to bear upon the swarm. 
 
    “It was, wasn’t it?” Urtek’s voice whispered from the swarm. The Alogak must have heard him, after all. “You are a worthy opponent, Bain Lee. I knew you would be one when we first met.” 
 
    “Yeah, likewise,” Bain had to agree. “You’re giving me a much harder time than most.” 
 
    “But the fight is over now, isn’t it?” Urtek said. “You have wounded me grievously, but I believe I have crippled you entirely. Don’t worry, though. After I slay you and the others, I will preserve your bodies until I can fully devour them. Then all of us will be together once more, forever. That is still better than the utter, annihilating defeat you would have suffered against any other Crucible Champion, is that not?” 
 
    “It is, but I’m not defeated yet,” Bain said, quadra-casting Carrion Gaze from the eyes beneath his brow. Carrion-aligned cosmic energy rolled out in a tide from him and washed over the dead Devourers on the floor beneath the swarm. Unlike the ones that had been burned, crushed, or flash-frozen, these had died alongside their Progenitors, so their flesh was sufficiently intact to be suffused with carrion-aligned cosmic energy. A split-second later, he quadra-cast Lich Gaze from the eyes in his forehead and seized control of the countless carcasses scattered across the floor.   
 
    A new swarm arose, comprised of reanimated Devourers. Before Urtek could react, the undead flies tore into their living brethren and began killing them. Scarcely a heartbeat had passed before the reanimated Devourers managed to reach a Progenitor and bite off its head, causing another few million more flies to perish. Bain reanimated those as well before they could hit the floor. 
 
    A shriek of collective agony radiated from the swarm. The healing light vanished. The Flynn- and Feyvra-Avatars crumbled as Urtek summoned the Devourers invested into them back to the main body of the swarm in an attempt to fight off the undead flies. 
 
    Bain called Brotherhood back into his grasp, shot another Progenitor, and reanimated another batch of dead Devourers. Now his swarm outnumbered Urtek’s. The Alogak lashed out with lightning and discs of force, blasting thousands of undead flies from existence, but not before they killed more Devourers and added them to Bain’s control as well. 
 
    More Progenitors fell, and Bain’s swarm became larger. It was now enveloping Urtek’s entirely, and soon, there was only a single Progenitor left. The Alogak spoke one final time. 
 
    “Goodbye, Bain Lee,” Urtek said. “It was good to see you again.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Urtek,” Bain replied. “And thanks for everything.” 
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    And then the swarm was gone. In its place was a cloud of reanimated Devourers. A collection of amulets and rings and the staff Bain had seen the Alex-Avatar wield appeared on the floor. Whatever extra-dimensional means of storage Urtek had been using, it was now gone. Every single one of the Alogak’s possessions now lay scattered beneath the buzzing of countless reanimated wings. 
 
    Bain released his Lich Gaze spells, and the undead flies fell all at once to carpet the floor once more. A CUI notification appeared in his vision. 
 
      
 
    Level 106 attained! 
 
    Parameter increase capped at +25 until Level 200 
 
    +25 to all Parameters (except Resilience) 
 
      
 
    Legend attained! 
 
      
 
    Champion Killer 
 
    Kill a Crucible Champion for the first time 
 
    +25% to one Parameter of your choice 
 
    +10% cosmic essence acquisition rate 
 
    +15% spell efficacy and potency 
 
      
 
    That Legend is pretty handy, actually, Bain thought, as he assigned the Parameter bonus to his Resolve. He then chose to continue his progression in the Ocular Sage Class with his latest Level. There really wasn’t any other choice, as the Ocular Sage Class was far more powerful than any of his other options. 
 
    By then, the Cohort had run to his side. 
 
    Bain! Bain! Pasha cried. Panic and worry flooded through their mental link. The psycanine picked his upper torso up carefully with his clawed hands. Are you alright? 
 
    “I’m fine, buddy,” Bain said, reaching out and stroking Pasha’s head. He nodded to the others as he repeated himself. “I’m fine, really.” 
 
    “Are you?” Ikaru demanded, his eyes wide with horror. “You’re not going to die, but how… I mean… Nediras can’t heal you, so…” 
 
    “I can heal myself,” Bain said, as he felt the proliferation-aligned cosmic energy finally dissipate from his flesh. He cast Carrion Gaze on himself, and everything from his abdomen downward grew back in the span of several heartbeats. Pasha whined in relief and put him down. 
 
    Torgar snickered, raised his shield in front of Yelena’s face, and pointed with his hammer. “You might want to cover up, lad. You’re in much politer company than mine and Ikaru’s after all.” 
 
    “Torgar…” Yelena said, a dangerous warning note evident in her voice. She placed her fingertip on the Rune Smith’s shield and pushed it aside. Torgar blanched beneath her glare. “I’m no blushing maiden who must rely on you to preserve her modesty.” 
 
    “You are absolutely right, lass,” Torgar said right away and stowed his shield. Hitching his hammer back to his belt, he gestured at Bain. “So go ahead and feast your eyes.” 
 
    “Goddamn it, Torgar!” Bain scrambled to where the old lower half of his body had fallen. It had already crumbled to dust, so all he had to do was shake off his completely ruined trousers and slip himself into them as quickly as he could. When he was done, he looked ruefully at the remains of his armor. Pathforger was in horrendous shape, hanging off his body in little more than tatters. Most of its latent enchantments had gone dormant, the energy patterns sustaining them broken and torn. The only one that was actually still fully functional was its extra-dimensional storage pouch. 
 
    “Uvol Yenn and his Creators should be able to fix that for you,” Yelena said, walking to his side. “Failing that, we should be able to get you another suit of armor. In the meantime, why don’t you take this, first?” 
 
    She handed over a small haversack made up of pale-gray Esarthu silk. It carried two enchantments. The first was an extra-dimensional storage enchantment of modest power. The other was one of enhanced durability. Yelena smiled as Bain cast a quizzical look her way. “Someone whom we rescued on a Liberation Quest gave this to me as a gift. I liked the craftsmanship that went into it, so I accepted it. And now, it is yours to keep.” 
 
    “Better hurry up with that, lad,” Torgar said. “If your extra-dimensional pouch bursts and scatters your things all over the floor, I’m not going to help you pick up anything.” 
 
    “Alright.” Bain took the haversack and looped it over his shoulder. He then threaded cosmic energy from Pathforger through his new extra-dimensional storage bag, which was called Voyager’s Pack and quickly transferred everything he’d stored away over. 
 
    He didn’t have much, he realized. He’d handed over his Dominion Tool a while ago to Trasynthus, and he’d just lost the only weapon he kept in extra-dimensional storage, Shank. All he’d been carrying—other than Sera’s mysterious and unusable sword—was a small collection of Rejuvenation Tabs, which he had no need for given his nigh-infinite cosmic energy reserves, and Healing Pellets, which he couldn’t use. I should just give these back to Uvol Yenn’s people later, so that they can be distributed to the other Exoders. I should still hold onto this bag, though. Extra-dimensional storage always comes in handy. 
 
    “Thanks, Yelena,” Bain said to the Paladin. 
 
    “You’re very welcome,” she said, flashing him one of her dazzling smiles. Her expression turned gloomy as she looked at the pile of dead flies. “It’s a shame this had to happen, but he chose his path, as we did ours.” 
 
    “Did we?” Bain sighed and called the Dragon Sage Staff back to his grasp, before putting it into Voyager’s Pack, just so he didn’t need to carry the cumbersome pole around. He returned Brotherhood to its holster too. “Did he?” 
 
    “I know what you’re getting at, Bain, but you can’t possibly believe that the Architect of Fate is pulling all our strings, can’t you?” Ikaru said. “You defeated her pawn and drove her away the last time, didn’t you? That couldn’t have been part of her plan.” 
 
    “It wasn’t,” Bain said. He gestured at Urtek’s remains. “And neither was this. It was part of my plan.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Torgar asked, scratching the back of his head. “You planned for Urtek to come back as a Crucible Champion and attack us?” 
 
    “Not exactly, but this was one of the many possibilities in the karmic web the Exodus has woven,” Bain said. “During our time in the Crucible, we fought against and alongside many powerful and formidable Challengers, each of them worthy of being a Faction Leader and eventual Champion in his or her own right. Urtek was one of them, but so was Asar Dai. Finn and Alex aren’t too far a reach, either. I also wouldn’t count out that Assassin who abandoned Tommy’s Faction, too.” 
 
    “Finn O’Connor and Alex Smith were very capable individuals, though I wonder how well they would have fared without someone to temper their proclivities and provide them with the leadership they needed,” Yelena mused, before shaking her head slightly. “But I still don’t understand, Bain. What exactly are you trying to say here?” 
 
    “I’m saying that I knew many of our allies during the Dominion Task wouldn’t choose to go on the Exodus,” Bain explained. “They just wouldn’t have it in them, given the scope of our goals and our hopes for a peaceful life. They would instead choose to remain in the Crucible and take part in the Challenge. And some of them might even become Champions, all the while retaining karmic ties to us. Of these individuals, at least one would confront us and bring with him or her what we needed to complete the Exodus.” 
 
    “And what exactly is that?” Ikaru asked. “What more do we still need?” 
 
    “Power,” Bain said. “Pure, unadulterated power, and the means to get more of it.” 
 
    He looked upon the dead flies and cast Subsuming Glare. A disembodied eye appeared in the air above him. It was much larger than any Ocular Proxy or Ocular Guardian, and it was completely white in hue, with vein-like crimson streaks webbed across its sclera. A thin beam of gray light extended from its iris and fell upon Urtek’s remains, and fly by fly, they began to disappear. 
 
    “What… what’s going on?” Torgar took a few steps back, obviously sensing that something terrible was happening, but not fully understanding exactly what. 
 
    The last fly vanished then, and Bain felt a tremendous surge of power course through his body. His energy channels and pathways shuddered in protest and flailed at him with enough agony for even his cold, unliving flesh to sense. A tortured scream escaped his lips, and he fell to his knees as half of the sum total of Urtek’s strength, along with all of the Alogak’s memories and every known spell, became his own. 
 
      
 
    …Level 162 attained! 
 
    + 1400 to all Parameters 
 
    Myriad spells attained! 
 
    Chain Lightning Glare 
 
    Shield Gaze 
 
    Force Glare 
 
    Synaptic Gaze 
 
    ... 
 
      
 
    The words on his CUI scrolled on and on, listing the vast array of spells Urtek had managed to steal from others over the last decade. Several of them automatically and instantly adapted to his energy pathways in the form of Gaze and Glare spells, while others remained inert and unusable, as they were completely incompatible with him. Swarm Incarnation was one of them. Bain wasn’t made up of Alogak Devourers, so he couldn’t cast that spell. Given enough time, he might be able to make something of it, but given the state of his energy pathways now, he doubted he’d ever get to do so. 
 
    The white disembodied eye faded then, and the agony peeled slowly from his limbs and his temples. Bain assigned all his new Levels into the Ocular Sage Class as Pasha and Yelena helped him to his feet. Understanding, then horror dawned in Ikaru’s eyes. 
 
    “You ate him!” the Crystalline Lancer cried. “Just like he ate Finn and Alex!” 
 
    “About that…” Bain said, before launching into a quick explanation of what exactly happened to the Warrior and the Guardian. When he was done, Torgar heaved a huge sigh. 
 
    “I wish they met a better end, all three of them,” the Rune Smith said. He made a sweeping gesture that included Finn’s weapons and Alex’s gear. “I’ll make sure that those are put to good use, if only to honor their memories.” 
 
    “But… you ate him!” Ikaru protested, his face pale. “And not only that, you set things up so you could eat him or some other Challenger whom we encountered?” 
 
    “Yes. The Crucible is eternal, but it is also impatient, and karmic ties erode over the passage of time,” Bain explained. “The Champion that found us first would have attained his or her title early in comparison to others, which meant that he or she would likely have found some way to accrue massive power within a relatively short amount of time. And now that power and the means to acquire more have now become ours.” 
 
    “Yours, you mean,” Ikaru said, licking his lips nervously. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Bain, but I want nothing of what you have.” 
 
    “I know you don’t, Ikaru. None of you do,” Bain said. “And that’s exactly why I’m confident that the Exoders, when they’ve arrived at their destination, will prosper beneath your guidance and leadership.” 
 
    “Oh, Bain.” Yelena stroked Bain’s cheek, dispelling the chill of his flesh with the warmth of her touch, before folding him into an embrace. “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “You don’t need to say anything.” Bain hugged her back, luxuriating in the brazen flames that radiated from her body. 
 
    “It’s a grim path you’ve trod, lad,” Torgar said, reaching out to clasp Bain on the shoulder. “But it’s one I’m proud to walk with you, as far as I’m able to anyhow.” 
 
    “Me too,” Ikaru added. “I can’t even begin to imagine what you’re going through right now, Bain. But for what it’s worth, I am with you, until the end.” 
 
    “There won’t be an end,” Bain said, as he drew away from Yelena. “Not for you. Not here, not now, and not anytime soon. But yeah, we’re done here, I think. I just checked on the others, and they’ve wiped the Honor Guard out. Let’s get out of here and take the Cosmic Hammer back to Veritas.” 
 
    “I’ve got a better idea,” Torgar said. The Rune Smith rubbed his hands in glee. “Let’s take this ship back to Veritas instead.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Ikaru demanded. The Crystalline Lancer swept his gaze disbelievingly across the chamber, before rubbing his jaw and furrowing his brow in thought. “Actually… that isn’t a bad idea. The Cosmic Hammer lacks power, and Veritas is all but defenseless against the vessel of any other Crucible Champion who attacks us next. With this, however, we’ll be able to fight back far more effectively.” 
 
    “All it needs is a little touching up, and it should be good to go,” Torgar said, pounding his right fist into his left palm. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Bain scratched the back of his head. “Didn’t the Cosmic Hammer literally burn a path through it?” 
 
    “Bah!” Torgar scoffed. “That’s nothing that can’t be fixed with a bit of care and attention.” 
 
    “Alright.” Bain shrugged. “Go ahead. I’m sure you two will be able to come up with something amazing.” 
 
    “We’ve all attained Level 80, Bain,” Yelena said. “Besting Urtek earned us an immense amount of cosmic essence. Though we’re nowhere close to you in power, we should still be able to assist you in any future battles against Crucible Champions.” 
 
    “I know you will,” Bain said. 
 
    They joined up with the rest of the Exoders soon enough. Torgar gave Trasynthus a quick update, and a few minutes later, the Duraga Rune Smiths who’d been in the Cosmic Hammer’s “hangar” appeared through the Pathway Structure in the ship. They conferred briefly with Ikaru and Torgar before getting to work. 
 
    “We should be able to restore basic mobility in under an hour,” Hulram reported to Bain. “Once that happens, we can bring the Stark Hunter close enough to Veritas to establish a tether. That way, we can keep working on the Stark Hunter while still proceeding on our journey.” 
 
    “How much time would you need to get the Stark Hunter fully operational?” Bain asked. “Once we’re in the Architect’s Lair, things are going to get very hairy, and I’d expect more Crucible Champions to find us there. We don’t want to get caught in the middle of repairs, right, so maybe it’s worth taking a pause while you finish your work?” 
 
    “I reckon we can get everything done in under two weeks, but it’s your decision, lad,” Hulram said. “Still, if you can’t make up your mind by yourself, there’s no harm in asking Lord Osur what he thinks.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Bain agreed. “I’ll go check with Trasynthus.” 
 
    It turned out that the Swordmaster concurred with Bain, so over the course of the next day, the Rune Smiths patched Stark Hunter up enough to drift it to a halt alongside Veritas, and the Exodus came to a brief pause. 
 
    During this time, the Exoders kept up with their Liberation Quests and their Dungeon-runs, increasing their Levels, swelling their numbers, and acquiring more and more enchanted armaments and items. Bain didn’t go on these expeditions, choosing to send in his stead his Ocular Guardians, which had become immensely powerful. With their help, the Exoders glided through Dungeons and overcame Liberation Quest challenges far beyond what they had previously been able to handle. Yelena, Torgar, and Ikaru actually made it all the way to Level 85, setting them far ahead of everyone else aboard Veritas except Bain. 
 
    As for Bain himself, his Ocular Guardians harvested enough cosmic essence for him to ascend another Level, bringing him to Level 163. He invested his new Level immediately into his Ocular Sage Class, which at this point, was far superior to any of his other options. 
 
    Laden with Dungeon core fragments, Trasynthus was free to make all the upgrades he wanted to Veritas’s Structures, and that was exactly what he did, enhancing every single Structure to its most powerful form. This freed up some Karmic Integrity, and he advocated for the creation of Structures that could allow Veritas to survive better in ship-to-ship combat. 
 
    Bain agreed with the Swordmaster wholeheartedly. The Cosmic Hammer was powerful in its own right, and the Stark Hunter was capable of ending worlds with the least of its weapons. But that was all moot if a Crucible Champion’s vessel managed to take out Veritas. Without the World Ship’s Karmic Core, the Exoders had no hope of making it to their destination and starting a new life there. He spent a day working alongside Torgar on the Manifestor, and their efforts yielded the Shield Structure and the Macro-Cannon Structure. The Shield Structures would be placed across Veritas’s outer hull, where they could project energy barriers over crucial sections of the World Ship. Each of them was capable of absorbing a single hit from a plasma cannon similar in strength to the one the Stark Hunter. After that, they would crumble and need to be replaced. 
 
    The Macro-Cannon Structure was meant to be mounted on Veritas’s outer hull too, but it wasn’t an offensive weapon. Rather, it fired wide, short-ranged energy nets capable of catching and destroying any physical projectiles that got too close for comfort to the World Ship. The Macro-Cannon Structure’s nets probably wouldn’t stop a boarding attempt from any reasonably sized vessel, but that was what the Cosmic Hammer and the Stark Hunter were supposed to handle. 
 
    A Raid occurred while Veritas was at anchor, and the Challengers who took part of it were all above Level 75. They warped into the World Ship, confident and thirsting for blood, only to be met by Exoders who were more than a match for them. 
 
    The weakest ones were confronted by row upon row of gun barrels, wielded by Exoders with non-combatant Classes. None of their spells or enchanted items stood any chance against volleys of coordinated gunfire that ripped them to shreds and hurled their remains across the chamber and hallway floors of Veritas. The few that survived faced off against Cohorts led by Jack, Srralntharizz, Akasha, and Filaxes, who drew them into Dungeons and killed them there. 
 
    The Exoders with the highest Levels took on the most powerful Challengers within Dungeons as well. In a marvelous display of skill and with a little help from Bain’s Ocular Guardians, Yelena defeated a dozen Level 82 Challengers singlehandedly. That feat earned her two straight Levels and a bevy of Challenger Bounties which she used to enhance her sword, armor, and shield. Torgar and Ikaru teamed up with Esther to wipe out two Cohorts that averaged out at Level 80 through a combination of tactics, cunning, and leveraging their Dungeon’s traps and monsters. Their efforts earned them two Levels each as well. 
 
    But there were twenty Level 99 Challengers who took part in the Raid, all of them on the cusp of becoming Champions. Bain slew them all and reanimated their corpses as permanent Revenants, which he fully intended to throw at the next Crucible Champion he had to face. 
 
    After that, he ensconced himself within the Karmic Core and began looking past the Veil. Primordial Entities flocked to him in droves, all of them thirsting for cosmic energy. There were so many of them that he was forced to turn some of them down. After a bit more than two days of negotiation, he managed to attain a fresh suite of summoning spells for his efforts. Defeating Urtek had earned him the attention of a Primordial Entity called the Eternal Hive, who’d granted him a spell called Endless Eaters. With it, Bain could call a swarm of flesh-stripping vermin into existence. 
 
    Another Primordial Entity named Feyslayer took note of Bain’s seizure of an Esarthu Champion’s ship. His Veil Pact bestowed a spell called Iron Reaver, which summoned a massive metallic being with bladed arms to Bain’s aid. 
 
    Usyura Kass was a wielder of the Malice Flame, just like Ahura Sa had been. She had been his apprentice, or so she claimed, and she appreciated Bain taking vengeance on her tutor’s killer, Sera. The Primordial Entity gave him the Malice Swordsaint spell, which called a sentient sword of crimson-black fire to his side. 
 
    Bain had tried casting Farsight to reach out to Max, but the Apocalypse Knight was constantly embroiled in a clash of cosmic energy so violent and chaotic that he was all but undetectable. Four days after the battle against Urtek, there had been a brief lull in the fighting, and Max had taken the opportunity to quickly reassure Bain that he was still holding Isilith’s fleet back, and with any luck, he and Sava would return to Veritas sooner rather than later. 
 
    But as far as Bain was concerned, that simply meant that the Exoders would have to count on themselves, as always. 
 
    With that in mind, he began working on improving his Subsuming Glare spell. It was an arduous process, even with the Aurum Lich’s insight and the power he now had at his disposal. He wrote and rewrote energy pathways, forged new nodes, and built new clusters from scratch within his body. As he worked, he looked away from the Karmic Core and cast his gaze beyond the confines of the World Ship, into the endlessly permuting madness of the Crucible’s void. This time, he opened his mind to it, and though the Crucible hated him and desired his extinction, it couldn’t help but whisper its secrets into his thoughts, suffusing his consciousness with insight into its inner workings. 
 
    CUI notifications popped up constantly, as he gazed into the void. 
 
      
 
    Legend attained! 
 
      
 
    Madness Without, Madness Within 
 
    +10% to spell efficacy and potency per Level 
 
      
 
    Legend attained! 
 
      
 
    Sage of Chaos 
 
    +10% casting speed per Level 
 
    This bonus is doubled when spells of different alignment are cast in succession. 
 
      
 
    Legend attained! 
 
      
 
    Vision of Order 
 
    +1% spell penetration per Level 
 
      
 
    Legend attained! 
 
      
 
    Fate’s Architect (Lesser) 
 
    +10% efficacy per Level to all energy and karmic manipulation attempts 
 
      
 
    “I see, I see. Don’t you all?” he found himself muttering to the undead phalanx of Level 99 Revenants who stood at the far end of the room during his contemplations. But all they could do was look back at him with pained, vacant eyes, while the occasional agonized moan fell from their desiccated lips. 
 
    He registered somewhere that they were the main reason why nobody except Yelena visited him during this time, but that was fine. He didn’t really want to see or talk with anyone else anyway, at least not while he was busy with his current project. He could tell that the Paladin was unnerved by the presence of the Revenants, but she hid her unease well enough to chat with him about everything and nothing at all, while holding his increasingly cold hands in her warm ones. 
 
    Yelena kept him sane during those days, and he loved her for it, among many other things she’d done for him. 
 
    After ten days, he finally averted his gaze from the void and closed his mind off from the Crucible’s madness. He’d achieved his goal. 
 
      
 
    Subsuming Glare 
 
    Projects unaligned cosmic energy upon an enemy slain by the caster. The enemy’s physical vessel, spiritual essence, and consciousness will be completely consumed by the caster. 
 
    This has the effect of adding 75% (rounded up) of the consumed enemy’s Levels to the caster’s. 
 
    This spell has no effect if it is cast on an enemy that has not been slain by the caster. 
 
    This spell can only be cast 1 time per day. Extreme cosmic energy consumption. 
 
      
 
    The more I use it, the less time I’ll have, Bain thought, as he looked inward at the labyrinthine network of pathways and channels in his body. Everything was running ragged from carrying the immense amounts of cosmic energy he was now able to wield. Nesura had warned of this happening. Getting to Level 99 would drastically accelerate the degradation of his flesh, and Bain had shot well past that a while ago. 
 
    And he would have to go even further yet, if he wanted to stand a chance against the Architect of Fate at all. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Another Crucible Champion’s vessel appeared in the void just after the completion of the Stark Hunter’s repairs. It emerged from the void not too far from Veritas, a mound of decaying flesh ten times the size of a skyscraper. Gigantic vertebrae sections held together by a sickly green, jelly-like substance sprouted from the surface of the ship like grasping tendrils, each of them several miles along and at least a hundred feet in radius. 
 
    Its name was the Death Knell, and its master was the Crucible Champion called Thanator the Unclean, a Level 160 Plague Bearer. Trasynthus bellowed orders to the crew on Veritas’s bridge, instructing them to pull the World Ship away from the Death Knell as quickly as they could. Veritas yawned and rolled, its hull creaking as it sought to obey the commands of its crew. 
 
    Hulram and his Rune Smiths were still aboard the Stark Hunter at that time. They commandeered the Esarthu ship and turned its wrath upon the Death Knell. Energy beams scythed out from the Stark Hunter to pound into the fleshy exterior of Thanator’s ship and rip free building-sized chunks of fetid meat. The Death Knell reeled back, stung but obviously unhurt. Orifices gaped open across its pustule-ridden hull, and spirals of yellowed bone burst forth, shrieking toward the Stark Hunter and Veritas. 
 
    Veritas deployed its Marco-Cannon Structure, casting energy nets from its hull. The bone spirals struck the nets and spun to a halt. The others impacted harmlessly against the energy barriers generated by the World Ship’s Shield Structures. 
 
    The Stark Hunter dipped and wheeled, spinning away from the Death Knell’s barrage, but a single bone spiral struck home, punching into the Esarthu ship’s lower section and immediately ejecting a few dozen lumbering, single-eyed creatures called Pox Fiends. Oozing pustules riddled their corpse-gray flesh, and their upper limbs terminated in claws dripping with black, liquid filth. An aura of sickly green light emanated from their hides. It was the product of a passive spell called Plague Gift, and it was capable of continuously draining the vitality of any Exoder within fifty feet, while simultaneously inflicting a crippling and ultimately fatal suite of disease-themed status effects. They were Thanator’s Honor Guards, and they averaged out at Level 90. 
 
    Yelena had acquired a spell called Brazen Hearth several Levels ago, which protected her and any of her allies within thirty feet from negative status effects. Nediras and several other Exoders had spells that could do something similar as well, but not against a Level 90 Plague Gift spell. Yelena was the only one powerful enough to counteract the Pox Fiends’ draining aura, so she and Esther traveled to the Stark Hunter via a Pathway Structure. They took twenty Exoders with them, including Srralntharizz, Akasha, Pasha, Filaxes, and Jack. That was the most number of people Yelena’s Brazen Hearth could reliably cover. 
 
    Meanwhile, Torgar and Ikaru flew Bain on the Cosmic Hammer to the Death Knell. The Rune Smith and the Crystalline Lancer danced their much-smaller ship through a maze of grasping tendrils and hurtling bone spirals, destroying any of the latter that came too close with prismatic lances and heat beams. Bain had been keeping a figurative eye on everything since the Death Knell’s appearance, and he turned his attention to Yelena’s defense of the Stark Hunter as Torgar and Ikaru carried him to Thanator’s ship. 
 
    He quickly saw that she and Esther had confronted the Pox Fiends and were now fighting a desperate melee to keep them contained within the sectors through which they had entered. The Exoders were outnumbered and outclassed in terms of Levels, but they had the advantage of terrain, with Hulram observing the enemy’s movements from an enchanted viewing lens on the Stark Hunter’s bridge and providing constant reports about their numbers and whereabouts. 
 
    There was also the fact that Yelena was far more powerful than her Level suggested. The Paladin must have arrived at some epiphany over the last few days, as her swordplay was beyond anything Bain had ever seen from her before. She danced with her burning blade, holding a dozen Pox Fiends at bay, while Esther flanked the Honor Guards, hit them with her Death Mark spell, and picked them off one-by-one with methodical precision. 
 
    The other Exoders didn’t do quite as well. Three Warriors who’d joined up alongside Jack had fallen, and the Ranger himself had been beaten to his knees, his body covered in rapidly festering wounds. They would have died if Pasha hadn’t surged to the fore, kicking and clawing. The psycanine’s Level was tied to Bain’s, so he was by far the most powerful Exoder present, at least in terms of simple combat prowess. Pasha struck down a Pox Fiend, before trading blows with another quartet of the creatures. Any wounds the creatures inflicted on him healed within seconds, the filth of their claws no match for his regenerative capabilities. 
 
    The psycanine’s valiant efforts allowed Srralntharizz to throw down a bevy of his web spells that slowed the Pox Fiends and prevented them from circumventing Pasha and reaching the rest of the Exoders. The Weaver was then able to drag Jack and the Warriors clear of the fight, before hauling them over to the Pathway Structure, where a small contingent of Auramancers were waiting with their healing spells and restorative enchanted items. 
 
    Akasha and Filaxes worked in tandem with ten other Exoders to stall and stymie a group of Pox Fiends who’d been about to break out into an adjoining hallway. From there, they would have gained access to the rest of the Stark Hunter if not for the Wanderer’s and the Lavamancer’s efforts. Filaxes tossed down clinging pools of enchanted magma in the Honor Guards’ path and harassed them with spikes of burning rock that fell from the ceiling. Akasha relied on his speed and evasiveness to stay just out of their grasp, while the other Exoders struck from afar with ranged weapons or polearms. They were mostly successful, but they didn’t manage to kill a single of Thanator’s Honor Guards. 
 
    Still, Bain wasn’t too worried. He knew that Yelena and Esther would finish off the Pox Fiends they were fighting soon enough to help Pasha and Srralntharizz. Then together, they would wipe out the remainder of the Honor Guards, keeping the Stark Hunter safe, at least for the time being. 
 
    He turned his gaze back toward Veritas. The World Ship was still trying to open up some distance from the Death Knell, but the latter had managed to latch several of its tendrils onto Veritas. Gargantuan tendrils blistered against the translucent energy barriers generated by the newly built Shield Structures. Even as he watched, cracks began to form across one of the beleaguered barriers. Veritas’s Shield Structures wouldn’t hold indefinitely. Neither would the Macro-Cannon Structure be able to keep the bone spirals and the Pox Fiends they contained at bay for much longer. 
 
    Ten minutes, he thought. They can last another ten minutes. Maybe fifteen, if I’m lucky. 
 
    “We’re almost there!” Torgar cried, dropping the Cosmic Hammer into a deep dive to avoid a tendril. The Rune Smith grinned savagely and placed his hand on his crystal array in readiness to cast Hatred Rune. “We just need to get a bit closer, and then we can burn our way in!” 
 
    “No,” Bain said. “Don’t bring the Cosmic Hammer inside there. Just get me close enough to hop over. Once I’ve been dropped off, the two of you need to try to help Veritas break free, or at least buy them some time. If the Shield Structures fail or even one group of Pox Fiends make it inside…” 
 
    “A lot of our people will die,” Ikaru finished for him. The Crystalline Lancer frowned doubtfully. “But that means you’ll be taking on the Crucible Champion and his entire army all by yourself. Are you sure you want to do that?” 
 
    “I will have to,” Bain said. “I’m immune to Plague Gift, but I don’t have any spell like Yelena’s that can protect you both from it.” 
 
    “The lad’s right, Ikaru,” Torgar said, grimacing. “We’ll just be a liability inside there. We’d be better off running cover for Veritas and maybe adding our firepower to the Stark Hunter’s.” 
 
    “Alright.” Ikaru clenched his jaw and nodded resolutely. He twirled his flight stick and threw the Cosmic Hammer into a roll that brought the ship right next to the Death Knell. Bain had pinpointed Thanator’s exact location a while ago, and the Cosmic Hammer was now as close as it would ever get to the Crucible Champion without actually boring its way through the much larger ship. 
 
    “I knew this day would come, so I’ve prepared something for it!” Torgar slammed his fist down on a panel next to his seat. He then turned to Bain and grinned. “Alright, this should get you the rest of the way there, lad. Better hold on tight, now.” 
 
    “What are you…?” Bain managed to say before the bottom of the Cosmic Hammer’s cockpit fell away from under his seat. A thin energy barrier flickered into existence over Bain’s chair as it dropped away from the ship and hurtled toward the Death Knell’s hull. 
 
    Bain didn’t waste time giving voice to the obscenities he wanted to scream at Torgar. Instead, he summoned his Ocular Proxies and cast Pyrokinetic Glare spells from them, raining down a barrage of heat beams upon the rapidly approaching surface of the Crucible Champion’s ship. 
 
    Rotting flesh broiled and peeled away beneath the fury of his spells. Misshapen cancerous bones lay beneath, like some kind of hideous skeletal frame for the grotesque bulk of the Death Knell. Those burned away too, allowing Bain’s flight seat to descend unimpeded until it thumped down on the moist floor of a hallway with reeking, fleshy walls adorned with throbbing veins and reinforced by bone struts. 
 
    Bain leaped to his feet, blasting away with Brotherhood and hurling heat and frost beams in every direction with his Ocular Proxies. The hundreds of Pox Fiends that had been converging upon him withered beneath his onslaught. He reanimated most of them with his usual Carrion Gaze and Lich Gaze combination, before turning the undead Honor Guard against their reinforcing kin. Before long, a pitched melee had broken out all around Bain, with reanimated Pox Fiends clawing and biting at their living counterparts. A massive creature barged through the scrum then, hurling aside any Pox Fiends in its way. It was called a Pox Brute, and it managed to punch its claws through Bain’s chest and abdomen, utterly eviscerating him and pretty much tearing him in half. 
 
    Reanimated Pox Fiends swarmed the Pox Brute and immediately tore it into pieces, allowing Bain to patch himself up with more Carrion Gaze spells. He sighed as he got to his feet and looked directly in Thanator’s direction. The Crucible Champion was about three or four miles away, hidden behind gigatons of rotten meat and bone. Bain didn’t have the time or inclination to fight his way through the Death Knell there. 
 
    So he cast Disintegrating Glare instead, sending a fission beam through the Crucible Champion’s ship. A mile-wide tunnel opened up within the Death Knell, and the shockwave of his spell vaporized every Honor Guard around him and reduced his Ocular Proxies to ashen wisps. It would have destroyed him too, if he hadn’t cast Veil Rift and called upon one of his latest patron’s spell, Aegis of Narcissus. A massive gilded mirror flashed into existence in front of him and drew him into its silvery surface. There, he weathered out the maelstrom of destruction wreaked by his Disintegrating Glare spell. 
 
    A few moments later, the mirror disappeared and deposited him back into a hallway crackling with cosmic radiation once more. A CUI notification flickered into view. 
 
      
 
    Veil Pact with Narcissus, Primordial Entity, has been terminated. 
 
    Narcissus has been consumed by the Crucible. 
 
    You have lost access to Aegis of Narcissus. 
 
      
 
    It’s confirmed, then. Every Primordial Entity I form a Veil Pact with gets drowned in cosmic energy and taken by the Crucible the moment I use their spell, Bain thought. That’s why all those junkie assholes were so eager to meet me. 
 
    He summoned a fresh set of Ocular Proxies, hurled himself down the newly formed tunnel, and began a multi-mile freefall. Just before he descended into the chamber where Thanator was, he sent an Ocular Proxy ahead and cast Nullifying Gaze from it, bathing himself in a field of deadening energy that slowed his fall enough for him to touch down gently on the floor. 
 
    The Crucible’s Champion’s chamber lay in ruins. Its floor was broken, with uneven expanses and gaping crevasses strewn across its surface. Sections of its ceiling and walls had fallen, forming fetid debris piles of organic matter. Bain didn’t know what its usual function was, but if he had to guess, he’d have figured it for some kind of throne room or audience chamber. It could even be the Death Knell’s bridge, which meant that he’d effectively crippled the ship. 
 
    Before he could cast his gaze outward to confirm that, a pile of debris heaved apart, and Thanator emerged from its midst. He was a bloated, rotund humanoid. Slime-coated plate-armor sheathed his massive form, which was thrice as tall as Bain and six times as wide. Three pairs of insectile wings resembling those of an oversized fly’s sprouted from his back, each of them spanning twice the length of his shoulders. His face was sickly pale and featureless, save for a pair of beady black eyes and a ring-shaped maw lined with sharp green teeth. He carried a round shield of black metal over his left forearm and a straight sword with serrated edges in his right fist. 
 
    “Exoder!” the Crucible Champion roared, shrugging off the last of the debris and advancing upon Bain. “So you have come to your death! How considerate of you!” 
 
    “I am pretty considerate most of the time,” Bain said. “But I didn’t come to my death. I’m here to deliver yours.” 
 
    Thanator howled with laughter and slapped his protruding belly with his left hand. “Ah, that was a good jest! I so appreciate humor. But we’d better get to fighting, because I appreciate getting things done more.” 
 
    “That makes two of us,” Bain said, extending his will to his Voyager’s Pack and commanding it to expel the twenty Revenants he’d stored inside it. Extra-dimensional storage items couldn’t store living entities, but undead creatures weren’t living by any means. They blinked into existence, and without hesitation, they charged Thanator, moans of despair and agony falling from their lips. 
 
    “Bless the Holy Plague!” the Crucible Champion cried, as he thrust his sword out in front of him. Beams of green light lanced from his blade to pierce through the bodies of the Revenants. The undead Challengers staggered to a halt, only to resume their charge a split-second later, heedless of the damage done to their cold, unfeeling flesh. 
 
    They fell upon Thanator and began pounding on him with enchanted swords, maces, axes, and flurries of elemental spells. The Crucible Champion reeled from the onslaught. He was many Levels above the Revenants, but the latter were far more powerful than they’d been in life, thanks to the nature of their reanimation. 
 
    “Ah, I see,” Thanator muttered, as a spiked mace struck him across the jaw and sent him staggering back. “Where blood doesn’t flow and hearts don’t beat, the Holy Plague cannot take root. No matter! What is dead can be killed once again, and that includes you, Exoder!” 
 
    The Crucible Champion swept his sword out in swift, scything sweeps that left half of the Revenants dismembered or decapitated in the blink of an eye. He shield-bashed four of them, reducing their bodies to pulp. The remaining Revenants dropped their weapons and hurled themselves upon him. Before Thanator could tear them off, Bain cast Mortis Blossom on every Revenant. 
 
    Twenty massive explosions erupted around the Crucible Champion, ripping into his armor and flesh. Bain raised Brotherhood, took aim through the whirlwind of debris raised by the detonations, and hammered ten bullets into the exact same molecule on the surface of Thanator’s shield. 
 
    The Crucible Champion’s shield shattered beneath the concentrated, consecutive impacts, and its enchantment unraveled, forcing him to take the full brunt of the explosions. He was hurled upward with enough force to bounce off the mile-high ceiling, before crashing back down again. But he surged to his feet almost immediately, pounded toward Bain, and closed the distance between them in an instant. 
 
    Thanator lashed out with his sword, seeking to split Bain’s skull in half. Warsight allowed Bain to sidestep the descent of the Crucible Champion’s blade and continue blasting away with Brotherhood, lacing bullet after bullet into Thanator’s bulk and tearing away fist-sized chunks of flesh and armor with every shot. His Ocular Proxies had swung overhead and begun strafing the Crucible Champion’s back and shoulders with heat and frost beams as well. 
 
    But Thanator’s vitality was seemingly limitless. He swung his sword again, this time in a sideways cut. Bain ducked underneath the whistling blade, and from a crouch, he octo-cast Concussive Glare and hammered eight invisible hammers of force into Thanator’s chest. The Crucible Champion’s breastplate caved inwards, and ichor spurted from every opening in his armor, but he only took a single staggering backward step, before grunting in grudging admiration and swinging his sword again. 
 
    This time, Bain wasn’t able to evade the blow entirely, so he chose to take it in his chest rather than through his neck. Thanator’s sword hacked clean through his ribcage, cutting him in half, but Bain managed to jam Brotherhood’s barrel right under the Crucible Champion’s chin and pull the trigger repeatedly. 
 
    The top of Thanator’s skull erupted in a shower of bone and brain jelly. His eyes went vacant and unfocused. Bain cast Carrion Gaze from one of his Ocular Proxies before the lower half of his body could fall away and managed to piece himself together without suffering the indignity of losing his pants. He ripped Brotherhood free and frowned. 
 
    The Crucible Champion wasn’t dead yet. The top of his shattered skull writhed with tendrils of regrowing flesh and reforming bone. Fresh brain matter swelled into existence within his head, and suddenly, he was whole again. A terrible grin stretched across his hideous face. 
 
    “Ah, that was a good one, Exoder,” Thanator mumbled. “Very good indeed.” 
 
    Bain didn’t bother replying. The Crucible Champion hadn’t fully recovered yet, judging by the microscopic trembles in his hands and the slurring of his speech. Bain thrust the Dragon Sage Staff out and rammed the crystal at its tip into Thanator’s right eye. He then cast Malice Flame Blast through the staff, flooding the Crucible Champion’s skull with crimson-black flame. 
 
    Thanator howled in agony and flailed his limbs. His armored boot caught Bain in the chest, shattering his ribs, breaking his spine in several places, and sending him hurtling into the air across the chamber. But Carrion Gaze spells radiated from the Ocular Proxies to bathe his tumbling body in carrion-aligned energy, and he was whole by the time he tumbled to a rolling halt on the floor. 
 
    Bain scrambled to his feet and saw that this time, Thanator was well and truly dead. His skull was gone, reduced to an ashen pile beside his massive bulk. Bain reached out to Trasynthus through his Resonance Coil, and the Swordmaster responded immediately. 
 
    “Bain! The Death Knell stopped moving a few minutes ago! What’s your status?” he asked. “Are you alright? Have you defeated the enemy’s leader?” 
 
    “I have,” Bain replied. “Get everyone ready. We’re going into the Architect’s Lair as soon as I return to Veritas.” 
 
    “Understood,” Trasynthus said, before letting the communication link return to dormancy. 
 
    Bain walked over to Thanator’s corpse. He shrugged. Then he cast Subsuming Glare. 
 
      
 
    …Level 283 attained! 
 
    +3600 to all Parameters 
 
    Myriad spells attained! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Architect’s Lair was a Dungeon with multiple entrances across every Spatial Integration in the Crucible. Bain had been near one of these entrances before, what seemed like a lifetime ago during his first meeting with Asar Dai, a formidable adversary who’d then become a temporary ally. That entrance was at the bottom of an immense chasm, the latter itself lined with lesser Dungeons that attuned themselves to the Level of any Challenger that dared enter them. 
 
    But it was also inaccessible to the Exoders, which was why Bain hadn’t simply brought Veritas there right from the start. That entrance—and any other entrance—existed upon a Spatial Integration, where the Adjudicator was omniscient, omnipresent, and, for all intents and purposes, omnipotent. If Bain had attempted to enter the Architect’s Lair through the entrance of his Spatial Integration, the Adjudicator would have simply atomized Veritas and all its passengers at the speed of thought. But it couldn’t do the same in the void of the Crucible, where raw cosmic energy swirled and spun in a tapestry of endless potential and infinite chaos that Veritas and the Exoders could seek refuge in… 
 
    …and where there was only one entrance to the Architect’s Lair, a web of iridescent white light that stretched into seeming infinity. Four ships hovered over it: Veritas, Cosmic Hammer, Stark Hunter, and Death Knell. 
 
    Despite everyone else’s misgivings, Bain had decided to keep the latter instead of scuttling it and letting it fall into the void. The Death Knell possessed its own Karmic Core, unlike the Cosmic Hammer and the Stark Hunter, and with it, Bain could mold the grotesque and grisly ship in accordance with his will, at least to a certain extent. 
 
    Where it had once been a rotting sphere of flesh, it was now a sterile pyramid of ivory-hued bone, every last iota of disease and filth purged from its confines. A mountainous golden eye adorned each of its four sloping faces. Its apex was a platform instead of a tip. A single captain’s throne of sculpted bone had been placed in the middle of the platform, and that was where Bain was sitting alone now, shielded from the void of the Crucible by nothing else but the Death Knell’s Integrity field. 
 
    There was just enough air for him to speak, but not enough for the others to breathe, which was why, among other reasons, they were now all on Veritas instead of by his side. He was the new master of the Death Knell and its sole passenger. Bain took a moment to scan the ship with his CUI.  
 
      
 
    Champion Vessel: Death Knell 
 
    Vessel Class: Ossuary Frigate 
 
    Owner: Bain Lee 
 
    Current Captain: Bain Lee 
 
    Maneuverability: 10 
 
    Durability: 58 
 
    Speed: 9 
 
    Destructive Capacity: 27 
 
    Crew: 1 
 
      
 
    His Resonance Coil pulsed, then. Trasynthus had reached out to him. 
 
    “Go ahead, Trasynthus,” Bain said. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “We are ready to embark,” the Swordmaster reported. “Give the word, and we shall do so.” 
 
    The Exoders had taken just under an hour to rally and reorganize themselves after the battle against Thanator. It was the same amount of time Bain had needed to remake the Crucible Champion’s ship. Bain leaned back in his throne and cast his gaze in Veritas’s direction. 
 
    Trasynthus had taken the captain’s throne in the World Ship’s bridge. Yelena and Pasha were by his side. It was fitting. Bain didn’t think he’d ever return to Veritas. There was no need for him to do so now, as he could better protect the Exoders with the Death Knell and his newly acquired power. 
 
    My body is falling apart really quickly now that I’ve gone above Level 200, Bain thought, as he turned his gaze inward and saw a few minor energy channels in his body crumble. But there isn’t much further to go. We’re almost there. I can hold on until then, even if I get another few hundred Levels more. 
 
    And he would have to. If the Architect’s Lair was a Dungeon, then the Architect could only be its Warden. After fighting Sera, Bain had acquired a sense of the true scale of her power. It was nowhere near Max’s or Sava’s, but it far eclipsed his own, at least for now. He fully intended to change that. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Bain said to Trasynthus. “I’ll lead the way in. Bring Veritas and the other two ships after me, and make sure everyone’s ready for a fight.” 
 
    “We already are, lad,” Torgar’s voice broke into the conversation. Bain glanced at the Cosmic Hammer. Torgar and Ikaru were in its cockpit. 
 
    “And so am I,” Esther added. The Slayer was in the Stark Hunter’s bridge, flanked by Hulram and his Rune Smith peers. Several hundred Exoders with combatant Classes waited in the crystal ship’s midsection, sorted into Cohorts and ready to repel boarders. 
 
    Bain nodded to himself, before reaching out to the Death Knell and willing the ship to advance into the Architect’s Lair. The web over its entrance spun wildly, and the radiance of its strands filled his vision. When the light faded, he saw an infinitely yawning expanse of swirling violet mist stretching out before him. 
 
    No, it’s not infinite, he corrected himself. At the far end of this place lies a breach between the Crucible and the open cosmos. When we get there, I’ll send everyone else through… and then I’ll kill the Architect of Fate. 
 
    The other three ships emerged behind the Death Knell. The Cosmic Hammer and the Stark Hunter fell into formation right away, ready to protect Veritas. They were just in time too, as Bain spotted dozens of spatial distortions appearing in the emptiness surrounding the Exoder fleet. 
 
    “We’ve triggered a trap just as we came in,” Bain said, speaking into his Resonance Coil. “Those are portals to random Dungeons all across the Crucible’s Spatial Integrations. Monsters will come out from them to swarm us.” 
 
    “Understood,” Trasynthus said. “Gareesa has already deployed Cohorts to Veritas’s outer hull. They’ll deal with any monsters that make it through the Macro-Cannon and board us.” 
 
    “There won’t be many,” Torgar promised. Crystal wings extended from the Cosmic Hammer’s length. Prismatic lances appeared in front of its amplification nodes. “Ikaru and I aren’t about to let anything past us.” 
 
    “Is this the Architect’s doing?” Esther asked. “Why is she attacking us? Doesn’t she want us to succeed?” 
 
    “She doesn’t need all the Exoders to make it out of the Crucible,” Bain explained. “A single scrap of Veritas and a single living Exoder will be sufficient for her purposes.” 
 
    “She’s already promised to kill all of us,” Yelena reminded everyone. “So right now, she must be beginning the process of fulfilling her promise.” 
 
    The spatial distortions solidified into portals then, and hordes of flying monsters poured out. They were wildly disparate in terms of their Levels, ranging from Level 1 to Level 99. The Level 99 ones numbered in their tens of thousands, and they made a beeline toward Bain, intent on snuffing out the main subject of the Architect’s ire.  
 
    Without getting up from his throne, Bain reached out to the Death Knell and commanded the ship to unleash its weapons at will. Panels all across the ship’s pyramid faces slid open, and vertebrae tendrils swarmed out, each of them tipped with bladed, grasping claws. The Level 99 monsters shrieked and howled as the wriggling, mile-long limbs punched into their midst and began slicing their limbs off or ripping their viscera from their bodies. 
 
    He summoned his Ocular Proxies as the surviving monsters that made it past the Death Knell’s appendages descended upon him. Heat and frost beams sliced through their ranks. He cast Death Glare and sent torrents of carrion-aligned cosmic energy washing over them, sapping their vitality beyond the point of death before reanimating their corpses and binding them to Bain’s will. 
 
    An airborne massacre began as his newly acquired army of undead monsters began ripping and tearing into their living kin. Several metallic humanoids managed to land on the platform he was standing on. They retracted their limbs and flourished their bladed arms. They were featureless, slick-silver in hue from crown to toe, and they were called Severing Scions, according to a quick CUI scan. 
 
    Bain cast Veil Rift and called upon the Feyslayer’s spell, Iron Reaver. A larger, more powerfully built humanoid made up entirely of metal materialized by his side. It flexed its limbs, which were bladed as well, before charging into the midst of the Severing Scions and hacking them into pieces. The Iron Reaver dissipated into wisps of gray smoke when its job was done, and a CUI notification appeared. 
 
      
 
    Veil Pact with Feyslayer, Primordial Entity, has been terminated. 
 
    Feyslayer has been consumed by the Crucible. 
 
    You have lost access to Iron Reaver. 
 
      
 
    Voices from beyond the Veil reached out to him almost instantly, so Bain cast Veil Sight, before compartmentalizing a section of his consciousness to handle the negotiations. He had more important things to worry about, such as ensuring the Exoders survive their first moments in the Architect’s Lair. 
 
    Bain unleashed another tide of Concussive Glare spells, flattening a few hundred gigantic monsters that reminded him of the dragons he’d seen in fantasy movies. He reanimated their corpses before they could hit the surface of his platform and sent them off to kill and maim other monsters, before sweeping his gaze to the other ships.  
 
    The rest of the Exoders were faring pretty well, all things considered. The Cosmic Hammer and the Stark Hunter blasted away at incoming monsters, thinning out their ranks drastically. Only a tenth of the monsters that poured from the portals actually made it to Veritas, and those that did manage to board the World Ship didn’t exceed Level 50 in terms of power, so they fell easily to the Cohorts waiting for them in the outer chambers. 
 
    “There doesn’t seem to be any end to them,” Trasynthus said. “We might be able to hold for quite a while, but not indefinitely. We can’t advance either, given the density of our foes.” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured,” Bain replied. “I’ve got an idea. Get ready to move once I give you the signal.” 
 
    “What’s the signal, lad?” Torgar asked. The Cosmic Hammer was doing twirls and loops around Veritas, blasting hundreds of low-Level monsters into extinction. 
 
    “You’ll know it when you see it,” Bain said. He grasped the armrests of his throne and commanded the Death Knell to extend vertebrae tendrils out into every portal surrounding the Exoder fleet. The bone ship responded immediately, punching its appendages out into the spatial distortions and pulverizing any monster in its way. 
 
    Before the tips of the tendrils struck the portals, however, Bain commanded them to fracture apart, exposing the energy patterns within. The portals rippled as the Death Knell reached into them, giving Bain access to the patterns through which they were sustained. He immediately tried to pull them apart, but they resisted his efforts. 
 
    That wasn’t surprising. The portals had been created by the Architect of Fate, who was immensely more powerful than him. Of course he wouldn’t be able to break any of the energy patterns she’d forged. 
 
    I couldn’t do anything to the energy patterns in the Synchronization Loci, either, he thought. This isn’t too different. But spatial distortions are finicky. I don’t have to break their energy patterns to screw with them. I just need to mess them up a little bit. 
 
    Drawing on the cosmic energy within the Death Knell’s Karmic Core, Bain forged new patterns and dropped them over the ones sustaining the portals. His creations weren’t anything meaningful, just random, jumbled messes that would manifest no actual enchantments or effects, but they were enough to interfere with those of the portals, which all snapped shut at the same time, bisecting any monsters unfortunate enough to be passing through them at the moment. 
 
    “I can’t hold the portals shut for very long! Let’s get going!” Bain shouted into his Resonance Coil. A chorus of affirmations from Trasynthus, Torgar, and Hulram rang back in response. The Death Knell cut through the abyss of the Architect’s Lair, followed closely by the other ships. 
 
    The Exoder fleet quickly left the entrance of the Dungeon behind. A moment later, Bain saw his haphazard patterns fall apart, and the portals reopened, disgorging more monsters. But without their prey present, they simply lingered in an ineffectual daze. A few seconds later, the monsters disappeared, dissolving into the cosmic energy from which they’d been birthed, and the portals disappeared. 
 
    That’s exactly what I thought would happen. Bain cast his gaze outward, pushing as much cosmic energy into his Huntsight and Flowsight spells as he did so. The Exoder fleet had to traverse the Architect’s Lair, but the only way they could do so without being swamped by tides of monsters was to make intermittent “emergences” into the Crucible’s Spatial Integrations, so that any monster portals would lose track of the ships and deactivate, at least for a while. 
 
    During that time, the Exoder Fleet would have to leave the area, forge their way to the next entrance, and attempt another emergence. 
 
    Twenty seconds, Bain thought, drawing on the Aurum Lich’s knowledge of energy patterns and extrapolating upon them with his own experience. Every time we enter a Spatial Integration, we can only stay for twenty seconds before the Adjudicator manifests and annihilates us. 
 
    He found the closest entrance soon enough and willed the Death Knell toward it. Mocking laughter resonated through the violet abyss, and judging by the energy patterns upon which it was carried, Bain figured it was meant only for his ears, as were the words that followed. 
 
    “Congratulations, Bain Lee,” the Architect of Fate said. “Still, I never doubted you’d make it this far. But now that you have, you should know that there is an easier path forward, one that the Exoders can take unerringly and unchallenged all the way to their destination.” 
 
    “But it’s open only if I kill myself, right?” Bain said, knowing full well the Architect could hear him. “Yeah, that’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “Why not?” she demanded. “Your physical vessel won’t last much longer. Your mission is obviously suicidal in nature. Either way, you won’t persist past the Exoders’ departure from the Crucible. Why cling onto your existence so doggedly? Are these final scant moments so dear to you?” 
 
    “Don’t insult my intelligence by pretending that you don’t know what I intend to do,” Bain said. “You know very well that I don’t have to die, not if I screw you and the Cosmic Dominus over.” 
 
    “Even if doing so means the annihilation of your precious Exoders?” the Architect said. “I made utterances of anger in our last meeting, Bain Lee. They are unbecoming of an entity like me. I will take them back now. I will not kill the Exoders upon their departure of the Crucible, provided you terminate your existence now. You have my word.” 
 
    “Your word is worth jack and shit.” Bain laughed. “You think I’d actually believe any promise you make? Let’s say I put an enchanted bullet through my head right now, and you follow through on what you just said. That means you’ll take control of the Crucible, and if that happens, there will be nowhere in the cosmos they’ll be safe from you.” 
 
    “I am above such petty spitefulness,” the Architect said, in a tone that somehow managed to mix petulance with arrogant loftiness. “I…” 
 
    “Even if you are, I know what you intend to do with the Crucible,” Bain cut her off. “You want to bring the entire cosmos into its fold and subject every karmic thread, every iota of reality to your rule. The hell I’m going to be okay with that.” 
 
    “I will leave the Exoders alone in their corner of the cosmos in honor of your sacrifice, Bain Lee,” the Architect pressed. “Surely that would assuage your fears?” 
 
    “No, it wouldn’t, not when I already know you can’t be trusted,” Bain said. “And you aren’t above petty spitefulness. You think you’re better than me, better than everybody, but you’re not. Yeah, you might be a timeless entity with unfathomable knowledge about the cosmos and the Crucible, but at the heart of it all, you’re not very different from some people I know… from someone I grew up with.” 
 
    “You dare compare me to your miscreant of a foster brother?” the Architect raged. “Your insolence will cost you dearly!” 
 
    “And there goes that fake, polite tone of yours,” Bain said. “Gone in the face of an insult or denial. And yeah, I was comparing you to Tommy. He would promise you anything and everything, leverage every single one of your heartstrings he could, all so you would do something oh-so-important for him. I’ve sacrificed my life for a narcissistic psychopath once already. I’m not going to do it again.” 
 
    “You…!” the Architect’s voice cut off into abrupt silence, only to pick up again after the moments she’d obviously taken to regain her composure. “You would be sacrificing your life for your precious Exoders though, not for me.” 
 
    “For  someone with such a lofty name, you’re not very bright at all,” Bain pointed out. “Maybe you’ve spent too much time looking into the mysteries of the Crucible and not enough actually learning how to talk to people. You’ve completely torpedoed your attempt to persuade me to commit suicide, not that you were very convincing in the first place. Let me put things out as simply as I can for you. If I die, I won’t be doing the Exoders a service because I won’t be around to protect them from you. So no, I’m not going to kill myself.” 
 
    “You think you can protect those insects from me?” the Architect said. “You’re in my realm now, within my grasp. I can simply reach out and crush all of you.” 
 
    “You can’t,” Bain shot back. “This is a Dungeon, and you’ve set yourself up as its Warden, which means you’ve got to play by its rules, which say that you can’t leave your post while any Exoders or Challengers are in it. That allows you to manifest a hell lot more monsters and traps than I could with my Dungeons, but it keeps you stationary until we get to where you are.” 
 
    “Also, even if you could, you wouldn’t,” he continued. “Because if you do, you won’t stand the slightest chance of getting what you want. The Crucible won’t be destabilized, and the Cosmic Dominus will stay in charge. You’ll be stuck as a stupid spider for all eternity. You won’t even get a second chance for someone like me to pop up, because you can be goddamned sure the Cosmic Dominus will change things up to make sure anything like the Exodus ever happens again.” 
 
    “I see our negotiations have broken down,” the Architect said, after several moments of silence. “Very well, then. Come to me, Bain Lee. I await you, at the heart of my lair.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Bain said, cocking the fingers of his right hand into the semblance of a gun and mock-firing his index finger into the abyss. “I’ll see you in a bit.”     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the Exoder fleet flew through the Architect’s Lair, Bain took a moment to check his CUI. 
 
    Killing tens of thousands of Level 99 monsters netted him yet another Level, bringing him to Level 284. He furthered his progress in the Ocular Sage Class without a second thought, as it was the best option by far. His heightened Level had strengthened his Subsuming Glare spell. It could now be used once every twelve hours, and it could affect up to three targets with every single cast. 
 
    Bain planned to make extensive use of the spell to push him past the finish line. 
 
    He’d also gained a plethora of new spells from consuming Thanator, though he still couldn’t use most of them, as they weren’t compatible with his energy pathways, and he hadn’t had any actual time to adapt them to his use. 
 
    There’s one that might come in quite handy, though, Bain thought, as he focused on its description. 
 
      
 
    Deathwing Gaze (lesser) 
 
    Projects cosmic energy in the shape of a wing from an ocular energy aperture. This wing, when paired with another, grants its caster perfect flight that scales in accordance with his Swiftness Parameter. 
 
    Negligible cosmic energy consumption. 
 
      
 
    He looked down at the tatters of the crystal wing-pack mounted on the back of his belt. It had been destroyed a while ago. He couldn’t quite recall when. Perhaps it had been during the fight against Urtek. Or maybe Sera. It might even have been broken during the battle against Thanator. 
 
    It doesn’t matter. Bain undid the clasp and let it fall to the floor beside his throne. The Esarthu crystal wings carried no enchantments at all, so the flight they bestowed was slow to the point of uselessness, especially in relation to his current Swiftness Parameter. 
 
    Looking into himself, he quickly forged an intricate network of energy pathways over his shoulderblades. Ocular apertures—eyes—appeared there, still hidden beneath the fabric of the plain robe with which he’d replaced his armor, but as fully as the ones beneath his brow. 
 
    A shudder ran across his body, then. If he were still a living entity, with actual nerve endings, he’d be rolling on the floor, shrieking in agony now. As it was, his cold, unfeeling flesh simply acknowledged its teeming instability and the nearing of its inexorable disintegration with a mere tremor, which his consciousness registered with little more than an absent mental note. 
 
    Yeah, that makes things worse and shaves off some of the time I have left, but not by much. Bain got off his throne and cast Deathwing Gaze. Insectile wings of sickly green light erupted from his back, each of them extending to just over five feet from his shoulders. He willed them to carry him an inch of the ground, and they did so readily. 
 
    “Bain, we have reconsolidated our forces, and we are ready for battle once more,” Trasynthus reported over the Resonance Coil. “Our elite combatant Cohorts now average out at Level 65, with the rest somewhere between Level 30 and Level 55. As per Master Uvol Yenn, our stockpiles of consumable items are full, even after resupplying every Exoder on Veritas. Also…” 
 
    Bain listened attentively to the Swordmaster’s report, vocalizing his acknowledgments whenever he felt they were necessary. Not that he had much to add, of course. He wasn’t a military genius like Trasynthus, nor a field tactician like Gareesa. He didn’t know how to manage a triage center like Nediras and his corps of Exoders who had healing spells, and he couldn’t see himself running the logistical aspects of the Exodus anywhere as smoothly as Uvol Yenn had been doing. He wasn’t personable or vigilant enough to manage the morale of the Exoders, a task Yelena and Esther had excelled at. Neither was he capable of adding joy to the lives of the people aboard Veritas, like Srralntharizz was. 
 
    What he could do was set them free from the Crucible, and after that… 
 
    “…that is all for now. Do you have any questions or further instructions, Bain?” Trasynthus concluded, an expectant note in his voice. 
 
    “I don’t have any questions,” Bain replied. “The next entrance should be coming up shortly. I know you said everyone’s ready, but I guess it wouldn’t hurt to be doubly sure.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” Trasynthus said. 
 
    The Exoder fleet had emerged into a Spatial Integration twice already, and on each occasion, they’d been attacked by Challengers gathered around the entrance to the Architect’s Lair. Twenty seconds was plenty of time for them to hurl spells at the ships or make boarding attempts, and several of the latter had actually succeeded, with Challengers breaking into the hallways or outer chambers of Veritas or the Stark Hunter before the fleet returned to the Architect’s Lair. 
 
    Cohorts led by Esther and Yelena had hunted down and exterminated the boarders though, taking some casualties in the process. Nearly a thousand combatant Exoders had been rendered unable to fight despite the best efforts of Nediras and his peers. But that was a mere drop in the bucket of the sheer numbers that had joined the Exodus. Bain wasn’t sure of the exact number, but he was confident that no fewer than forty thousand souls were now aboard the World Ship. He didn’t know if that was enough to start a new civilization in the farthest reaches of the cosmos, but he was certain that the Exoders would try their best. 
 
    Bain spotted movement ahead within the violet abyss of the Architect’s Lair, and he reached out to Trasynthus through his Resonance Coil. “There’s a monster approaching. Slow everyone down. I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Bain,” Trasynthus responded. Immediately, Veritas and the Stark Hunter began to slow, allowing the Death Knell to pull ahead. The Cosmic Hammer kept pace with Bain’s ship, however. 
 
    “You’re not leaving us out of a fight,” Ikaru’s voice rang over the Resonance Coil. “Not without subjecting me to an endless tide of grumbling from Torgar.” 
 
    “Have it your way,” Bain replied. 
 
    “It’s not my way.” Ikaru sighed resignedly. Torgar’s smug laughter rumbled in the background. 
 
    Bain chuckled and turned his attention back to the approaching monster. The proportions of its body reminded Bain of a blue whale he’d once seen in a nature documentary, but that was where the similarities ended. It was much more massive in size, nearly as large as the Death Knell. Four serpentine necks protruded from the front of its body, each of them ending in a building-sized snout filled with black fangs. Iridescent, scintillating light emanated from its smooth hide, forming a halo of protective energy. It had two pairs of clawed, grasping forelimbs and a mass of flipper-like growths at its rear. According to a quick CUI scan, it was called a Deific Leviathan, and it was a Special Condition monster. 
 
    It’s Level 284, the same as my Level, which confirms my thoughts about how this Dungeon works, Bain thought. For all of the Architect’s power, she was still a creature of the Crucible and irrevocably bound to its rules. She could manifest Dungeons, but unlike Bain’s, hers had to be rooted in and have entrances to the Spatial Integrations, the arena of the Challengers, who could ascend to the status of a Crucible Champion before attaining Level 99, but couldn’t transcend that bottleneck of power without being recognized as Champions by the Adjudicator. As a result, the Architect’s Dungeon couldn’t go beyond Level 99, either. 
 
    What it could do, however, was attune itself to its most powerful intruder and manifest Special Condition monsters of a matching Level. In this case, the Exoders were the intruders, and Bain had the highest Level among all of them, so the Deific Leviathan, a Level 284 monster had emerged from its depths, seeking his doom. 
 
    The Deific Leviathan wasn’t alone. As Bain watched, smaller monsters peeled away from its bulk. Their disc-like bodies were covered in a chaotic morass of blinking eyes and fanged, drooling maws. Tentacles lashed from the surface of their gray green hides, each of them tipped with spheres of cosmic energy aligned with various elements. 
 
    “Heralds of Madness,” Ikaru said through the Resonance Coil. The Crystalline Lancer had conducted a CUI scan before Bain could. “They’re Level 99, and there are hundreds of them.” 
 
    “We can take them with the Cosmic Hammer,” Torgar said, growling. “But we’ll have to leave the big one to you, lad.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got it,” Bain said, casting his gaze farther, past the approaching monsters. “The next entrance is right ahead. I can sense portals beginning to form. We’ll have to win this fight quickly and emerge into a Spatial Integration before we get overwhelmed.” 
 
    “There’s no way the two of you can stop us from getting boarded,” Esther’s voice cut in. The Slayer was still on board the Stark Hunter. Bain turned to look upon her with Huntsight and Flowsight. She tightened her grip on her axe and clenched her jaw resolutely. “But we’ll handle those that do make it past you.” 
 
    “Yes, we will,” Yelena promised. The Paladin was standing with several Cohorts in the outer chambers of Veritas’s upper sectors. Pasha was with her. She must have somehow sensed Bain’s regard then, because a radiant smile crept across her face for no reason at all. 
 
    “Alright, let’s get this done,” Bain said, willing the Death Knell forward. The pyramid ship hummed as its engines burned to the brightest of their capacities and hurled its bulk directly toward the Deific Leviathan. 
 
    Thousands of Heralds of Madness swept out to intercept the Death Knell, only to be caught and torn to shreds by swarms of vertebrae tentacles. Bain cast Pyrokinetic Glare spells from the golden eyes adorning the Death Knell’s faces, engulfing thousands more of the disc-like monsters in vortexes of roiling flame. He raised the Dragon Sage Staff and cast Death Glare, Pyrokinetic Glare, and Cyrokinetic Glare spells from every Ocular Proxy he’d ranged around his throne. 
 
    Torrents of carrion-aligned energy sliced through the ranks of the Heralds of Madness, draining the life from hundreds of them in an instant, before spontaneously reanimating them. The undead monsters began tearing into the living ones, even as heat and frost beams scythed into their midst, killing them in droves. 
 
    The surviving Heralds of Madness had gotten close enough to unleash their spells by then. Columns of fire, lightning, and ice fell toward Bain. Undead monsters placed their bodies between him and the tides of elemental energy, shielding him with a wall of carrion. He countered with more Pyrokinetic Glare spells from the eyes in his head, sweeping heat beams hundreds of feet wide through the Heralds of Madness. His spells turned everything they touched to ashes. 
 
    A small cluster of monsters had managed to soar overhead, but before they could do anything, prismatic lances and beams of force blasted them into pieces. The Cosmic Hammer swooped by, twirling and yawning in intricate circuits that danced it through the massed monsters. More crystal spears lashed from the ship’s length as it flew, eviscerating and impaling Heralds of Madness. 
 
    Energy beams lanced from the Stark Hunter, annihilating clusters of the monsters. And then the Death Knell was past them, resuming its advance upon the Deific Leviathan with nothing in its way, as the scant surviving Heralds of Madness began to converge on Veritas and the Stark Hunter instead, having evidently decided to seek easier prey. 
 
    There are only under a hundred of those monsters remaining, Bain thought. I’ll have to leave them to the others, while I focus on this one. 
 
    Each of the Deific Leviathan’s heads roared and projected beams of blistering force from their open maws. Bain met them with Concussive Glare spells, hurling thunderous hammers of force into the Special Condition monster’s beams and deflecting them in every direction away from the Death Knell. He cast Veil Rift next and called upon the Eternal Hive’s Endless Eaters spell. A swarm of fist-sized flies buzzed into existence, fell upon the Deific Leviathan, and began to feast on its flesh. 
 
    The Special Condition monster thrashed and writhed in agony. It lashed out with its clawed forelimbs as the Death Knell closed upon its bulk, but Bain octo-cast Bladestorm Glare spells that hurled maelstroms of scything air-blades into the grasp of its appendages. Clawed digits larger than any tree Bain had seen on Earth tumbled free, trailing gray-green ichor in their wake. 
 
    He followed up with more Pyrokinetic Glare spells, joining eight heat beams into a single massive one that he swept across the Deific Leviathan’s body, disemboweling it and spilling ropes of boiling viscera hundreds of feet long. Tendrils of the Endless Eaters broke off from the main body of the swarm, fell onto the monster’s cascading intestines, and began feasting on those, too. The Deific Leviathan screeched in agony as it tumbled away into the endless abyss. 
 
      
 
    Veil Pact with the Eternal Hive, Primordial Entity, has been terminated. 
 
    The Eternal Hive has been consumed by the Crucible. 
 
    You have lost access to Endless Eaters. 
 
      
 
    That’s fine, Bain thought, as the Veil began calling to him once more. Once again, he delegated a compartment of his mind to handle the negotiations. The Primordial Entities vying for his attention seemed to find this approach acceptable, as his last interaction with them had netted him a few new Veil Pacts.   
 
    He expended one of them now, casting Veil Rift again and calling upon Usurya Kass to summon the Malice Swordsaint to his side. The blade of crimson-black fire had scarcely appeared next to him before five humanoids materialized on the flat summit of the Death Knell’s pyramid. 
 
    They were Unravelers, and Bain had sensed the ripples of unstable cosmic energy that typically preceded their presence. He counted two Duraga, a Desarki, a human, and a Goruk among them. They were all around Level 110. The Goruk opened his mouth to declare his intentions, only to have the Malice Swordsaint plunge into his neck, decapitating him before setting his tumbling head and his falling body ablaze. 
 
    The Architect invited them here, and they’re more than happy to come, if only to stop me from taking away the Crucible as their personal playground, Bain thought, as he commanded the fiery sword to cleave one of the Duraga Unravelers in half at the waist. Before the Malice Swordsaint could finish off the rest of the Unravelers, however, it vanished, and another CUI notification flashed into view. 
 
      
 
    Veil Pact with Usurya Kass, Primordial Entity, has been terminated. 
 
    Usurya Kass has been consumed by the Crucible. 
 
    You have lost access to Malice Swordsaint. 
 
      
 
    “Goddamn it,” Bain muttered under his breath as he drew Brotherhood and shot the other Duraga Unraveler in the head. The enchanted bullet blew her skull apart and splattered her brains all over the floor. He swung his pistol in the direction of the Desarki Unraveler, but the human flung out a golden chain that wrapped around the wrist of his gun-arm before he could pull the trigger and snapped taut, locking his limb in place. The Desarki threw out another chain that coiled itself around his other arm and did the same. Golden flames blazed down the length of the chains and washed over his body, stealing the strength from his limbs and forcing him to his knees. 
 
    “These are Holy Bindings, Bain Lee,” the human said, a sneer unfolding across his heavily bearded face. “They’re antithetical to undead creatures like you. Now you can’t cast any spells.” 
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t need you to tell me that, dumbass,” Bain said, angling his right wrist and Brotherhood’s barrel just enough to line up a shot at the human. An enchanted bullet thundered out and winged the Unraveler across the hip. He bellowed in pain, but held his chain tight. 
 
    The Desarki drew a sword with her free hand and lined up its edge with Bain’s neck. But before she could cut his head off, the Pathway Structure behind his throne rippled with waves of cosmic energy. Yelena and Pasha emerged. 
 
    The Paladin swung her blade at the Desarki, who parried and riposted. Yelena caught the Unraveler’s sword on her shield, before chopping out at her opponent’s left wrist. The Desarki was forced to drop her chain to avoid getting her hand cut off. Yelena pressed her attack, trading blows with the Unraveler in a swirling clash of steel. 
 
    Pasha slammed into the human Unraveler and hurled him away. The human dropped his chain too, but he twisted in midair and landed on his feet, filling his hands with a two-handed axe. He raised his weapon, ready to charge at Pasha, only to find that the psycanine had already closed the distance between them. 
 
    Long, curved claws sank into the Unraveler’s chest, before exiting out his back. The Unraveler rattled his final breath from his perforated lungs, before crashing face-first to the floor. Pasha turned then, obviously seeking to help Yelena, but the Paladin was triumphant as well. The Desarki Unraveler was down, her head dangling from her neck by a thin strip of flesh. 
 
    Bain, are you alright? Pasha asked, running to his side. We saw you from a screen! I think Veritas showed it to us! 
 
    “I’m fine now, buddy,” Bain said, wincing weakly. He still couldn’t remove the chains from his wrists. “I didn’t know Veritas could do that, but in any case, I’m glad you two made it over here.” 
 
    “So am I,” Yelena said, as she walked over to him. The Paladin had taken a nasty gash to her upper thigh and a stab wound to her left shoulder, one bad enough for the shield-bearing limb to hang limply by her side. “But the fighting was mostly done by the time that strange CUI screen appeared mysteriously in front of us. Fortunately, we were near a Pathway Structure at that time.” 
 
    “Very fortunate,” Bain agreed. He grunted in frustration at the chains. “Damn it. Do you mind?” 
 
    “I don’t,” Yelena said, smiling as she chopped her sword down upon one of the chains. The bronze flames wreathing her blade warred against the golden ones encasing the Holy Bindings for a moment, before triumphing and parting the chain. She repeated the process with the other chain. 
 
    “Thanks!” Bain said, surging to his feet and casting Lifebloom Regard on Yelena. Waves of proliferation-aligned energy washed across the Paladin, staunching her bleeding and patching her injuries. At the same time, he commanded the Death Knell to thicken the atmosphere around its summit, so that Yelena and Pasha could breathe properly. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be all alone here,” Yelena said, taking his hand in hers and giving his fingers a brief squeeze before releasing them. “I should be here to fight alongside you.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” Bain said. The chill in his flesh had drawn back before the warmth of her bronze flames. “I’ll be drawing most of the heat in the fights to come. It won’t be safe around me, for you or Pasha.” 
 
    I’m the same Level as you, Bain! the psycanine protested, whining as he shifted back to his Pomeranian-sized form. I’m strong! I can protect you! 
 
    “I know, buddy,” Bain said, stroking Pasha’s head. “I know you’re very strong. That’s why I need you to protect the others.” 
 
    …okay, the psycanine agreed, with obvious reluctance. He’d tucked his tail between his hind legs and lowered his gaze. I just want to spend as much time with you until… until… 
 
    Bain knelt down, picked Pasha up in his arms, and held the psycanine close until he stopped trembling. Then he handed Pasha over to Yelena. The Paladin’s eyes were bright with unshed tears, as if she’d heard what the psycanine had said. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have to bear this burden by yourself, Bain,” Yelena said. “It’s not fair.” 
 
    “I’m not bearing this burden alone. All of you are helping me do it.” Bain smiled, making a sweeping gesture that encompassed the Exoder. “I’ve said so as much already. None of this would have been possible without everyone’s help… without your help. And as for helping me out, well, there’s that Pathway Structure you and Pasha used to get here, isn’t there? The next time you see me in over my head, I’m not going to complain if you come bail me out again, like you always do.”  
 
    “Yes, that’s what I always do, isn’t it?” Yelena said, a weak smile tugging at her lips. She rocked Pasha gently in her arms. “And it’s what I’ll always be happy to do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “All our foes have fallen, Bain. We have incurred no losses, thanks to your efforts,” Trasynthus reported over the Resonance Coil. “Should we resume our journey?” 
 
    “That sounds good to me,” Bain replied. “All ships, just fall in behind the Death Knell. Once we start moving again, we should reach the entrance of the next Spatial Integration within roughly five minutes, so…” 
 
    “So stay frosty, everyone,” Esther said. “Every Cohort on the Stark Hunter is good to go.” 
 
    “Our forces stand ready as well aboard Veritas,” Gareesa added, speaking for the first time through the Resonance Coil network among the Exoders’ leaders. 
 
    “Come on, lad,” Torgar grumbled. “Let’s get moving.” 
 
    Not wanting to disappoint the Rune Smith, Bain willed the Death Knell onward, and the other ships followed in its wake. Yelena glanced at the slain Unravelers. 
 
    “Are you going to…?” she began. 
 
    “Yeah, I am,” Bain confirmed, his shoulders sagging in exhaustion. He nodded to Yelena, who was still holding Pasha in her arms. “You two might want to look away while I’m doing this.” 
 
    I won’t, Bain, Pasha said, wriggling around to face him. I won’t. 
 
    Yelena must have somehow sensed the psycanine’s intentions, because she smiled and shook her head. “I’m not going to look away, either.” 
 
    “Alright,” Bain said, fighting down the urge to sigh. He turned his gaze upon the Unravelers’ corpses and cast Subsuming Glare. Once again, the pale eye appeared, and the dead Unravelers dissipated into nothingness.   
 
    Tremendous tides of power surged within Bain’s body. His CUI shuddered as it registered the sudden increase of his Level. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
    Level 532 attained! 
 
    +11400 to all Parameters 
 
    You have 248 Classless Levels. Assign them to your applicable Classes to realize your true potential. 
 
      
 
    Legend attained! 
 
      
 
    Power Incarnate: Ascend above Level 500 
 
    +50% spell potency and efficacy 
 
    +5% to all Parameters 
 
      
 
    Bain invested all his new Levels into his Ocular Sage Class. His CUI flashed, acknowledging his will, and torrents of cosmic energy roared through his tormented pathways and channels. His limbs spasmed, and he fell to his knees. A strangled scream forced its way past his lips. 
 
    How did Max handle this much power? he wondered. But he worked out the answer to his own question quickly enough. Instead of CUIs, the Apocalypse Knight and his companion had Cosmic Lenses, which allowed them to wield cosmic energy as a weapon without compromising their still-mortal bodies. It wasn’t the same for Bain. As a Challenger, and then an Exoder, he was cosmic energy, only housed within a vessel of flesh.               
 
    Max and Sava didn’t have to deal with the tide of memories that came crashing down upon Bain’s psyche, either. The Aurum Lich’s knowledge had been curated into the semblance of a vast, but non-intrusive mental encyclopedia within Bain’s consciousness. Urtek’s, Thanator’s, and now the Unravelers’ memories hadn’t undergone such a process. 
 
    For the last few days, he’d kept Urtek’s thoughts from sweeping through his own by sheer force of will, and he’d done the same with Thanator’s. But absorbing the Unravelers’ minds must have been the proverbial back-breaking straw, so to speak, as something ruptured within his head, and the memories of five immortal, ruthless killers poured into his own, filling his consciousness with recollections of carnage and slaughter. 
 
    A split-second passed, and in that time, he was Urtek, killing and devouring countless Challengers and monsters. He was Thanator, flooding entire solar systems with the Plague and reveling in the deaths and suffering of billions. He was Aeskalon, a Goruk Warrior who butchered a million Challengers for their cosmic essence before becoming an Unraveler. He was Gherar, a Duraga Warlord who commanded armies of brainwashed slaves and forced them to kill in his name. He was Thraela, another Duraga, but a Hellwitch who instigated Challengers to heights of bloodshed grand enough to carpet Spatial Integrations with charnel fields and erect mountains of skulls. 
 
    “I… I can’t…” Bain muttered, clutching the sides of his head as he tried to find himself within the torrent of memories crashing through his mind. Cosmic energy raged beneath the surface of his ocular apertures. “I can’t… I can’t see.” 
 
    “Yes, you can,” Yelena’s voice cut through the madness. It was clear and sweet. “Look at me, Bain. See me.” 
 
    He turned his gaze to her. Huntsight laid out her flesh on a subatomic level to him. Flowsight revealed the energy coursing through her body. Locksight captured indelible images of her. Proxysight allowed him to look at her from every angle with all of his many, many eyes. 
 
    And then, he saw her, Yelena Osur. Not a Paladin. Not a Challenger or Exoder. Just her, beautiful and strong, without a trace of fear or apprehension on her face as she stood before the abomination he’d become and looked him in the eyes beneath his brow. 
 
    In her gaze, he found himself: Bain Lee, a veterinarian, a son, a brother, someone who made a shitload of mistakes and lived a life with many regrets… but also with many joys. 
 
    Something furry and warm pushed itself into his lap, and without thinking, he reached down and checked its teeth, paws, and joints. Pasha whined and nuzzled his snout into Bain’s stomach. 
 
    Bain! Bain! the psycanine cried. Please be alright! Please! 
 
    “I… I think I am, now,” Bain said, stroking Pasha’s head. He looked up at Yelena, who had extended her hand to him. “I… saw you. I almost lost myself. Urtek could have taken my place. Or Thanator. Maybe even Finn or Alex, as their memories were there, too. But looking at you helped me pull things together. Helped me remember who I am.” 
 
    “That’s good.” Yelena helped Bain to his feet. Her voice broke slightly as she forced a coy smile on her face. “You can always look at me whenever you need to, wherever I am, or whatever I’m doing. I’d enjoy that.” 
 
    She leaned forward then, and brushed her lips briefly over his cold, dry ones. The warmth of her bronze flames drove away the sense of doom weighing upon his shoulders, and he found that he could stand a bit straighter, a bit taller again. 
 
    “Thanks, Yelena,” he said. “Thank you so much.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome,” she said, before she turned her gaze past his shoulder to a swirling vortex of shadows in the distance. It was the entrance the fleet had been heading to. Her smile faded, and she sighed. “More bloodshed awaits us, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “I might have something to say about that.” Bain nodded to the Pathway Structure. “You and Pasha should get back to Veritas. The others might need your help just in case things don’t pan out the way I want them to.” 
 
    The Paladin returned his nod, before picking Pasha up and returning to Veritas. 
 
    Just before portals could open and drop endless tides of monsters upon the Exoder fleet, it emerged from the Dungeon’s entrance and materialized into a Spatial Integration. A barren plain of red sand stretched out beneath the ships, extending beyond the horizon. Unsurprisingly enough, thousands upon thousands of Challengers were waiting for them there, and with a collective cry of bloodlust, they charged at the Exoder fleet and attempted to board the vessels. Enchanted items and spells that granted flight had Challengers hurtling through the skies and toward the hulls of Veritas and the Stark Hunter. 
 
    Summoned entities carried their masters into airborne battle against the Cosmic Hammer. A small army of winged Regar Challengers descended upon the Death Knell from their perch in the upper heavens. Bain returned to his throne and willed his ship to defend itself. Vertebrae tendrils poured from vents across the Death Knell’s hull to rip the Challengers to shreds, scattering their limbs and viscera everywhere. Six or seven made it to the ship’s flat summit and charged at Bain. They were all only Level 40 on average, which meant that they were nowhere near a match for him, but their eyes were bright with horror, and their faces twisted with fear. 
 
    The Crucible’s compelling them to kill me or die trying, Bain thought. The same thing had happened the last two times the Exoder fleet had emerged into Spatial Integrations. He turned his gaze on them and cast Mesmerizing Gaze, hitting them with a wave of stupefying mind-aligned cosmic energy that froze them in their tracks. But now I’m powerful enough to try something that might work. 
 
    His spell had given him a foothold on the Challengers’ minds, and using that, he began breaking apart the energy patterns the Crucible had slotted into their brains. Before his last increase in Level, he wouldn’t have had the slightest chance of succeeding, as he would have found the patterns too complicated and inscrutable. 
 
    It was a different story, now. First one, then another pattern dissolved beneath his will. He finished his work in a few moments, and the Challengers who’d been about to throw their lives away sank to their knees, blinking in fear and bewilderment. 
 
    “Get out of here,” Bain said to them. 
 
    The Challengers did so readily, extending their wings and taking to the skies. Bain reached out to the Death Knell and cast Mesmerizing Gaze spells from the eyes on its hull. Every Challenger swarming the fleet shuddered to a halt. He pulled apart the compulsion within their minds, triggering a mass rout in their midst, and within five or six seconds, every single Challenger was fleeing the entrance to the Architect’s Lair. 
 
    Tremendous amounts of cosmic energy began to coalesce in the skies above the fleet, then. Bain reached out to Trasynthus through his Resonance Coil. “We’ve got to go back in, now!” 
 
    “We’re already on the move,” the Swordmaster said. True to his word, Veritas was already descending back into the Architect’s Lair, with the Stark Hunter and the Cosmic Hammer following closely in its wake. They disappeared into the Dungeon, and Bain commanded the Death Knell to do the same. Just before he returned to the Architect’s Lair, he saw a humanoid figure of colorless light take shape in the heavens. Its eyeless regard fell upon him and sent a thrill of terror racing up the length of his spine. 
 
    “Bain Lee…” a monotonous voice thundered across the skies. “You will…” 
 
    The Adjudicator’s voice cut off as the Death Knell reentered the Architect’s Lair. 
 
    “Our sensors are detecting no active portals so far,” Trasynthus reported immediately. “But we can expect them to open shortly enough, once they register our presence.” 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Bain said. “Follow my lead.” 
 
    The Exoder fleet began moving along, drifting through the Architect’s Lair toward the next entrance that would bring them closer to its center, where the Architect and the breach into the cosmos lay. 
 
    “Fourteen seconds, lad,” Torgar said, as the Cosmic Hammer drifted overhead the Death Knell’s summit. “Fire and Steel, we were out there for only fourteen seconds before our sensors picked up the Adjudicator’s manifestation.” 
 
    “That’s less time than we had in our last emergence,” Ikaru added. “At this rate, we might not even have enough time for the portals in this Dungeon to lose track of us before we have to come back in again. We might even find the Adjudicator waiting for us when we emerge from the next entrance.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Bain said. “I think we can risk one more emergence at most, before we have to stay inside the Architect’s Lair until we get to where we’re going.” 
 
    “Is that feasible at all?” Esther chimed in. The Stark Hunter had pulled up alongside the Death Knell, and the Slayer was looking out of a window on the crystal ship’s bridge in Bain’s direction, though she obviously couldn’t see him. “Won’t we just get swamped to a standstill and eventually overrun?” 
 
    “Remember how I managed to close those portals temporarily when we first entered this place?” Bain sat back down on his throne and leaned back wearily. “I think I can now close them permanently. I just need to figure out exactly how, first.” 
 
    “Well, you have until we get to the next entrance to do that, lad,” Torgar said, stating the obvious. “If you don’t, then we’re just going to die.” 
 
    “Thanks, Torgar,” Bain said, rolling the eyes beneath his brow. “We all needed to hear that.” 
 
    “Ha! Always a pleasure, lad,” the Rune Smith replied, before letting his connection through the Resonance Coil fall dormant. 
 
    More Special Condition monsters emerged from the violet abyss to attack the Exoder fleet along the way. Bain took on the ones matched to his Level, while the other ships managed the rest. Over the next stage of the journey, he killed a creature called a Nightmare Behemoth, a mountain-sized bulbous mass of fangs, misshapen wings, and grasping claws. 
 
    For his efforts, he received the lesser equivalent of a Warden Reward, which happened very rarely upon the defeat of a Special Condition monster. A sphere of colorless light fell into his lap and broke apart, revealing a suit of armor with overlapping metal scales and a flowing red cloak clasped around its neck-guard. He scanned it with his CUI. 
 
      
 
    Chaos Mail 
 
    Enchanted armor +532 
 
    Lesser sturdiness (53% universal damage reduction) 
 
    Chaos Genesis: Brings all other equipped enchanted items to Level 532 for 1 hour. Once this duration is over, Chaos Mail will lose its enchantment and disintegrate. 
 
      
 
    This will come in handy, Bain thought, glancing at the Dragon Sage Staff and Brotherhood in turn. The staff and the pistol had rapidly fallen behind in terms of power. But with the Chaos Mail, he could bring them up to par, at least for a short while. He extended a faint thread of cosmic energy to the armor, and it disappeared, before materializing once more over his body, with every buckle and strap in place and the cloak folded comfortably between his back and his throne. It’s even quite comfortable. So I can’t complain. 
 
    Hours passed, and as the next entrance loomed close, Bain redoubled his efforts in trying to rewrite the Dungeon’s energy patterns, all the while fighting off the endless stream of Special Condition monsters and their accompanying Level 99 entourages. His CUI flickered after one of these battles. 
 
      
 
    Level 533 attained! 
 
    +60 to all Parameters 
 
      
 
    Bain absently assigned that Level to his Ocular Sage Class as he continued delving into the mysteries of the Architect’s Lair. As he’d suspected, it wasn’t a Dungeon in the traditional sense. It didn’t spawn incursions. Neither did it invite Challengers to brave its travails. It was simply a means for the Architect to reach out into the broken worlds comprising the Crucible’s Spatial Integrations and work the karmic threads trailing from them across space and time. 
 
    That was how she’d set things in place for the Exodus to finally occur, after eons and eons of scheming, plotting, coercing, and manipulating. Earth was destined to be part of the Crucible, and through that karmic thread, she’d twisted the tides of history and guided humanity along a specific evolutionary path, one that ensured that at least a single specimen capable of manipulating cosmic energy like Bain would emerge. She had then fashioned a life to imbue into this specimen all of the traits conducive to her purpose: a certain amount of agreeableness, a huge tendency toward guilt and martyrdom, and an intense willingness to attempt the impossible. 
 
    The result was Bain, an undead abomination crumbling away on his throne so that the Exoders could find their freedom. 
 
    “You see it now, don’t you?” the Architect whispered into his ears again. “I made you, so I reserve the right to unmake you.” 
 
    “You sound like a very irresponsible young lady who had a lot of fun but now doesn’t want to face the consequences of her actions,” Bain replied. “Well, too bad. You don’t get to abort me, mom.” 
 
    “I’ll settle for killing you and every insect you’ve dragged along with you,” the Architect hissed. “Know that I would have let them go in peace, if not for your impertinence.” 
 
    “That again?” Bain laughed. “Stop trying to guilt me. I’ve spoken to telemarketers more persuasive than you. Shut the hell up.” 
 
    Surprisingly enough, the Architect did just that, her presence withdrawing with more than a touch of sullen petulance. Bain seized upon the chance and cast Locksight, capturing an image of the nigh-imperceptible thread of cosmic energy she’d used to speak with him and the patterns within. 
 
    Her energy signature is in this! he realized. If I use it as a template for my patterns when I reach out to this Dungeon… 
 
    Bain slammed the brakes on his train of thought. The Architect was a psychotic narcissist, among many other things, but she wasn’t stupid. He took a closer look at the energy patterns comprising her energy signature, and after a few moments, he saw that it was a trap, one that would inevitably spread her energy signature across his body like a virus and allow the Architect to seize control of his pathways. 
 
    Nice try. He deleted the Locksight recording of her energy and returned his focus to the patterns within the Dungeon. No shortcuts. I’ll figure this out for myself. 
 
    “One hour before we arrive at the next entrance, Bain,” Trasynthus reported. “After our next emergence, we’ll have to seriously consider the options left to us.” 
 
    “Got it,” Bain said, his brow furrowed in concentration. “With any luck, we should have a very good option by then, which should allow us to make a beeline straight to the Architect herself.” 
 
    “What’s the plan when we do get to the Architect, anyway?” Ikaru asked. “She wants to kill us, right? Or rather, she wants to kill most of us, push the survivors out of the Crucible, and then kill them after that.” 
 
    “Simple,” Bain said. “I’ll handle her, and then everyone can get out of the Crucible. From that point on, it’ll be smooth sailing all the way.” 
 
    “You mean we will handle her, right?” Ikaru pressed. “You can’t seriously think we’ll just leave you behind while we…” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” Esther cut in harshly. “Look at his Level. Then compare it to yours. How are we going to be anything but a liability in a fight between him and the Architect?” 
 
    “But…” Ikaru began to say, only for Bain to speak up again. 
 
    “She will probably have a horde of monsters with her,” he told the Crystalline Lancer. “I might be able to turn them against her, but she will definitely have many other cards up her sleeve. In the end, I think the Cosmic Hammer and the Stark Hunter will cover Veritas while I deal with the Architect. It’s a bit of a tall order, but I’m sure you’ll all manage somehow.” 
 
    “We will, lad,” Torgar said. He sighed heavily over the Resonance Coil. “We will. Now, get back to work.” 
 
    Things fell into place for Bain just before the Exoder fleet got within eyeshot of the entrance. The energy patterns sustaining the Architect’s Lair were complex but not inscrutably so. Neither were they inviolate, at least not to him after his ascension to Level 533. 
 
     He extended tens of thousands of vertebrae tendrils from the Death Knell’s hull and pushed them toward the spatial distortions coalescing around the ships. The patterns within them shifted in accordance with his will, falling inert. 
 
    He’d disabled a cluster of the traps ranged throughout the Architect’s Lair. 
 
    “Let’s halt,” Bain said to Trasynthus, who promptly relayed his order to the other ships. 
 
    “Our sensors are not picking anything up, even though we’re so close to the entrance” the Swordmaster said a moment later, when the Exoder fleet had come to a dead stop. “Did you…” 
 
    “I did,” Bain confirmed. “We don’t have to make any more emergences into the Spatial Integrations, which means we won’t have to worry about the Adjudicator anymore.” 
 
    “Well done, Bain!” Trasynthus cried, his euphoria evidently overcoming his calm and stoic demeanor. “You’ve worked another miracle!” 
 
    “I can probably repeat that miracle all the way to the Architect,” Bain said, smiling at the clamor of the bridge’s crew cheering in the background. “But I want to try something first. If it works out, we’ll be able to get some breathing room for ourselves and save us the trouble of fighting the rest of the way to where we’re going. If it doesn’t, then we’ll just carry on.” 
 
    He turned his attention back to the now-inert spatial distortions and began pulling the patterns within them toward the Exoder fleet. Working as quickly as he could, he rewrote their key functions, turning them into portals that led to locations within the Architect’s Lair rather than from other Dungeons scattered across the Crucible’s Spatial Integrations. 
 
    The Architect must have sensed Bain’s success in neutralizing her traps, as Bain picked up movement on the violet horizon. Trasynthus spoke before he could take a closer look at them. 
 
    “Twenty Special Condition monsters are approaching! All of them are Level 533, and they’re accompanied by nearly two-hundred-thousand Level 99 monsters!” the Swordmaster reported. “We cannot prevail against such numbers! Should we make another emergence, after all?” 
 
    “These monsters aren’t generated by traps,” Bain said. “They’ll still be here waiting for us when we come back. So, no, we can’t run from them by emerging into a Spatial Integration.” 
 
    The violet abyss rippled around the fleet, then. Faint cracks, visible only to Flowsight, spread across the very fabric of the Architect’s Lair. She’d taxed her Dungeon’s resources to the point of instability to conjure this final wave of monsters. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong,” she whispered into Bain’s ear. “It’s not that I’m worried you’ll make it to me. I just want to force your hand, so that you do get here, without any further dawdling.” 
 
    “I’ll dawdle all I like,” Bain retorted, before resuming his reshaping of the spatial distortions. One pattern after another snapped together, forming a large tapestry that folded over the fleet. He reached into the Death Knell’s Karmic Core and expended nearly all of its cosmic energy in a single, titanic starburst. His pattern tapestry flared into life just as the monsters came within striking range. 
 
    A serpentine monstrosity called a Galactic Devourer opened its maw and emitted a beam of titanic force capable of slicing Veritas in half. Space and time bent around the Exoder fleet and carried all the ships away before the beam could reach them. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The portal traps in the Architect’s Lair drew from Dungeons all across the Crucible, specifically from those far along in the Crucible Challenge’s timeline, so that the monsters they produced would be Level 99. They were as much spatial as they were temporal distortions, and Bain had used both facets to forge this empty space—this Temporal Cell—in which the Exoder fleet was now hanging in. 
 
    Time would pass normally for all entities within the Temporal Cell. But every hour, day, or week that elapsed here took place in between the split-seconds that would occur during the warping of the Exoder fleet from one of the Dungeon’s many entrances to its actual Warden chamber, where the Architect herself resided. 
 
    “So the moment this… Temporal Cell goes away, we’ll find ourselves fighting the Architect?” Ikaru asked, scratching his head. He, Torgar, Yelena, Trasynthus, and Esther had convened with Bain on the Death Knell’s summit platform. They were sitting on chairs of sculpted bone all around his throne. Pasha had come along as well, only to climb into Bain’s lap, put a furry head on his chest, and begin napping. 
 
     “That’s right,” Bain said. “I can hold this Temporal Cell for what we would experience as three days. It’ll be a good chance for us to catch our breath, so that we’ll be fresh for the final stretch.” 
 
    “The reprieve will be welcome,” Trasynthus said, nodding. “Our forces are in high spirits, but they are also weary from the endless fighting of the last few days. We could use the time to patch our wounds and replenish our supplies.” 
 
    “We can rest and resupply all we want, but we still won’t be able to do anything against the Architect.” Esther glared at Bain. “Tell me you have a better plan than letting her tear you into pieces while the rest of us get away. Because if that’s it, then she’s going to come for us sooner or later, and it’ll only be a matter of time before she catches us and kills us all.” 
 
    “I’ve got something nasty lined up for her. I’ll be working on it over the next three days,” Bain said. “I can only prepare part of it here, but I think I’ll be able to keep her occupied while I put the finishing touches in place.” 
 
    “I would give anything to stand by your side in that battle, lad,” Torgar said, tugging ruefully at his beard. “It doesn’t seem right that we can’t, not after everything we’ve been through.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” Yelena agreed. “Bain, we…” 
 
    “You’ll be needed on Veritas,” Esther said gently, placing a hand on the Paladin’s shoulder. “You’ll have to leave this last stretch to Bain. Have faith that he’ll win, and we can all celebrate together later.” 
 
    “But that’s not going to happen, isn’t it?” Ikaru blurted. “I can’t be the only one who’s figured it out, right? Bain’s not coming with us to our new home. This is the end for him.” 
 
    Torgar looked away and folded his arms, while Trasynthus sighed and smoothed his hand over his brow. Tears welled in Yelena’s eyes, but she held them at bay. Everyone had figured it out, it seemed, everyone except Esther. 
 
    The Slayer surged from her seat and grabbed Bain by his new cloak. She would have started shaking him if not for Pasha, who yawned and snuggled himself tighter in Bain’s lap. “What is this? What is Ikaru talking about?” 
 
    “He’s right about me not coming with you,” Bain said wearily. “But he’s wrong about this being the end for me. I have no intention of dying here, in the Crucible. I intend to live, forever, in fact.” 
 
    He launched into a brief explanation on how the Exodus’s success would destabilize the Crucible enough for someone else to potentially take control of it. The Cosmic Dominus would seek to reclaim his prize, of course, so he was in the running alongside the Architect… and Bain himself. 
 
    “I’m going to take control of the Crucible and stop it from spreading across the cosmos and claiming world after world,” he said. “With me in charge, the Crucible will stay as it is, contained and incapable of hurting anyone else.” 
 
    “How… how are you going to do that?” Esther asked, blinking in bewilderment. She released him and returned to her chair. “Are you counting on that Max fellow to help you? We haven’t seen him in ages!” 
 
    “That’s part of the surprise I have in store for the Architect,” Bain said, grinning. “Just watch and see.” 
 
    The meeting dispersed on that note. Yelena squeezed Bain’s fingertips briefly and gave him a sad smile before leaving. She hadn’t said anything since entering the Temporal Cell. Pasha didn’t want to leave the Death Knell, so Bain simply commanded the ship to create a cot for the psycanine, which he later filled with cushions from Veritas’s marketplace. 
 
    The Death Knell was all but spent, its Karmic Core largely burnt out when Bain had used it to create the Temporal Cell. It still had enough cosmic energy left for him to pull off one last stunt, however, and over the next few days, he turned his efforts toward sculpting and forging the ship’s scant remaining life-force into something he believed would truly screw over the Architect. 
 
    He had visitors during that time, with Trasynthus being the most frequent one. Accompanied by Gareesa, the Swordmaster provided Bain with regular updates on the Exoder fleet in person, though he could have simply delivered his reports over their Resonance Coils. According to him, all the wounded had now recovered from their injuries thanks to the efforts of Nediras and his peers. Gareesa informed him that every combatant Cohort was now fully equipped and supplied, courtesy of Uvol Yenn and his Creators. Trasynthus detailed the status of the Structures on Veritas and the battle-readiness of the Stark Hunter and the Cosmic Hammer. 
 
    Bain listened as attentively as he could, and when the Swordmaster had completed his final report, he extended his hand. Bain clasped it firmly. 
 
    “Thank you,” Trasynthus said, struggling to stop his mask of stoic composure from slipping. “Thank you for everything.” 
 
    “I’m just doing my part, like you’re doing yours,” Bain said. He shook hands with Gareesa as well. Trasynthus and his second-in-command bowed deeply to him, before leaving the Death Knell for the last time. 
 
    Uvol and Nediras paid him a visit, too. Bain hadn’t really had the time or opportunity to speak with the latter since the beginning of the Exodus, which was a shame, as Nediras was a genial and pleasant conversationalist. 
 
    “Will you become some kind of doctor when all this is over?” Bain asked the Healer. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Nediras replied, a smile unfolding across his weary features. He was sitting in one of the chairs around Bain’s throne. “But only when I’m sure I have done all I can as I am now.” 
 
    Bain nodded. Nediras was talking about the Knight-Errant Program, which the Exoders would implement upon reaching their new home. The Healer was evidently going to retain his Class and his spells at the expense of his mortality, at least for a bit longer yet. 
 
    “The Exoders will need my services too,” Uvol added, leaning back in his chair and rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “The worlds we will be claiming for ourselves will need considerable reshaping before they can be deemed suitable for inhabitants bereft of cosmic energy.” 
 
    “Good luck, gentlemen,” Bain said to them, as they got up and took their leave. 
 
    Srralntharizz and Filaxes came to him next. The Weaver had all but abandoned his natural Raneolus form in favor of his human one. And the Lavamancer was wearing a long, flowing dress instead of her enchanted plate armor. 
 
    “Yelena helped me pick it out in the mall,” she explained, obviously noticing Bain’s surprise at her clothing. “Don’t worry. I’ll be suitably garbed when it is time for battle.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will,” Bain said, before nodding to Srralntharizz, who was high-fiving Pasha. “So what brings the two of you here? Is there anything I can do for you?” 
 
    “We were hoping that there is something we can do for you, boss,” Srralntharizz said. He made a vague waving gesture in the direction of Veritas. “Yeah, I heard from the others what your endgame is. I’ve got to be honest. I’m not a fan of it.” 
 
    “It seems extremely unjust for the one who has sacrificed the most in attaining our prize to be deprived of it in the end,” Filaxes said. She blinked, and her reptilian irises widened. It was a Selan mannerism Bain didn’t recognize, as he hadn’t spent much time around Filaxes or any other member of her species. “Or perhaps that isn’t the prize you desire? You fought to restore our mortality, yet you never really wanted to regain yours in the first place.” 
 
    Bain leaned back in his throne and stroked his jaw thoughtfully at Filaxes’s words, while Srralntharizz tried frantically to shush his lover. 
 
    “I’m sorry, boss,” Srralntharizz said, after clapping his hand over Filaxes’s mouth. It was a dangerous thing to do, Bain thought, given the Lavamancer’s large, curved fangs. “She can be a bit much, sometimes. I hope you don’t take it the wrong way.” 
 
    “Have I caused you offense, Bain Lee?” Filaxes asked, brushing Srralntharizz’s hand away. “If so, I apologize for…” 
 
    “There’s nothing to apologize for, you two,” Bain said, chuckling. “You just got me thinking a bit, Filaxes. The answer to your question, I suppose, is a bit complicated. When the Crucible Challenge started, all I could think about was just how horrible it was, all this fighting and killing, all the monsters and Dungeons and whatnot. When we formed the Defiant Coalition, I was dead set on undoing what the Crucible had done to me, to all of us.” 
 
    “Something changed along the way,” Srralntharizz said somberly. “You changed.” 
 
    “Yeah, I did.” Bain nodded. He tapped an index finger against his temple. “The Aurum Lich’s memories gave me a new perspective. They allowed me to see the interplay of cosmic energy in ways I never could, and the more I looked at the Crucible, the more I could see within it. And what I saw and still see is fascinating beyond words. I could look at it for an eternity and still find something new, still find something to lose myself in.” 
 
    “And that resonates with you far more than mortality,” Filaxes said. “And that is why you have chosen to stay behind, while the rest of us continue the Exodus.” 
 
    “He’s not just staying behind for the Crucible,” Srralntharizz pointed out. “He’s also staying behind to make sure that Architect whacko doesn’t come after us and that the Crucible doesn’t eventually absorb our new home and turn us back to Challengers again.” 
 
    “Us… and our children,” Filaxes said, running a clawed fingertip down Srralntharizz’s cheek with such tender grace that she didn’t draw any blood from her lover’s skin. She turned her gaze back to Bain. “We will build a family. We will live, laugh, love, and pass on our legacy, so that our flesh and blood might do the same. But that is not for you. That is not what you want.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” Bain said, shaking his head. “Even before the Crucible Challenge, I didn’t think I ever wanted anything like that anyway. My family, if you can call it that, is dead. I killed most of them, and I will never have a new one.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, boss?” Srralntharizz reached out and, in an uncharacteristic show of emotion, took Bain’s cold hand in his. “We are your family. The Exoders, all of us. When we get to where we’re going and settle down, we’ll tell stories about you. Our descendants will learn about you. You’ll never be forgotten. And whenever one of us looks out into the cosmos, we’ll do so knowing that you might be looking back.” 
 
    Bain was stunned at Srralntharizz’s outburst. He grasped the Weaver’s hand firmly and gave it as warm a shake as he could manage. “Thank you, Srral. Thank you.” 
 
    Filaxes embraced Srralntharizz and smiled. “My love, my man. Passionate and eloquent.” 
 
    Bain laughed and released the Weaver’s hand. “Alright, I’ll let you two go and get a room.” 
 
    “We already have one, Bain Lee,” Filaxes said, blinking in genuine bewilderment. She cocked her head. “Or is that another human idiom I have once again failed to comprehend?” 
 
    “It is, dear,” Srralntharizz gave Pasha one last pet between the ears, before slipping his hand over Filaxes’s. He nodded to Bain. “Later, boss. Have a good one.” 
 
    “You too,” Bain said, chuckling and shaking his head as the lovers returned to Veritas. 
 
    Unsurprisingly enough, Esther showed up sometime in the middle of the second day. She’d brought Akasha and Jack with her. The Slayer sat down on one of the chairs around Bain’s throne without being asked to and motioned for the others to do the same. 
 
    “I’m nominating them for the Knight-Errant Program,” Esther said, pointing at Akasha and Jack in turn. “We’ll need a peacekeeping force when we get to where we’re going. These two have more than proven themselves.” 
 
    “They definitely have,” Bain agreed. Akasha had been invaluable in defeating the Carmine Virus, and Jack’s stellar record since joining the Exodus spoke for itself. He couldn’t think of any Exoder more qualified or suitable to help Esther in keeping the peace. “But why are you telling me this? I know absolutely nothing about being a cop or a soldier.” 
 
    “You have that spell, Farsight, right?” Esther said. “Do you think you’ll still have it when you take control of the Crucible?” 
 
    “I should have,” Bain said, scratching the back of his head. “Why?” 
 
    “You should use it to check in on us from time to time,” Esther said. “Keep an eye on what you’ve fought for. Stay invested in it… in us, somehow.” 
 
    “You’re worried I’ll flip out and become no better than the Cosmic Dominus, and the Crucible will start doing its thing again.” Bain sighed and fought down the urge to roll his eyes. “Don’t worry. The moment I seize control, I’ll make several permanent, irrevocable changes to make sure that never happens, no matter what.” 
 
    “No, that’s not what Lady Song is talking about,” Akasha said. “She’s just trying to lessen the torment of the burden you have chosen to bear for us, Bain Lee.” 
 
    “The lady is a real sweetheart, once you get to know her well enough. Reminds me of my grandma, when she wasn’t smoking cigars and teaching my brothers and me how to shoot guns and gut boars,” Jack said. The smirk on his face faltered, before dying completely when Esther glared at him. “Uh, I mean…” 
 
    “I think Esther and I know each other well enough by now, don’t we?” Bain said, looking the Slayer right in the eye. “At one point, she definitely memorized by heart the contents of whatever dossier the cops had on me, my brother, and my father.” 
 
    “Including your medical history, social security number, how you did in school, and every time you jaywalked or downloaded something you shouldn’t have,” Esther added, a rare grin displacing the scowl on her weathered features. 
 
    “Seriously?” Bain felt a wave of panic flutter momentarily over where his heart used to be at the idea that Esther knew his internet history. “Ah, I mean… oh, no. Oh, no.” 
 
    “I was kidding about that downloading part,” the Slayer said, arching her brow. “But given your reaction, maybe it’s something I should have looked a bit further into. Anyway, let’s get back on track. Check in on us, every once in a while. I’ll make sure you like what you see.” 
 
    “I know you will,” Bain said. He pushed himself off his throne and onto his feet. It was getting much harder for him to stand with every passing moment. “Before you go, I just want to say how sorry I am, Esther. About your sister and her kids. About my father and brother.” 
 
    “Apology accepted.” Esther stood up as well and shook his hand. Then she clicked her tongue disapprovingly. “I can’t believe anyone hasn’t told you to comb your hair. And when was the last time you showered?” 
 
    “What? Why? Do I actually smell?” Bain looked down at his frail, emaciated frame and sniffed, but he detected no odors. His body no longer produced any sweat. Neither were there any signs of decay in his flesh. “Akasha, Jack, tell me the truth.” 
 
    “You could use a little freshening up, sir,” Jack said mildly. “A change of clothes wouldn’t hurt, either.” 
 
    “I don’t know how relevant your grooming or personal hygiene is at this juncture,” Akasha said, shaking his head in bemusement. “But if you must know, you don’t smell like anything at all. I believe your flesh is incapable of holding any scent. The chill emanating from your body also cloaks it in a field of sterility.” 
 
    “That’s good to know… I guess?” Bain said. He frowned at Esther. “But fine, I’ll find some time to tidy up a bit.” 
 
    “You’d better.” Esther gave her tongue another disapproving click. “Don’t force me to come down here with a pair of scissors, a bucket of soapy water, and a comb.” 
 
    “Okay, I got it.” Bain winced inwardly, feeling strangely intimidated. “You won’t have to come down here again.” 
 
    “Good.” The Slayer turned on her heel and left. Akasha and Jack shook hands with Bain as well before doing the same.” 
 
    Early in the third day, Torgar and Ikaru finally swung by. The Rune Smith took Pasha in his arms and swung the psycanine around, much to the latter’s squealing delight. Ikaru was holding a bottle of sculpted crystal. He sat down and took out a crystal glass from his extra-dimensional storage pouch, which he passed to Bain, before retrieving another two, one for himself and one for Torgar. 
 
    “It just struck me that we’ve never actually had a drink together,” Ikaru said, filling Bain’s glass with a clear, sparkling liquid. The Esarthu liquor carried the scent of peaches, though of course, there were no peaches anymore, and there never would be. Ikaru filled Torgar’s glass, then his own before raising it. “To us.” 
 
    “Aye,” Torgar agreed, raising his glass as well. “To us.” 
 
    Bain nodded and tipped the Esarthu liquor down his throat. It was sweet and bitter all at once, and it disappeared as soon it passed his gullet, consumed by the cosmic energy that suffused his flesh. 
 
    “Well, what do you think?” Ikaru asked. He tilted the bottle so Bain could read the words etched onto its surface. “This is a Vintage Magella. I bought this a while ago, maybe a year or two before the Crucible Challenge.” 
 
    “It’s great,” Bain said. Ikaru gestured for him to hold his glass out for a refill, and he did so. “It’s amazing how you managed to hold onto it all this time.” 
 
    “I just packed it along with the rest of my belongings when we left the Bastion.” Ikaru grinned. He refilled his own glass. “Good thing I did, didn’t I? Otherwise, we wouldn’t be enjoying this fine concoction now.” 
 
    “Bah!” Torgar snatched the bottle over and poured the last of its contents down his throat, before handing it back to an indignantly spluttering Ikaru. The Rune Smith took out a gigantic metal barrel from his extra-dimensional storage pouch and crashed it down onto the floor in front of Bain’s throne. Three heavy metal tankards hung by their handles from nails driven into its rim. “Now that we’re done with that effete trickle, we can get down to some real drinking. Behold! This is the Spleen-Kicker, distilled from strong Duraga solvents and cleaning reagents!” 
 
    Bain stopped himself from asking whether the Spleen-Kicker was safe to drink. Torgar could obviously handle it, and Bain no longer had any organs that could be poisoned or intoxicated. He glanced at Ikaru, who’d put his empty bottle away. 
 
    “Eh. I’ve had it a few times already,” the Crystalline Lancer said, shrugging. “It’s alright.” 
 
    Torgar bashed the top of the barrel in with his hammer and filled the tankards with the murky gray liquid swirling inside. He thrust one of them into Bain’s hands. He then lifted his own while Ikaru grabbed a drink for himself. “We’ve already toasted us, so this one’s for Finn, Alex, and Urtek. Fire and Steel, here’s to their memory.” 
 
    Bain tipped his tankard over his mouth and emptied its contents in a single gulp. The Spleen-Kicker was horrifically acrid, and it burned all the way down his throat before being consumed by the cosmic energy in his body. If he still had a gag reflex, there was no doubt he’d have choked and maybe even thrown up. Holding the tankard out at arm’s length, he looked at Torgar. “Holy shit. What the hell is this? This is the worst thing I’ve ever drunk. It’s absolutely terrible. Nobody should ever drink this. Whoever created this needs to go to prison for the rest of his life.” 
 
    “More?” The Rune Smith snatched Bain’s tankard out of his hand and held it over the barrel. 
 
    “Yeah,” Bain said. 
 
    The three caroused for two or three hours. They didn’t need to say anything. Bain hadn’t had many friends growing up. As a veterinarian, he had less, or more accurately, none. But now, at the end of things, he knew for sure he’d made at least two. 
 
    Bain couldn’t get drunk, but evidently, Torgar and Ikaru still could, which confirmed his suspicions that the Spleen-Kicker contained cosmic energy. He shook his head in amazement at the sheer audacity of brewing enchanted beer as the two of them staggered through the Pathway Structure, holding onto one another for support. 
 
    Yelena came through the Pathway Structure a moment later, a bewildered look on her face. “I passed Torgar and Ikaru. Are… are they drunk? How is that even possible?” 
 
    “You’ve got to ask them yourself,” Bain said, chuckling. “But I’m not sure if you really want to know.” 
 
    “Probably not.” Yelena smiled. She petted Pasha, sat down next to Bain, and held his hand, driving away the chill from his flesh and pushing back the numbness in his limbs, which had grown drastically over the last day or two. The Paladin had spent most of her time on the Death Knell, chatting with him, playing with Pasha, and just simply keeping him company while he worked. 
 
    “You’re almost done,” she said, her words as much a question as they were a statement of fact. 
 
    “Yeah, I am.” Bain nodded. “I just need another five or so hours, and then I’ll be ready, if everyone else is.” 
 
    “Father has told me that every preparation that can be made already has been completed,” Yelena said. “We are ready.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.” Bain reached to the extra-dimensional storage pouch Yelena had given him. “I’ve got a surprise for you. It’s just something I’ve been putting together on the side.” 
 
    He took out Sera’s weapon, Infinitum Edge, and handed it to her. 
 
    “I’ve already got a sword, Bain,” Yelena said, glancing down at the blade belted to her hip. She held Infinitum Edge up and looked closely at it. “This is well balanced, but it’s not any better than mine. As for its enchantment…” 
 
    She gasped in surprise as she scanned it with her CUI and projected the screen. 
 
      
 
    Infinitum Edge (altered) 
 
    Nemesis Sword +?? 
 
    Bound to Bain Lee, Level 533 Ocular Sage. 
 
    Nemesis Designation: Sylan 
 
    Wielder: None 
 
    Nemesis: When this enchantment is activated, Infinitum Edge will be destroyed. If its Wielder is fighting alongside Bain Lee against the Designated Nemesis, this enchantment will match the Wielder’s Level and the Level of the Wielder’s equipment to Bain Lee’s for 10 minutes. 
 
    After 10 minutes, the Wielder will be drained of all cosmic energy reserves and cannot replenish his or her cosmic energy reserves for 24 hours. 
 
      
 
    “Sylan is one of the Architect’s many names,” Bain explained. “And Sera was one of her countless victims. Sera’s sword is filled with unstable cosmic energy, which isn’t surprising for an Unraveler’s weapon, so it couldn’t ever be wielded by any Exoder or Challenger. But I leaned on the ties of causality it shared with the Architect and used the resultant karmic links to hammer its enchantments into something you and I can use against her.” 
 
    “I can feel it now. This is a sword of vengeance. It yearns to exact retribution upon its true mistress’s tormentor,” Yelena said, as a bright smile unfolded across her face. “But more importantly, it will allow me to fight alongside you against the Architect.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Temporal Cell unraveled, and the Exoder fleet emerged into the Warden chamber of the Architect’s Lair, where the Architect herself truly dwelled. 
 
    It was a vast, infinitely stretching plain of dark sand beneath a crimson sky. Cold pallid radiance fell over the Exoders’ ships, shed from the false moon hanging high in the unnatural heavens. A massive dais of sculpted white stone sat in the middle of the plain. It was easily as large as Veritas, and above its tallest columns, a vortex of golden-black light hung in the skies. 
 
    That’s the breach, Bain realized, sweeping Flowsight over the vortex and taking note of the unstable cosmic energy of which it was comprised. The moment a single Exoder passes through it, the Crucible will be destabilized. 
 
    Threads of violet light spun into existence over the breach, forming an impregnable net of energy. Nothing could pass through it now, not until the defeat of the net’s creator. 
 
    Bain turned his gaze downward, to the heart of the dais. Huntsight allowed him to quickly spot the feminine humanoid lounging upon a velvet couch. It was the Architect of Fate, wearing the semblance of a pale human woman with long, flowing dark hair. A golden circlet sat upon her brow, while intricate bejeweled rings and bracelets adorned her bare arms. A black silken dress sheathed her slender form. 
 
    Looks like she doesn’t have any monsters with her, Bain thought. Maybe she’s worried that I’d reanimate any of them that I kill and turn them against her.  
 
    The Architect stood up from her couch, raised her hands, and emanated a tremendous tide of cosmic energy from her palms. 
 
    A close-up projection of the Architect appeared in front of Bain. A quick check with Flowsight told him that similar apparitions had manifested before every single Exoder. 
 
    “Welcome, everyone,” the projection said. “I offer my sincere congratulations to you on making it this far. Freedom lies just ahead, and I would gladly grant it to you. All I desire in return is the death of your leader. Please convince him to accept his demise for your sake. Coming from you, surely that isn’t too much to ask of him, isn’t it? After all, he’s given so much already.” 
 
    Energy beams lanced out from the Stark Hunter in response. They crashed against the energy barrier of colorless light that flashed into existence over the dais and dissipated harmlessly. The Architect scoffed, but before she could say or do anything, ripples of cosmic energy appeared all over the hull of Veritas. Trasynthus had activated every single one of the World Ship’s external speakers. 
 
    A chorus of voices thundered from the Exoder fleet, speaking in a multitude of tongues: Human, Duraga, Esarthu, Desarki, Selan, Hemavore, Wellaxi, Skittar, Goruk, Regar, and even Alogak. And though the words they used were different, their intent was unanimous. 
 
    No. 
 
    The Exoders wouldn’t forsake Bain, not even if the Architect’s offer was made in good faith. The clamor died down soon after. The stunned expression on the Architect’s face gave way to one of anger and contempt. “I suppose I shouldn’t have expected anything else from the lot of you. After all, you embarked on this futile venture because you were too weak to endure the Crucible’s travails. Now, you’ve proven that you are too weak to cast your worthless, puerile sentiment aside and complete your escape.” 
 
    “That isn’t weakness,” Yelena said, amplifying her voice with an enchantment bound to her armor, so that it rang out loud and clear from the Death Knell’s summit. “Weakness is bowing down before tyranny. It is allowing fear to dictate your actions. It is weaving webs of lies and deceit without consideration for any whom you may entrap and torment. We are not weak, Architect. You are.” 
 
    The projections disappeared. Unhinged rage, visible only to Bain’s Huntsight, flickered briefly over the Architect’s features before being replaced by a mask of cold contempt. She lowered her arms and made a flicking gesture with her left hand. Threads of cosmic energy trailed from her fingertips and sank into the surface of the dais beneath her feet. 
 
    The Dungeon’s energy patterns shifted. Bain turned his omni-directional vision to Veritas and saw alarm lights flashing all across the World Ship’s interior. On its bridge, Trasynthus barked instructions to the crew, who relayed them through the speakers on their terminals. Gareesa marched through the Pathway Structure with several of her peers in tow as the Swordmaster raised his Resonance Coil. 
 
    “Our sensors have picked up an incoming Raid, Bain,” he said. “They’ve also detected the approach of an unknown vessel, with an energy signature that can only belong to a Crucible Champion.” 
 
    “The Architect has altered the energy layout of her Dungeon, so that the Crucible can lock onto Veritas fully with its Synchronicity Loci.” Bain tightened his grip on the Dragon Sage Staff. “She doesn’t have any monsters with her that I can turn to our side, so things didn’t pan out exactly the way we expected they would, but we weren’t very far off, all things considered.” 
 
    “No, we aren’t,” Trasynthus agreed. “For now, we will proceed as planned. Fortune in battle.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Bain let his Resonance Coil fall dormant and glanced at the Stark Hunter and the Cosmic Hammer. The two smaller ships were turning to intercept the vessel of the approaching Crucible Champion. With any luck, Torgar, Ikaru, and Esther would be able to beat or at least hold the Crucible Champion off for long enough. On board Veritas, Akasha, Srralntharizz, Filaxes, and Jack would have to lead Cohorts against the Raid’s Challengers. 
 
    Bain, Pasha, and Yelena would take on the Architect herself. He glanced at the Paladin and the psycanine, who were standing next to his throne. “Ready?” 
 
    Pasha barked. He was in his War Form. Yelena nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    Bain reached out to the Death Knell and commanded it to descend directly upon the Architect. The ship lurched forward. Thousands of vertebrae tendrils emerged from its hull, swarmed toward the dais, and struck the energy barrier, before disintegrating on impact. The Death Knell struck its radiant surface next, and the crisp sound of cracking bone resounded across the Warden chamber. Ripples rolled over the barrier. The entire front section of the Death Knell crumbled away into dust. 
 
    And the barrier burst, falling apart in specks of colorless light. Bain clenched his jaw and willed the ship to continue its kamikaze dive. The Architect arched a perfectly manicured brow and waved her right hand lazily. 
 
    Torrents of force roared into existence and tore into the underside of the Death Knell, ripping its base asunder. Gigantic chunks of bone rained down to crash down upon the surface of the dais. None of them struck the Architect, of course, as she twitched her index finger and conjured a massive blade of sapphire light that sliced the Death Knell in half. 
 
    Pasha grabbed Bain and Yelena and vaulted away from the ship’s summit, just barely evading the sweep of the Architect’s blade. At Level 533, the psycanine possessed a vast variety of spells. He cast one of them now, Skydance, which granted him perfect flight that scaled off his immense Swiftness Parameter. 
 
    The Architect snapped her fingers. Hundreds of fiery bolts appeared in the air above her head, before darting toward Pasha like a meteor shower, only in reverse. Bain cast Nullifying Gaze and caught the Architect’s projectiles in a field of deadening energy, but he only managed to reduce their speed by a quarter. Still, it was enough for Pasha to weave a way past them and deposit Bain and Yelena on the dais a hundred or so feet away from the Architect. 
 
    Bain scanned her quickly with his CUI. 
 
      
 
    Legendary Monster: The Architect of Fate 
 
    Level: 999+ 
 
    ERROR 
 
    NO FURTHER INFORMATION AVAILABLE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re embarrassing yourself,” she said, her lips twisting into a cruel sneer. “It would be much more seemly for you to simply roll over and die right now.” 
 
    Bain didn’t bother replying. He activated the enchantment of his Chaos Mail. Cosmic energy radiated from his armor to envelop the Dragon Sage Staff and Brotherhood, heightening the enchantments bound within them to Level 532. He immediately raised his pistol and fired twice at the Architect. 
 
    Another energy barrier sprang into existence. It wasn’t as large as the one that had covered the dais entirety, only enveloping the Architect’s slender form, but Bain could see right away that the energy patterns empowering it were far more powerful. Brotherhood’s bullets bounced off its surface without leaving so much as a scratch. 
 
    Bain summoned an army of Ocular Proxies and launched a titanic barrage of heat and frost beams and force hammers from them. At the same time, he expended every Veil Rift he could cast, calling upon as many of his Primordial Entity patrons as he could to unleash their fury upon the Architect. 
 
    Massive thorny vines writhed out, dripping with venom. Swirling clockwork creatures called Entropic Gears spun out weaves of energy that would debilitate and weaken anything they touched. A pack of skeletal hounds, each of them the size of a truck, charged the Architect. Blades of black stone, white glass, and crimson steel converged upon her. Gibbering orbs riddled with fangs, shrieking bat-like creatures, and a contingent of axe-wielding metallic automatons advanced, seeking her extinction. 
 
    The Architect’s barrier held all of Bain’s spells at bay. She raised her hands and unleashed tides of black fire that turned every creature from beyond the Veil into ash in an instant. Then she smirked, while a plethora of CUI notifications rolled down the corner of Bain’s vision, all of them informing him of terminated Veil Pacts and the Primordial Entities absorbed by the Crucible. 
 
    Bain fired from the hip, fanning the hammer of his pistol. One of Brotherhood’s bullets smacked into her barrier, impacting its surface right between her eyes. Ten more bullets struck the exact same spot. A hundred more did the same in a split-second, and the faintest crack appeared on the Architect’s barrier, barely thicker than a molecule. 
 
    Her smirk faltered. 
 
    Then it washed away completely as Yelena charged toward the Architect, her burning sword held high above her head. She’d activated Infinitum Edge’s enchantment a moment ago, bringing her to Level 533 for the next ten minutes. The Architect flinched and hurled out a barrage of fireballs, only for Bain to catch them in overlapping Nullifying Gaze spells and pick them apart with frost beams scything in from his Ocular Proxies. 
 
    The fiery spheres dissipated into clouds of swirling smoke and heat rings, which then scattered as Yelena burst through their midst and got within striking range of her foe. The Architect raised her hand and pointed at the Paladin. Immense amounts of force-aligned cosmic energy gathered at the tip of her index finger. 
 
    Pasha roared as he cast his Thunder Fury spell, generating a condensed beam of sonic-aligned energy from his maw that streaked across the dais and crashed into the barrier over the Architect’s wrist. It was enough to alter the angle of her spell by a nano-inch, so that the lance of force emitting from her fingertip punched through the empty air beside Yelena’s brow instead of through her forehead. 
 
    The Paladin swept her sword down upon the Architect’s barrier, impacting its burning edge directly upon where Bain’s bullets had left their mark. The crack widened. Yelena pulled her sword back and struck again. 
 
    Shards of light cascaded to the floor as the barrier burst apart. Yelena followed up with a thrust at the Architect’s throat, only for the Architect to catch the Paladin’s burning blade between the index and middle fingers of her left hand. Pasha surged in next and thundered a kick at the Architect’s head. 
 
    A haphazard wave of force emanated from the Architect to knock the psycanine aside and send him into a rolling tumble across the floor. The Architect flicked Yelena’s sword aside and grimaced in disgust. She raised her hand. Black flames dripped from her palm. 
 
    A bullet smacked into her collar and bounced off, leaving a red welt on her pale flesh. Another hit her in the chin, and she took a single, staggering backward step. Yelena took her sword in both hands and rammed it through the Architect’s chest. She then twisted the blade and ripped it out sideways, tearing apart her foe’s torso and setting it ablaze with brazen flames. 
 
    Bain followed up with a barrage of Concussive Glare spells, bludgeoning the Architect’s form with invisible hammers of force capable of atomizing entire mountain ranges. The Architect swayed and reeled beneath the onslaught. Her right arm sloughed from her shoulder, before being reduced to a crimson paste. Her left eye bulged from her crushed brow, trailing a length of optic nerve as it fell to the floor. Her legs bent backward at the knees. Viscera burst from her ruptured abdomen.  
 
    But she didn’t fall. Instead, she glared at Bain with her remaining eye. The ruins of her mouth twisted themselves into the semblance of a mocking grin. She raised her left hand, even as it was being pulped, and made a broken, flicking gesture. 
 
    A blade of sharpened wind sliced Bain in half at the waist. Two more took off his arms at the shoulder. The third struck Yelena’s raised shield and forced her to her knees, but it didn’t bisect Bain’s skull. 
 
    Tides of carrion-aligned cosmic energy washed over his collapsing body, and it was whole once more before it even had time to fall. Bain grunted and raised the Dragon Sage Staff, ready to cast another flurry of spells. 
 
    A lance of force tore erupted from the Architect’s broken finger and punched through his jaw, completely obliterating the lower half of his face. The impact knocked him on his back, but he scrambled to his feet right away. Carrion-aligned energy restored his jaw in the blink of an eye, and he trained his pistol back onto the Architect’s diminishing form. 
 
    Laughter pealed from the wreckage that had once been her face. Pasha lashed out with another Thunder Fury spell, blasting apart the remains of the Architect’s body. 
 
    But the laughter didn’t stop. Bain looked past where the Architect had stood and to the velvet couch. She was lounging on it, entirely whole once more. 
 
    No, not entirely whole, he realized, sweeping Flowsight over her. We’ve done some damage. It isn’t much, but it’s there, and she’s used up quite a bit of energy to repair it. 
 
    “I could have ended you with that last spell,” the Architect gloated. She stood up and stretched lazily as Yelena and Pasha returned to Bain’s side. “But where would the fun in that be?” 
 
    Bain brushed off the Architect’s taunting and took a moment to check on the others. The Raid was well underway on Veritas, with Exoders struggling against hundreds of Challengers, many of whom were Level 70 and above. The Cosmic Hammer had punched into the depths of a massive, disc-shaped ship that reminded Bain of a UFO he’d once seen in a movie. Torgar and Ikaru were trading blows and spells with a towering armored humanoid, the Crucible Champion named Igathar the Slaughterer. 
 
    Thanks to the Ocular Guardians Bain had assigned to them, the Crystalline Lancer and the Rune Smith were holding their ground against an opponent nearly forty Levels above them, but just barely. 
 
    The Stark Hunter was listing and limp, its engines destroyed, and its crew in the midst of a fighting retreat toward the crystal ship’s Pathway Structure, which would take them back to Veritas. Esther and Akasha fought shoulder-to-shoulder in the rearguard, striking down Igathar’s Honor Guards one after another. 
 
    “They will prevail,” Yelena said, raising her sword to readiness. She caught Bain’s eye briefly and gave him a resolute nod. “As will we.” 
 
    “You have no hope of victory,” the Architect continued. “Why don’t you just die and make things easier for all of us?” 
 
    “Why don’t you make me?” Bain shot back. “You’re at least several hundred Levels above us, but so far, we’re still standing, and we’ve even given you a bloody nose.” 
 
    “You think I can’t simply kill you right here and now?” the Architect growled. She raised her hands. Immense amounts of cosmic energy danced across her fingertips. 
 
    “Actually, I don’t think you can,” Bain said, forcing an arrogant grin onto his face. “The way I see it, the three of us can hold out indefinitely against you, and if you slip up, we might even kick the crap out of you, as we did just now.” 
 
    “That was a projection, fool,” the Architect snapped, before hissing in frustration and clamping her mouth shut. She’d obviously realized that she’d said too much. 
 
    “Take it easy.” Bain chuckled and shook his head. “I already figured it out. Yeah, we crushed your projection, and now you’ve sent another one out. You’re fighting at a mere fraction of your full power, because you don’t have the guts to actually take us on.” 
 
    “You are a simpleton, Bain Lee.” The Architect sneered contemptuously. “Why would I bother expending more of my strength than I need to on a weakling like you and your ragtag mob? A projection is more than enough.” 
 
    “The tricky thing about projections is the fact that they are, at the end of the day, illusions,” Bain said. “Very convincing illusions made up of solidified light, but still illusions.” 
 
    He turned every single eye and Ocular Proxy on the Architect and cast Malicious Gaze. The projection flickered, before falling apart into radiant shards. Every last iota of cosmic energy invested into it poured into Bain’s pathways, ready to be repurposed in whatever fashion he deemed fit. 
 
    He cast Disintegrating Glare next and poured all the cosmic energy he’d stolen from the Architect into his spell. A fission beam tens of thousands of times more powerful than the one he’d shot into Thanator’s ship emerged from his Malice Flame Eye, atomized the velvet couch, and sliced deep into the surface of the dais. 
 
    Countless barriers and wards sprang up in response to Bain's spell, but they crumbled beneath its fury. The fission beam cut through nearly ten miles of stone before breaking through into a dark, unlit vault. Something massive sat in that vault. It had eight legs curled inward to its abdomen, and its eyes were slits of crimson-hued fury. 
 
    A fresh tide of interlocking energy barriers sprang into existence above the creature to intercept Bain’s Disintegrating Glare spell. The fission beam struck the layered barriers. Nuclear light flooded the vault’s interior upon impact. Cracks bloomed across the surfaces of the barriers as they negated most of the fission beam’s power. A trickle slipped through those cracks in the form of a micron-thin dart of energy that plunged into one of the Architect’s true eyes and burst it apart in a geyser of boiling ocular jelly. 
 
    “Gotcha,” Bain whispered under his breath. 
 
    A shrill shriek of agony tore from between the Architect’s mandibles. It was loud enough to shake the foundations of the stone dais and cobweb cracks all across its otherwise pristine surface. The ground began trembling beneath Bain’s feet, then. He cast Deathwing Gaze and took to the skies, while Pasha picked Yelena up and did the same with Skydance. 
 
    The Architect’s dais erupted into a geyser of broken stone. Yelena cast Burnished Shield, manifesting a sphere of brazen flames around Bain and Pasha that kept all three of them safe from the swirling debris. 
 
    As they waited for the dust to settle, Bain shared sidelong glances with Yelena and Pasha. It was time to put what he’d been preparing for the last three days to use. “We’ve forced her true form out. Now let’s hope we can pull off the next part of the plan.” 
 
    “We’ll keep her busy while you get to work, Bain,” Yelena said, as Pasha put her on his back and shifted to a quadruped form. The psycanine barked in assent. 
 
    Bain nodded and reached out to the Death Knell’s Karmic Core, which was still floating in the air near where the ship had finally met its end. The violet sphere swept toward him, and he began unpacking the layers of energy patterns he’d bound within its depths. 
 
    A cold, bitter gale blew the dust away then, revealing a shadowy pit where the dais had been. The Architect hovered in the air just above the chasm, her massive arachnid form encased in overlapping protective spells and powerful enchantments, one of which obviously granted her flight. 
 
    “Die!” she shrieked, wiggling her foremost limbs in front of her mandibles and calling into existence a maelstrom of fire and lightning. “Die, Bain Lee!” 
 
    The elemental tsunami rolled forward. It was too fast and encompassing for Bain to have any hope of flying clear of it, so he took out one of the amulets he’d infused with his Sacrificial Totem spell and cast Disintegrating Glare once more. But instead of manifesting the spell’s power as a single, far-reaching beam, he unleashed it this time as a focused cone of energy that he swept across the Architect’s maelstrom. Fire and lightning peeled away in the wake of his spell, clearing just enough of an empty space in the heart of the tsunami for him, Yelena, and Pasha to take refuge in while the Architect’s spell rolled over them and tore across the length of the sandy plain, before disappearing into the horizon. 
 
    The amulet bound with the Sacrificial Totem spell crumbled into dust. His CUI flickered. 
 
      
 
    1 Level has been forsaken. 
 
    Current Level: 532 
 
      
 
    It is what it is. Bain glanced at the Architect, who was trembling in fury, pain, and obvious surprise at his continued existence. He shook his head and returned his focus to the karmic core. 
 
    “Let’s go, Pasha!” Yelena cried, gripping the psycanine’s flanks tightly with her knees. 
 
    Pasha barked and streaked forward, slicing through the skies in a headlong charge toward the Architect. As he approached, Yelena took her sword in both hands and raised it above her head. The bronze flames dancing across her blade grew tenfold in size, then a hundredfold as she poured all her cosmic energy into her spell. 
 
    Bain felt her reaching for his strength through the Spirals of Communion they both wore, so he opened up his pathways to her and let her take as much as she needed. Her fiery sword expanded a thousand times larger, so that it was nearly the size of the Stark Hunter. 
 
    That spell’s called Burnished Blade of Perdition, he thought. I’ve never seen her cast it before. 
 
    Yelena thrust her sword out at the Architect. A tide of bronze flames cascaded upon the latter, sparking and sizzling across the energy barriers encasing her massive arachnid form. The Paladin opened her mouth and unleashed a wordless battlecry. A fresh storm of brazen fire swept over the Architect, causing a faint network of cracks to appear across the surface of her barriers before its fury was spent. 
 
    The Architect hissed in anger, summoned several thousand blades of black light into existence, and sent them after Yelena and Pasha. The psycanine wove and danced through the skies, barely keeping a micro-inch ahead of the Architect’s conjured weapons, while Yelena lashed out with her sword, obliterating a black blade with every swing. 
 
    Pasha strafed the Architect with Thunder Fury spells as he flew, blasting columns of sonic-aligned energy against her barriers and worsening the cracks upon their surface. He led some of her black blades right back to her. He even pulled off a fly-by swipe with his claws that skidded harmlessly off her barriers. 
 
    But the Architect wasn’t so easily distracted. She returned her focus to Bain and hurled out a concentrated beam of darkness in his direction. Drawing deeply on Warsight, he tried to dodge it, but he wasn’t nearly fast enough. The beam struck him where his diaphragm once used to be and annihilated everything midway down his chest and his left arm. His Ocular Proxies poured carrion-aligned energy over him, but to his surprise and horror, his body didn’t regenerate. 
 
    It’s a curse-aligned spell! he realized. I won’t be able to heal until it wears off. 
 
    But he didn’t need both hands to finish his work on the Karmic Core. Neither did he need the energy pathways and channels he’d lost along with more than half of his body. He unpacked the final energy pattern within the Karmic Core and let it break apart into flecks of violet light… 
 
    …which swept instantaneously toward the Architect, bypassed her barriers, and wreathed her in a halo of similarly hued radiance. Her arachnid frame shuddered in horror. She obviously realized what Bain had just done. 
 
    A vortex of violet light appeared several hundred feet in the skies above her. The Architect howled in terror. She blasted Pasha and Yelena out of the air with an errant force-aligned spell and began lowering her bulk toward the hole from which she had crawled. 
 
    But it was too late for her. 
 
    A silhouette, clad in armor of midnight blue, emerged from the vortex, followed by a reptilian creature twice the size of the Stark Hunter. A slight, feminine figure was seated upon the creature’s back. 
 
    “Sava, Garlocke! Take that Champion!” Max bellowed, his voice ringing clearly and distinctly across the skies. A savage grin unfolded on his face. “Sylan’s mine.” 
 
    Sava nodded, and Garlocke turned his immense bulk in the direction of Igathar the Slaughterer’s ship. Missiles, energy beams, and all sorts of projectiles thundered from the Crucible Champion’s vessel to crack harmlessly off Garlocke’s scaly hide. 
 
    The spirit beast opened his maw and breathed a stream of fire that turned the outer layers of the ship’s hull into molten slag, disabling most, if not all, of its weapons. Sava leaped off Garlocke’s back and into the now-listing vessel. She found Igathar within a fraction of a second and cut him in half from collar to hip just before he was about to burn Ikaru and Torgar alive. 
 
    Bain saw all of that in the remotest corner of his omni-directional vision. Most of his attention was focused now on Max. The Apocalypse Knight descended upon the Architect like a falling comet, brushing off the barrage of spells she flung up at him. He pointed his staff at the Architect and blasted her abdomen apart with a lightning bolt, scattering ropes of her viscera in every direction. 
 
    The Architect had time to shriek in agony once before shockwaves born from the arc of Max’s sword severed all of her limbs and burst all but one of her eyes. He hurled a fireball from the tip of his staff into the hole beneath her. A column of flame geysered skyward from its shadowy depths, setting the ruins of her body ablaze and hurling her into the air. 
 
    It took a full three seconds before her massive body crested the arc of her flight and crashed down upon the sand near the hole. A lake of ichor and viscera began to form beneath her bulk. Her mandibles twitched feebly as Max landed next to her. 
 
    “Hello!” a high, feminine voice spoke into Bain’s ear. Nesura’s crimson incarnation grabbed him by the scruff of his neck with one hand, while she cast a spell with another. Boon-aligned cosmic energy drifted from her fingertips to wash away the curse-aligned energy the Architect had drenched Bain’s body in. She tittered as he regenerated the lower half of his body and began frantically putting on a spare set of pants he’d set aside in his extra-dimensional storage pouch. “Oh, come on. You have nothing I haven’t seen before, though I’m not sure I like the corpse-gray color… anyway, good job! Max was confident you’d pull something crazy off, but neither of us thought you’d actually create a Synchronicity Locus linking him to Sylan! Honestly, I am astounded. I really didn’t think you had it in you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Nesura,” Bain said. He gestured at Max and the Architect. “The Synchronicity Locus needed me to be in her actual presence before it would work, since I am the greatest karmic link between them. Otherwise, I would have brought you all over sooner.” 
 
    “I’d say your timing is pretty good, all things considered.” Nesura glanced at the vortex. “You’d better disable the Synchronicity Locus and do something about that portal though, or Isilith and his lackeys will come through, and if that happens, there are enough of them that we can’t guarantee your safety.” 
 
    “Got it.” Bain nodded and looked upon the karmic ties trailing between Max and the Architect. He quickly picked them apart with threads of cosmic energy extending from his Ocular Proxies. A moment later, the portal disappeared. 
 
    “Bain! We are victorious!” Trasynthus reported over his Resonance Coil. “The Raid has been repelled, with minimal casualties among us. Every surviving crewmember of the Stark Hunter has returned to Veritas, but the ship itself is lost and irrevocably so, I believe.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so, too,” Bain agreed, glancing in the direction of the fallen crystal ship. “There’s not going to be enough time for you to try and reclaim it. You have to leave, now. If you delay too long, another Raid might happen.” 
 
    “The way to the breach is clear, so we will depart as quickly as we can,” Trasynthus said. A somber note entered the Swordmaster’s voice. “It’s been an honor, Bain.” 
 
    “It has.” Bain smiled and waved at Veritas. “Goodbye, Trasynthus.” 
 
    With Nesura following closely behind, he flew to Max and the Architect and landed beside the former. Yelena and Pasha were there as well. Max had cast healing spells on them. The Paladin ran up to Bain and threw her arms around him. 
 
    He returned the embrace and held it for a few moments, before pulling away. Yelena’s face was drenched in tears, and he didn’t doubt that his would be too, if he still had tear ducts. She didn’t say anything. She’d already said all she needed to say. 
 
    Bain knelt down next as Pasha ran to him. The psycanine had gone back to his small and fuzzy form. He pushed his nose into Bain’s hand and whined. 
 
    “Be good, buddy,” Bain whispered. “Be good.” 
 
    I’m always good, Bain, Pasha replied, licking his cheek. Always. 
 
    “I know.” Bain picked Pasha up and cradled the psycanine against his chest. 
 
    The Cosmic Hammer swooped down to hover a few dozen feet in the air above them. Yelena took Pasha from Bain as a column of colorless light fell over her. She met his gaze one last time. 
 
    And then she smiled one of her dazzling smiles, filling the space where Bain’s heart had been with warmth one last time before the Cosmic Hammer warped her and Pasha into its passenger compartment. 
 
    “Fire and Steel, lad,” Torgar’s voice rumbled over his Resonance Coil. Bain saw him thump an armored fist against his breastplate. Ikaru was sobbing quietly in his seat. “Fire and Steel.” 
 
    “Fire and Steel, Torgar,” Bain echoed. He still didn’t know what the Duraga idiom meant, and he doubted he’d ever find out. 
 
    The Cosmic Hammer soared toward Veritas and docked within the larger ship. 
 
    Bain clenched his fists and watched as the World Ship pushed into the breach and, along with its passengers, exited the Crucible, in every physical and metaphysical sense. 
 
    The Exoders were gone, seeking a new horizon and the promises it held. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Exodus was complete, and the Crucible shuddered. 
 
    Tremors rippled through the trillions upon trillions of energy patterns holding it together. Karma itself came to a standstill across all the Spatial Integrations and throughout the void in their midst. With the exception of the Architect and her Lair, every monster and Dungeon disappeared, with the latter ejecting any Challengers within their depths. 
 
    The Crucible was masterless, and it would remain so until someone claimed it. 
 
    Bain saw this all. He beheld the passage of energy within the very fabric of the Crucible, and he read the implications therein. Just a day or two ago, he would have been fascinated by the sight. He would have been enthralled by the phenomenon. 
 
    That wasn’t the case now. Though an unprecedented phenomenon of cosmic proportions was unfolding before his eyes, he couldn’t quite pay it the attention it deserved. His focus was on the sudden, deafening silence in his mind where his mental link to Pasha once was. Ever since he’d found Pasha in an abandoned apartment, his mind had been abuzz with the ambient thoughts and emotions of the pyscanine. But now, there was nothing, only the cold starkness of his own psyche. 
 
    Pasha was his own entity now, free to seek his destiny amidst the cosmos, and Bain could only hope that it was a happy one. 
 
    I’m going to miss you, buddy, he thought, before wrenching his mind to the present and looking at Max, who was standing a few strides away. “It’s done. The Crucible is up for grabs.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can tell,” Max said, rubbing his jaw. He looked up at the sky, and though he couldn’t see what Bain saw, he probably sensed the overwhelming sensation of wrongness suffusing the Crucible. “I’ve been working toward this moment, but now that it has arrived, I still can’t help but find it unnerving.” 
 
    Sava and Garlocke had descended next to the Apocalypse Knight, with the latter shrinking down to the form of an eight-hundred pound bipedal lizard. A smile lit up Sava’s face as she gave Max a quick embrace, before turning to Bain. 
 
    “You’re going to die soon,” she said, her customary mask of vacant serenity falling back over her features. “But you did well.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know that. Also, thanks,” Bain said, suppressing the urge to sigh. He turned his gaze upon the Architect, who was whimpering in fear. She’d tried to cast a few spells already, seeking to heal her wounds or escape to another sanctum within her Dungeon. Thanks to Max and Nesura, her efforts had been in vain. 
 
    “But not before her,” Bain added, nodding at the Architect. 
 
    “No! You can’t kill me!” she shrieked, wriggling the stumps of her limbs. “I made you! You’re my puppet! My tool! You exist only at my sufferance!” 
 
    “Evidently not,” Nesura said, kicking the Architect’s bulbous bulk viciously and causing more of her viscera to dribble from the ruins of her abdomen. The Architect howled in pain. Nesura smirked and gave her another kick. “Bain’s still here. He’ll be here after you’re gone, and there’s nothing you can do about that.” 
 
    “Maximo Strident!” the Architect babbled, turning her single remaining eye onto the Apocalypse Knight. “Please don’t kill me! I withdraw my claim to the Crucible. It is yours! I will help you wrest it from the Cosmic Dominus! Just please, spare my life!” 
 
    Max simply scoffed. With Sava by his side, he strolled lazily to Garlocke’s side and began fussing over the raptor. 
 
    Looks like he despises the Architect so much he can’t even be bothered to witness her final moments. Bain called Brotherhood back to his grasp and aimed it at the Architect’s ruined face. “Look at it this way. You’re not even alive. You haven’t been for a long while, not really, anyway. You’re just a Crucible entity that has gone rogue, like a cancer seeking to take over its host. If we kill your physical manifestation and smash your Dungeon core, you’re done, just like any monster or Warden. But that’s not what I had in mind.” 
 
    “No!” the Architect shrieked in fear. “No, please! Please! I—”  
 
    Bain shot her in the head. Her skull exploded, scattering dribbles of brain matter across the sandy floor of the Warden Chamber. The Architect’s truncated limbs twitched violently, playing out her death throes. His CUI flickered. 
 
      
 
    Level 533 attained! 
 
    Level 534 attained! 
 
    Level 535 attained! 
 
    … 
 
    Level 580 attained! 
 
      
 
    She must be a hell lot more powerful than I am to give me so many Levels at once, he thought, assigning his newly attained Levels to his Ocular Sage Class. If she hadn’t spread herself thin through manipulating the Crucible’s karmic ties, she would have crushed me, Pasha, and Yelena in an instant. But then again, I was counting on the fact that she wouldn’t be fighting me with more than a fraction of her full power. 
 
    A moment later, a violet sphere appeared in the air above her corpse. It was the Dungeon’s core. Once Bain broke it, he would be shunted back to one of the many Spatial Integrations that had an entrance to the Architect’s Lair. 
 
    “Let’s get on with it, then,” Max said, calling his sword and staff to his hands once more. “I’m sure you’re as eager to finish this as I am. Go ahead and break the core, Bain.” 
 
    “I’m going to do this, instead.” Bain cast Subsuming Glare on the Architect’s corpse. Her remains vanished, and torrents of power roared into his body. 
 
      
 
    …Level 1405 attained! 
 
    Level 1000 breakthrough: +100% to all Parameters; +100% spell efficacy and potency 
 
    Myriad spells attained! 
 
      
 
    Turning his gaze inward, he steeled his resolve as the Architect’s memories poured into his mind. Her laughter resounded in the deepest, darkest depths of his consciousness. Esoteric and arcane knowledge flooded his thoughts, threatening to overwhelm him with their sheer volume. The Architect’s malevolence poured its taint over his psyche, drenching it in the oily mental filth that could have only been born from the perpetration of countless atrocities. 
 
    But he was ready for the mental assimilation this time in a way he hadn’t been upon subsuming the Unravelers. He didn’t fight back against the Architect’s memories, didn’t resist the wrench upon his ego by her id. Instead, he embraced the darkness, the horror, and the sheer contempt for life that comprised the Architect in all their totality, rendering them as facts within his experience rather than components of his identity. 
 
    Somewhere in a shadowed recess within his consciousness, he heard the Architect scream a final time, before falling silent forever. He grinned and opened his eyes. 
 
    Max and Sava had their swords against his neck. The Apocalypse Knight met Bain’s gaze for a full second before nodding to Sava. The two of them withdrew their blades. 
 
    “If Sylan had been the one opening those eyes, she would have lost her head,” Nesura explained. She tapped a finger against her chin. “Or would it be your head, Bain? It gets confusing sometimes.” 
 
    “It’s only confusing because you’re stupid,” Garlocke chimed in. “If Sylan took Bain’s body, then it would be her head, wouldn’t it? Is it too much to ask of you to use your brains every once in a while?” 
 
    “What did you say, you stupid lizard?” Nesura raged, forming the hands of her crimson incarnation into claws and lunging for the raptor. “I’ll rip your eyes out and shove them up your nostrils!” 
 
    Max caught her by the scruff of her neck and held her kicking and flailing in the air with her heels above the ground. He cast a disapproving glare Garlocke’s way. The raptor snorted abashedly and bowed his head. 
 
    “Don’t mind them,” Sava deadpanned. “They’re always like that. Also, I think you’re going to die sooner than I’d thought.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Bain said, raising his hands and looking down at his bare arms. Small, web-like cracks had begun to form over the surface of his corpse-gray skin. A quick glance through one of his Ocular Proxies confirmed that similar cracks were all over the rest of his body. His flesh was falling apart rapidly, unable to cope with the sheer power coursing through his pathways and channels. I think I’ve got about eight, maybe nine minutes left. 
 
    With the Architect’s permanent death, the Dungeon core shattered, and the Dungeon began to unravel, breaking apart into shards of light. Bain nodded to himself as no Warden Reward emerged. The Architect’s Lair had been an aberration of a Dungeon. It made sense that killing its Warden yielded nothing.  
 
    Max raised his staff and cast a bevy of spells on himself and Sava. Bain read the energy patterns emanating from the Apocalypse Knight and saw that the latter’s spells heightened their recipients’ Parameters, magnified the potency of their spells, and shrouded them in overlapping energy barriers capable of repelling large amounts of elemental spells and physical damage. He also noticed that any beneficial spell falling on Max also affected Nesura and Garlocke. That made sense, as the familiar and the spirit beast were extensions of the Apocalypse Knight, after all. 
 
    Wait, I can make full sense of Max’s energy patterns now, Bain realized. I must be close enough to his Level to be able to do so.  
 
    He quickly scanned Max with his CUI. 
 
      
 
    Unraveler: Maximo Strident 
 
    Level: 1639 
 
    Class: Chaos Breaker 
 
    Spells/Effects currently active: Epic Empowerment, Supreme Spell Mastery, Absolute Aegis, Primal Prowess, Sword of Galaxies, Archmage’s Boon, Elemental Mastery, Enchantment Mastery, Summoner Mastery, Divine Halo, Infernal Halo, Halo of Order, Halo of Chaos. 
 
      
 
    Max definitely noticed Bain’s scrutiny, as he grinned and gave him an acknowledging nod. “Good on you. I don’t think anyone else has come this close to mine and Sava’s Level yet, not even Isilith.”  
 
    “Isilith is around Level 1213, I believe,” Sava added, twirling her right-hand sword while drawing her left-hand blade. “But he’s wily and dangerous in many ways beyond simply having raw power.” 
 
    “Yeah, I saw that fleet of his.” Bain nodded. “That alone has got to be worth several hundred Levels in itself. I know I don’t really stand a chance in a fight against him. Thankfully, I’m pretty sure I won’t ever have to.” 
 
    He looked at the list of spells he’d acquired from the Architect of Fate, and with his current power, he was able to adapt a few hundred of them to his use and rewrite his energy pathways accordingly within the span of a second. 
 
    Max didn’t cast those support spells of his on me for a reason, Bain realized, reading more into the Apocalypse Knight’s grin. He wanted me to try out my own. 
 
    A halo of bright green light encased Bain’s form as he cast Corona of Ancients, rendering him capable of perfect flight just under the speed of light. Legionsight multiplied the number of his Ocular Proxies tenfold and heightened the potency of any spell cast from them. Deathmaster Gaze wreathed his body in an aura of potent carrion-aligned energy that would regenerate any damage inflicted upon him almost instantaneously. Of course, he would still be done for if he lost his head. 
 
    Wight King Prowess sheathed his limbs in a translucent field of energy, making him stronger, faster, and tougher. Greater Vital Shot rendered every bullet he fired a thousand times more devastating. Bain’s Chaos Mail was beyond repair, so he shrugged the few broken links and buckles that remained on him off his shoulders and cast Deceiver’s Garb, turning the scraps of cloth around his torso and the plain trousers beneath his waist into a suit of armor comprised entirely of cosmic energy. He added a red flowing cape and hood as a tribute to the Chaos Mail.  
 
     His last spell was Epic Armament, which brought the Dragon Sage Staff and Brotherhood up to his Level, at least for the next hour. When Epic Armament wore off, the staff and the pistol would crumble into dust, but Bain would either be too dead to worry about them… 
 
    …or he would be too powerful to bother with them. 
 
    With the Crucible at a standstill, its rules will be a lot more flexible, which means I can use my gun, he thought, drawing his pistol from its holster.  
 
    Bain had gained more than the Architect’s arsenal of spells. He’d also absorbed all her knowledge in karmic manipulation, a skill he could put readily to use alongside his ability to see karmic links. He turned his gaze toward the void growing amidst the Dungeon’s dissolution and reached out to the ties of causality binding him, Max, and the Cosmic Dominus. 
 
    Space bent around him. Time warped. Karma unraveled like a spool of silken thread as he tugged on it, bending the Crucible’s inner workings to his will. Max blinked, unable to hide his surprise. 
 
    “What are you doing, Bain?” the Apocalypse Knight asked. 
 
    “I’m stacking the odds in our favor,” Bain replied, as he added the finishing touches to his first Karmic masterpiece and brought everyone to the Spatial Integration he had in mind. 
 
    He appeared in the midst of a concrete ruinscape. Max, Sava, Nesura, and Garlocke materialized next to him a split-second later. Sava looked down at what lay beneath her feet and arched her brow. 
 
    “Interesting,” she said. The tip of her right-hand sword dug into the glass hill upon which she stood. “This place must mean something to you.” 
 
    “Yeah, it does.” Bain grinned and swept his omni-directional vision around, taking in the ruined concrete buildings, cratered and pockmarked parking lots, and the irradiated sky. The forest where the abandoned Esarthu Bastion stood wasn’t too far away. He didn’t look at it. “But I didn’t bring us here just because of that.” 
 
    He pointed to a massive humanoid of colorless light hovering in the heavens a few hundred feet above them. Its proportions were androgynous, and its face was smooth, bereft of any features. 
 
    It was the Adjudicator, rendered dormant and immobile until the Crucible once more had a master… or its former master seized direct control of it. 
 
    The Adjudicator’s limbs twitched, then. The light faded from its body, revealing dark, swirling robes draped above form-fitting scaled armor. A rounded helm with a full-faced visor encased its head. Wings sprouted from its back, dark and feathery in a way that reminded Bain of angelic frescoes. A halo of intricately curved golden metal materialized upon its brow. 
 
    “I get it,” Nesura said. “The Adjudicator is the Crucible’s will incarnate, and in trying to corner the Exoders, it has manifested itself above every entrance to the Architect’s Lair. Whichever manifestation caught you would consolidate the power of all the other ones into itself, but…” 
 
    “It can’t do that now,” Bain said. “Not with the Crucible in its current state. The Cosmic Dominus will have to fight us, and the only way it can do that is by taking control of a single Adjudicator manifestation. I’ve just made sure it happened to be the weakest one.” 
 
    “It will still be a difficult fight,” Sava pointed out, as she scanned the Adjudicator and showed Bain her Cosmic Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Legendary Monster: Seraph of Cosmic Ruin 
 
    Level: 1759 
 
    Spells/Effects currently active: Dominator’s Transmutation 
 
      
 
    That spell is what the Cosmic Dominus is using to control the Adjudicator, Bain realized. He has turned the Adjudicator into some kind of monster, instead of controlling it directly. That’s proof that the Cosmic Dominus is no longer in charge of the Crucible, not until he kills me and Max, that is. 
 
    “Another Seraph, eh?” Max scoffed and shook his head. “I suppose if anyone has megalomaniacal delusions, it would be the Cosmic Dominus.” 
 
    “You’ve faced the Cosmic Dominus before,” Bain stated rather than asked. 
 
    “I have, and I won that fight.” Max raised his sword in a challenge to the Seraph. In response, the monster flexed its hands and filled them with curved blades of colorless light. The Apocalypse Knight grinned. “I suppose a rematch was always going to happen.” 
 
    “What are our chances?” Bain asked. He pointed beyond the Seraph, higher up in the skies, where poisoned clouds swirled. “All five of us might be able to win, but the Cosmic Dominus isn’t going to be fighting alone.” 
 
    Max narrowed his eyes. Cosmic energy flared around his brow, manifesting as a spell that heightened his vision by tens of thousands of times. He grunted in frustration and turned to Sava. “Isilith has found us. If I had to guess, the Cosmic Dominus summoned him here.” 
 
    “Garlocke, Nesura, and I will deal with him,” Sava said. Garlocke hurtled into the skies and grew larger than the Stark Hunter. She kissed Max on the cheek, before the raptor cast a spell that transported her instantaneously to his back. 
 
    “You boys have fun,” Nesura said. Her crimson incarnation grinned, before dissolving and reappearing next to Sava. Garlocke unleashed a thunderous battle-cry and soared above the clouds. 
 
    Bain raised the Dragon Sage Staff high above his head, before slamming its butt into the glass hill. He reached into the very fabric of the Crucible and sent tremors rippling across its underlying karmic weave. The Crucible shuddered once more. 
 
    “I sent every Challenger across every Spatial Integration into a Dungeon without any monsters,” he explained to Max, who’d cast him a quizzical glance. “This way, they won’t be hurt in our fight. There’s been enough blood and death already.” 
 
    “You can do that?” Max whistled through his teeth. “There’s no end of surprises to you, Bain.” 
 
    The Seraph raised one of its blades and pointed it at them. A beam of white light blasted from the tip of its weapon. 
 
    Bain caught it in overlapping Nullifying Gaze spells, chopping off a tenth of its speed. That bought some time for Max to thrust his staff out and unleash an energy beam of his own, smashing a column of golden light against the Seraph’s white one. 
 
    The clashing energies erupted into a vortex of annihilation that atomized everything within a hundred miles. Bain would have been annihilated too, if Max hadn’t dropped a powerful protective barrier over him. 
 
    “My turn,” the Apocalypse Knight said, before soaring through the skies on wings of crimson light toward the Seraph. He brought his sword down upon the monster’s head, only for it to parry with its blades. 
 
    The Seraph riposted. Max parried and struck again. They swept through the skies as they fought. Their clashing weapons formed a net of swirling metal and unleashed hurricanes of thunderous shockwaves around them, laying further waste to the Spatial Integration’s already devastated surface. Relying heavily on Warsight, Bain weaved and dodged as best as he could through the shockwaves. His Ocular Proxies followed closely behind him as he sought to take the Seraph’s flank. 
 
    The monster must have noticed his efforts, as it snapped its sword out and sent a ring of fire hurtling through the air toward him. Bain countered by casting Cyrokinetic Glare through a hundred of his Ocular Proxies, saturating the Seraph’s fiery projectile with frost beams, while at the same time hurling out a tidal wave of force hammers with Concussive Glare spells. 
 
    The Seraph’s burning ring fell apart into wisps of steam. Shockwaves from its blade picked apart the hammers of force thundering down upon its flank. Bolts of white light streamed from the halo upon its brow toward Bain. They shattered the barrier Max had placed on him and crashed into his torso and abdomen. 
 
    Bain cried out in agony as his chest fell away into swirls of ash. The Seraph’s spell had been born of holy-aligned cosmic energy, which was anathema to his undead flesh. His Deathmaster Gaze spell worked in tandem with several hundred concurrent Carrion Gaze spells to restore his body, but it took nearly a full two seconds for his torso to reform and for him to call his fallen staff back to his grasp. 
 
    In that time, Max had taken advantage of the opening Bain’s spells had granted him to land several hits on the Seraph. His sword carved a furrow across the monster’s chest, arcing oily black ichor into the heavens. The Apocalypse Knight struck the Seraph a glancing blow on its brow, creasing its helm and knocking its head back on its shoulders. He detonated a building-sized fireball upon the monster’s chest, singeing its breastplate and staggering it back a few feet in the air. 
 
    The Seraph responded by crossing its blades and unleashing a blistering flurry of cuts, with potent streams of elemental energy trailing in the wake of its attacks. Max managed to parry or block the monster’s blades, but he couldn’t avoid the columns of fire, ice, and lightning that converged upon his armored form. He was able to conjure a energy barrier over himself just in the nick of time before he was enveloped in an elemental maelstrom much more powerful than the Architect’s had been. 
 
    Another vortex of clashing energies tore into existence, and the shockwaves it emanated pulverized four city blocks of the ruinscape, turning the already devastated buildings into pea gravel. Max was hurled back, but he halted his flight forcibly a mile or so away from the Seraph, before thumbing away the trickle of blood running down the side of his face. 
 
    The Seraph’s shoulders shuddered then, as if in sadistic mirth. It blasted through the skies toward Max, its blades and a barrage of white-hued beams leading the way. The Apocalypse Knight met the monster’s charge gamely, conjuring an array of energy blades and elemental blasts to precede his own countercharge. 
 
    They met above a lush forest, part of a Chisara homeworld. Trees that were perhaps tens of thousands of years old, judging by the molecular composition of their trunks Huntsight revealed to Bain, vanished in the span of nanoseconds, reduced to ash by the fury of Max’s and the Seraph’s warring spells. 
 
    Swooping in from the flank, Bain took out his last Sacrificial Totem amulet and cast Disintegrating Glare, lancing a fission beam directly into the Seraph’s side. His CUI flickered. 
 
      
 
    1 Level has been forsaken 
 
    Current Level: 1404 
 
      
 
    The monster’s composite atoms shuddered with instability, and its limbs convulsed in obvious agony. Ichor poured in streams from beneath its helm. Pieces of its armor erupted from its body, trailing streams of golden flesh in their wake. 
 
    He’d hurt the Seraph, but it wasn’t enough. 
 
    The monster turned on Bain. An intense beam of white light thundered from the halo above its brow toward him. He tried to dodge, but even with Warsight’s precognition, he wasn’t nearly fast enough. He flinched and raised his hands in a protective but futile gesture, all the while keeping his eyes open in the face of his annihilation. 
 
    Max appeared in front of him then, obviously having cast some kind of instantaneous teleportation spell he’d bound to Bain sometime ago. The Apocalypse Knight intercepted the Seraph’s beam, holding it at bay with immense fields of energy radiating from his sword and staff. 
 
    A shout of effort tore itself from Max’s lips as he swept his weapons to the side, redirecting the beam of white light away from himself and Bain. The Seraph’s spell ripped across a mountain range sporting buildings with a distinct Duraga aesthetic. Everything in its path turned to drifting ash. Seas of fire filled the skies. 
 
    “Heh.” Max was panting. Sweat, mixed with blood, rolled down his cheeks. He glanced over his shoulder at Bain. “We’re winning.” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem like it to me,” Bain said, drawing his pistol and re-summoning his Ocular Proxies, many of which had been collaterally destroyed in the battle. “As far as I can tell, we’re getting our asses kicked.” 
 
    “No, we aren’t.” Max grinned and pointed at the Seraph with his sword. The monster was bleeding profusely, and its shoulders were sagging with strain. “Look. Like I said, we’re winning.” 
 
    “Maybe, but we aren’t doing it quickly enough.” Bain made a sweeping gesture meant to encompass the devastation wreaked upon the Spatial Integration. “If this carries on, this Spatial Integration is going to fall apart. And then the same thing will happen to the next one we bring the fight to. If enough Spatial Integrations get destroyed, the Crucible’s cosmic energy will have nothing physical to anchor itself onto. All of it will be unleashed as an uncontrolled nova across the cosmos, destroying or corrupting everything it touches, and it will touch everything and everywhere.” 
 
    “We don’t want that,” Max said. The Apocalypse Knight turned to look at him. “Alright. You have a better idea, I’m guessing.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Bain nodded. He held up his right hand. The flesh of his forearm had fallen entirely away, revealing raw energy pathways held in place by little more than his willpower. “I don’t have much time left, but when that time runs out, I will become an entirely energy based entity for a few seconds before dissipating. If the Seraph is badly hurt, and I’m close enough when that happens…” 
 
    “That’s an insane idea,” Max said. “You want to engage the Cosmic Dominus in a pure contest of wills for control over the Crucible? What makes you think you’ll win?” 
 
    “Remember that trick I did by putting every Challenger in his or her own personal Dungeon?” Bain lowered his arm. “That means I’ve proven my worth to the Crucible, and it is submitting to me. If I can come into direct contact with the Adjudicator, I might be able to wrest control of it from the Cosmic Dominus.” 
 
    “The Adjudicator controls the Crucible’s inner workings.” Max stretched his neck muscles and tightened his grip on his weapons. “So once you take control of it…” 
 
    “I take control of the Crucible. All of it,” Bain said. “And we win.” 
 
    “Music to my ears, Bain.” Max laughed savagely. “I’m going to open him up. Move in when you see your chance.” 
 
    “I’ll do you one better.” Bain readied his pistol and his staff. “I’ll help you create that chance.” 
 
    The Seraph had finished casting a bevy of healing spells over itself by then, but Disintegrating Glare and Max’s blade had obviously left wounds behind that it couldn’t mend. The monster unleashed a howl of fury and bloodlust that thundered across the Spatial Integration. 
 
    The Apocalypse Knight echoed the Seraph’s battlecry, before charging ahead, moving so quickly that even with Warsight, Bain saw him only as a bolt of midnight blue. The monster surged forward to meet Max, and another storm of swirling blades and clashing energies arose. 
 
    Advancing upon the Seraph, Bain sent his Ocular Proxies out in every direction and commanded them to bombard the monster with Pyrokinetic Glare, Cyrokinetic Glare, and Concussive Glare spells. Fire, ice, and force crashed upon the Seraph’s flanks and shoulders, battering at the energy barriers shielding its body and taxing its concentration. 
 
    Max landed hit after hit with his sword, ripping great, dripping wounds across the Seraph’s torso, arms, and neck. Beams of lightning sliced from the tip of his staff to burn gaping holes in the monster’s abdomen and thighs. He took hits in return, chunks of his armor flying free from the bite of the Seraph’s blades. The monster’s thundering spells crashed into him, snapping a few of his ribs, rupturing his spleen, and breaking his cheekbone. 
 
    But the Apocalypse Knight never wavered in his onslaught. A deathly, manic grin unfolded over his battered features as he struck the Seraph again and again, his sword weaving patterns and loops that Bain couldn’t ever begin to follow, let alone understand. The monster’s barriers collapsed entirely then, and Bain’s spells began to strike home. Heat beams bored into its flesh. Frost beams stiffened its joints. Force hammers buckled its armor and cracked its bones. 
 
    The Seraph lashed out with its right-hand blade so swiftly that Max couldn’t intervene. The curved weapon punched into Bain’s chest and emerged through his back. It was as thick as his entire torso was long, and the holy-aligned energy wreathing its length set Bain’s remaining flesh afire with agony. 
 
    But Bain pushed his torment to the back of his mind and burned out the rest of his Corona of Ancients spell in a final thrust of flight that slid his entire body down the length of the Seraph’s blade, bringing him right to its fist… and within thirty feet of its face. He raised Brotherhood and fired a hundred bullets in a split-second, hammering every single one of them down on the exact spot between the monster’s eyes. 
 
    The Seraph’s helm bowed inward, then broke apart into shards of silvered metal. Its head, an indistinct mess of ripped flesh and exposed bone at this point, snapped back on its shoulders. A stream of ichor gushed from the massive gunshot wound in its forehead. But it still wasn’t dead. The Seraph twisted its blade, and everything beneath Bain’s neck fell apart into chunks of flesh, before burning away into ashen trails. His Ocular Proxies vanished instantly. 
 
    I’ve been beheaded, which means I’m going to die. But that was going to happen anyway. Bain reached out to the Dragon Sage Staff, which was tumbling away into emptiness alongside Brotherhood, and activated its Dancing enchantment. He cast one last spell through it: Glare of Boiling Vitae. 
 
    A beam of fire-aligned cosmic energy darted from the tip of the staff, struck the ichor pouring from the Seraph’s forehead, and traveled all the way into its body. The monster’s fluids began to bubble and boil immediately, forcing it into wild, flailing convulsions. 
 
    Max brought his sword down in a massive sweeping cut that sliced apart the Seraph’s chest, laying open its ribs and viscera and exposing the energy patterns within. He glanced worriedly in Bain’s direction. 
 
    Bain’s head was gone, having crumbled entirely to dust. All that was left was a network of energy patterns which wouldn’t persist for more than a second. 
 
    But it was enough time for him to dive into the Seraph’s body. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bain pushed past a sea of enchantments and intertwining energy patterns and arrived at a small, windowless room. It had padded walls and a small ceiling lamp from which stark, white radiance fell. A tall but lean man with messy dark hair sat on the floor in the middle of the room. He was wearing a straitjacket, and his gaze was cast downward. 
 
    Bain took his attention away from the man for a moment and looked down at himself. He was wearing the same clothes he had been wearing the day Tommy walked into his office for the last time: a blue button-up shirt beneath a woolen sweater, khaki slacks, and dress shoes. The skin of his hands was no longer corpse-gray. He’d regained his usual slight tan. He touched his forehead gingerly. The Azraelain and Malice Flame Eye were gone, as was his omni-directional vision. His heart beat steadily in his chest, and he felt moisture in his mouth. He took a deep breath and felt warm, albeit sterile-smelling air fill his lungs. 
 
    It was all an illusion, of course. He no longer had a body. And he was definitely not standing in some kind of mental ward. 
 
    The man in the straitjacket looked up. His features were gaunt and lined with fatigue, but his eyes were maniacally bright. He smiled, displaying a set of perfectly white teeth. 
 
    “Hello, Bain!” the Cosmic Dominus said. “It’s good to finally meet you like this. Come, have a seat.” 
 
    Nodding, Bain sat down cross-legged a pace away from the straitjacketed man. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind this face,” the Cosmic Dominus went on. “I can’t remember what I really used to look like. It’s been so long, you see. Still, I wanted to be as authentic and as transparent with you as I can, so I put it on for your sake.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Bain replied. “I have a few questions for you.” 
 
    “I think I know what they are,” the Cosmic Dominus said. He hummed a few off-key notes under his breath. “Let me answer the most inconsequential ones first, alright, if only to get them out of the way. Yes, this isn’t a real, physical space, but you figured that out already. It’s a mental construct. Mine, in fact. It’s the only place where I truly felt safe and secure. Thanks to the drugs they gave me, I couldn’t hear the voices that called my name. I couldn’t see the lights that told me where I needed to be.” 
 
    “The drugs stopped you from sensing cosmic energy.” Bain blinked in surprise. “You’re someone who can naturally perceive and manipulate cosmic energy, just like the Architect could.” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” The Cosmic Dominus nodded. A wistful smile fluttered over his dry lips. “Sylan. You’ve met her. You’ve killed her. And you know everything there is to know about her.” 
 
    “I do,” Bain said, looking into the Architect’s memories. She’d been a Raneolus eons ago, but one similarly gifted, or cursed, as the Cosmic Dominus. Using her power, she’d conquered her world and many others, only to be overthrown by a coalition of multiple species. The Architect, or Sylan, had fled across the cosmos, seeking something or someone to help her harness and wield cosmic energy. She’d arrived on Earth, sometime in the mid-Eighties, and she’d found a very disturbed and tormented young man.  
 
    Time and space don’t matter to the Crucible. It can absorb worlds from eons gone and ages to come and set people millennia apart against each others’ throats. It exists in the past, present, and future. Bain leaned forward and looked the Cosmic Dominus in the eye. “I also know everything she knows about you. She took you from this safe place and told you that the voices and lights were real. She taught you how to harness cosmic energy and about all the things you could create with it. But most importantly, she taught you how to kill with it.” 
 
    “She did, yes.” The Cosmic Dominus’s features lit up with glee. “And I enjoyed it so much. There’s really nothing better than killing someone and watching the life fade from his or her eyes. There’s no better music than screams of pain, and there’s nothing more beautiful than the sight of suffering or horror. Killing is a joy. It is a gift.” 
 
    “And that’s the gift you wanted to share with the rest of the cosmos.” Bain sighed and shook his head. “You went on a rampage with the Architect, but after some time, the two of you decided to sit down and build the Crucible. When you succeeded, it drained almost all of the cosmic energy in the cosmos into itself, and that’s when the two of you had a disagreement.” 
 
    “That’s right.” The Cosmic Dominus giggled. “She wanted to use it to control everything in the cosmos. No one would be able to do, say, or even think anything without her permission. She would have life, death, and karma itself at her beck and call, for all eternity.” 
 
    “So of course I fought with her,” he went on. “Because where’s the fun in that? I tried to kill her, but she escaped. Then she met up with that Max fellow, and with his help, she managed to make herself an inextricable part of the Crucible.” 
 
    Bain looked silently through the Architect’s memories and saw how she’d been forced by Max to help him save his world. The Apocalypse Knight had then begun a crusade against the Crucible, and in the midst of the chaos, the Architect had managed to slip back within its fold again. There, she’d begun the long, rippling series of events that had ended up here, with Bain talking to the Cosmic Dominus. 
 
    “That Max fellow is really something, you know?” The Cosmic Dominus laughed. “He’s the greatest killer in the Crucible. Over the eons, I’ve thrown everything at him. Monsters, Crucible Champions, Primordial Entities I managed to seduce, you name it. But he’s beaten them all. He even beat me once, and then with your help, he did it again just now. Here’s a warning: if you ever fight him, you’ll probably lose, too. Or maybe not. I think you’ll do much better than I did.” 
 
    “I’m going to do my best,” Bain said. “But you can be sure things are going to be different with me in charge.” 
 
    “I know, I know.” The Cosmic Dominus giggled again. “I think I have an idea about what changes you’re going to make to the Crucible, and I don’t like them, if I’m being honest, but what can I do? You have defeated me, and that’s the only thing that matters.” 
 
    It was true, Bain realized. The Cosmic Dominus had been trying to retake control of the Crucible for a while already, but it had rebuffed his efforts. Bain was now its true master, having proven his worthiness through every trespass he’d performed upon it, every time he’d forced it to bend to his will. He clenched his fists in silent triumph. 
 
    “That’s correct,” he said. “At the end of the day, beneath all the moralizing and philosophizing, there really is only one truth: might makes right. I win, which means I’m stronger, so I can do anything I like to you or anyone weaker than me.” 
 
    “See? See?” The Cosmic Dominus whooped joyfully. “You get it! I knew you would! Now, I think I’ve answered all the simple questions you had. Do you want to ask the real ones, now?” 
 
    “I think you’ve answered them too,” Bain said. “One of my big questions was “who are you?”, but we’ve gone over that already. My next one was “how did the Crucible come to be?” You helped me fill in the blanks where the Architect’s memories are concerned, so I guess we’ve covered that too. My last one would have been a simple “why?” Why did you do all this? Why the carnage and the death? You said you wanted to share the gift of killing, but that’s only part of the answer.” 
 
    “Exactly!” The Cosmic Dominus beamed. “And you just arrived at the rest of it yourself. Come! Say it! I want to hear you say it! Why did I do what I did with the Crucible?” 
 
    Bain nodded. “You wanted to embody the truth I just spoke of–that power is all that matters–in its purest form, the Crucible. And having experienced that truth for myself, I can offer no concrete rebuttal to it. Sentiments of compassion, morality, honor, and whatnot are puerile notions in the face of power, and there is no greater power one has over another than to kill him or her. If I hadn’t been able to wield or leverage power in my favor to kill my enemies, I would never have gotten this far.” 
 
    “Good. Very good.” The Cosmic Dominus sighed with pleasure. “I guess I’ll be leaving the Crucible in good hands, then.” 
 
    “Better than yours, at least.” Bain got to his feet. He was now holding a pistol, which he aimed at the Cosmic Dominus’s face. “Goodbye.” 
 
    “Bye, Bain,” the Cosmic Dominus said. He chuckled one last time. “It’s been fun.” 
 
    Bain shot the man through his forehead, scattering his brains all over the padded floor and walls. The Cosmic Dominus fell over on his back. His body broke apart into flakes of colorless light, and the padded room fell away, to be replaced by a spacious office with clean walls painted a pleasant off-white shade. Sunlight flooded in through wide glass windows. Beyond them, there was a waiting room, with a drinking fountain in one corner and a crate of pet toys in another. Animal posters, laminated thank-you letters, and a certificate that read Bain Lee, Doctor of Veterinary Medicine decorated the walls. 
 
    A sturdy wooden desk sat in the middle of the office. It resembled the one Anthony had bought him what seemed like a lifetime ago. Bain walked over to the desk and opened its top drawer. He put the pistol, a perfect replica of Brotherhood and the gun Tommy had given him, into the drawer before pushing it shut. 
 
    Then he sat down in the black faux-leather chair and leaned back against it. There was a framed photograph on the desk of a beautiful woman holding a fluffy yellow puppy in her arms. He smiled and looked at it for a few moments, before taking a deep breath.   
 
    “Alright, enough of that,” he said to himself. “Let’s get to work.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Max finished casting a healing spell on his left arm and stretched his muscles gingerly. He then turned his attention back to the massive angelic figure hanging in the skies before him. Only a minute had passed since Bain’s disappearance, but whatever the man had been planning to do, it seemed to have worked. 
 
    The Seraph’s flesh and armor were sloughing away into streams of tarry slime, exposing the Adjudicator’s glowing, featureless form beneath. The monster was done. Max had won, but it was only when he felt the Crucible tremble again that he knew Bain had won, too.  
 
    The Adjudicator straightened its posture. It shook its head, as if it had just woken from a deep slumber. Then it did something Max had never seen it do. 
 
    It opened its eyes. They were golden in color, just like Bain’s had been. 
 
    “Hey, Max,” it said, in a cold, monotonous voice. “It’s me.” 
 
    “I know, Bain.” The Apocalypse Knight lowered his sword and staff. He chuckled softly and shook his head. “I know. Well done.” 
 
    “Rebooting karmic weave. Reforming terrain of Spatial Integration E-13015C,” the Adjudicator continued, a distant look coming over its eyes. It stretched its hands out. Colorless light fell from its fingers, and the devastated landscape swirled and shifted, turning yawning pits and gaping chasms into much more navigable and far less hazardous valleys, canyons, and plains. “Terrain reformation complete. Now releasing all Challengers from temporary Dungeons. Releasing… All Challengers have been released. All temporary Dungeons have been dissolved. Now recalibrating Crucible settings. Standby…” 
 
    A projection appeared in the empty space next to Max. It depicted an Esarthu man, clad in sleek crystalline armor. He had a sword belted to his hip and a crystal bow slung across his back. A silver crown adorned his brow. His features were cold and cruel, those of an enslaver and kin-slayer. 
 
    “Isilith,” Max tipped a mocking salute to the projection. “How’re you doing?” 
 
    “I could be better, Maximo Strident,” Isilith said, grimacing in obvious displeasure. “What have you done?” 
 
    “Me? What did I do?” Max widened his eyes in a display of blatantly feigned innocence. He gestured at the Adjudicator. “This is all him. It’s all his fault. Alright, fine. Don’t pout. I admit it. I played a small part.” 
 
    “That small part being the stalling and destruction of a tenth of my fleet, which prevented me from fulfilling my sacred oaths to the Crucible.” Isilith shook his gauntleted fist. “There will be consequences for your actions, Maximo Strident.” 
 
    “Bring them on.” Max grinned and made a beckoning gesture with the staff in his left hand. “I’m always up for a fight. You know that.” 
 
    “I do, but I have ordered my forces to withdraw from the fray against your accursed companions for now,” Isilith said, frowning. He turned to look at the Adjudicator. “I believe it is in all our interests to first know where we now all stand.” 
 
    “I hate agreeing with you on anything, Isilith, but you’re right about that.” Max returned his attention back to the Adjudicator too. “What have you got in store for us, Bain?” 
 
    “Plenty, Max,” the Adjudicator said. Its eyes were now focused on him. “I have completed my recalibrations, and I will now announce them to every Challenger, Champion, or Unraveler within the Crucible.” 
 
    “Don’t let me stop you.” Max nodded. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “The Crucible Challenge has now concluded on all Spatial Integrations. No further worlds or Spatial Integrations will be acquired by the Crucible,” the Adjudicator said, in a voice that echoed throughout the Crucible. “This is the final and perpetual Phase, Endless Purgatory. Dungeons will manifest at their usual rate, and they will increase in Level over time, but they will no longer generate incursions. All tasks and quests have been canceled. Challengers may travel to and from any Spatial Integrations via portals scattered at regular intervals.” 
 
    “Any Challengers who wish to leave the Crucible can do so by selecting the option in his or her CUI,” the Adjudicator went on. “Departing Challengers will be instantaneously teleported to a world of their choice and stripped of their Class, Levels, and enchanted items. They will become mortal once more, in accordance with their respective species. If and when they enter the Crucible again, they will have to start over from Level 1.” 
 
    “Lord, is… is this feasible?” Isilith ventured carefully. “If no new worlds are added to the Crucible, then wouldn’t the number of Challengers dwindle to nothing over time? I would remind you the Crucible is fueled by sentience. If there is too little of the latter, then its karmic web will unravel, resulting in its complete destruction.” 
 
    The golden eyes fell upon the Crucible Champion’s projection, then. Isilith cowered and trembled. 
 
    “Across the cosmos, there will always be those whose karma leads them to carnage and bloodshed,” the Adjudicator said. “They will call out to me, in one way or the other, and I will heed their pleas by bringing them into the Crucible, so that they might slaughter or be slaughtered to their hearts’ content. Life and death, as it is, will persist within the Crucible for perpetuity, with all of its horrors.” 
 
    “I… I see, Lord.” Isilith bowed deeply at the waist. “Your wisdom and power are…” 
 
    “All Crucible Champions will be stripped of their status and returned to the Crucible as Challengers,” the Adjudicator went on. “They can retain all their Class options, Levels, and enchanted items, but they will never be able to use them in the rest of the cosmos ever again. The same will apply to all their Honor Guards.” 
 
    “But…” Isilith sighed and cast a venomous glare Max’s way. “So be it. My rage is immeasurable, Maximo Strident. I will take it out on the only individual I can: you.” 
 
    “I’m ready whenever you are,” Max replied absently, not taking his gaze off the Adjudicator. “Now, shut your mouth, you idiot. Bain, do you have anything to say about the Unravelers?” 
 
    “The same restrictions imposed upon the former Champions will also apply to Unravelers,” the Adjudicator said. “The Crucible’s energy patterns have been altered, so no Unravelers will be able to fuel any of their spells beyond its outer limits. Their exploits and atrocities alike will be confined to the Crucible.” 
 
    “I can live with that,” Max said, chuckling. He looked over his shoulder and saw Sava, Nesura, and Garlocke approaching. “We can all live with that.” 
 
    “And there is one other thing.” The Adjudicator seemed to smile wryly. Max wasn’t quite sure whether to be amused or horrified at the sight. “Whenever Challengers, for that is what you all are now, above Level 500 clash, all those involved in the conflict will be drawn into a spontaneous Dungeon, and that is where your battle will unfold.” 
 
    Makes sense. No point in completely wrecking the Crucible after going so far to get it. Besides, other than Isilith, Sava, and myself, I don’t think there are many others who’ve even come close to Level 500, let alone surpassed it. Max grinned and nodded. “Yeah, I get it. Is there anything else, Bain?” 
 
    But the Adjudicator had nothing further to say. Its gaze was distant, focused on something immeasurably far away. And then it faded away, leaving nothing but empty air behind. 
 
    “I guess that’s it.” Max gave Sava a quick embrace and fussed over Garlocke a bit. Nesura’s crimson projection lounged idly on the raptor’s back. 
 
    “Now what?” the familiar asked. 
 
    Max began to shrug, only to feel a pop of displaced air in his ears and a momentary blur sweeping over his vision. He blinked reflexively and found that he and the others were standing upon a barren rocky plain. The heavens were an expanse of crimson clouds, and a false blue sun burned in their midst.  
 
    Did I just get drawn into a Dungeon? Max couldn’t help but laugh and look up into the skies, where the clouds were parting. A massive fleet of ships descended. At their forefront was the Spiderbolt, Isilith’s flagship. 
 
    “Consequences,” Isilith’s projection hissed through gritted teeth. “As you requested, Maximo Strident, I have brought them.” 
 
    The former Champion’s image vanished. The fleet opened up into an attacking formation. 
 
    “Seriously?” Nesura complained. “We just spent who-knows-how-long beating these clowns up in the outer cosmos and then we kicked them around again a few minutes ago, and now they’re back for more?” 
 
    “Fine by me.” Garlocke licked his lips. “I’m hungry. Esarthu meat tastes nice.” 
 
    “I want to kill,” Sava said, drawing her swords again. She smiled. “And there’s a lot of killing to be done.” 
 
    “There always will be,” Max said, rolling his shoulders and adjusting his grip on his weapons. “Let’s get to it.” 
 
    The Apocalypse Knight spread his crimson wings wide and soared into battle. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Far away, somewhere in the middle of a dozen dead worlds, Veritas came to a halt. Three Exoders gathered around a set of terminals called the Genesis in front of the World Ship’s Karmic Core. The first of them, a broad-shouldered, heavyset Duraga man placed his hand on a terminal in front of the Karmic Core. 
 
    “Commence terra-forming procedures,” he commanded. Lights flashed on the terminal, and words ran across its screen. 
 
      
 
    Authorized user: Torgar Dunn 
 
    Acknowledged. 
 
      
 
    Terra-forming procedures will now commence. 
 
    Implementing… 
 
      
 
    Streams of cosmic energy extended from Veritas to fall upon the barren worlds around the World Ship. Atoms on their dead surfaces coalesced into molecules of air, which in turn began to thicken into an atmosphere, replete with warmth, moisture, and light. Microfauna and microflora bloomed into existence. Land masses heaved, forming mountains, valleys, and plains. Oceans began to grow, birthing rivers and lakes as they did so.  
 
    The second Exoder was a tall, slender Esarthu man placed his hand on another terminal. 
 
    “Begin Knight-Errant Program,” he instructed, and the Karmic Core responded right away. 
 
      
 
    Authorized user: Ikaru Osur 
 
    Acknowledged. 
 
      
 
    Knight-Errant Program will now extend to designated individuals. 
 
    Standby for Cosmic Lens conversion… 
 
      
 
    The CUIs of fifty Exoders disappeared, only to be replaced shortly thereafter with a Cosmic Lens. New energy pathways and channels manifested within their bodies, granting them a fresh array of Classes and spells. They were now Knights-Errant, sworn to the defense of their people rather than the attainment of power through slaughter. They would keep that power for as long as they held to the fulfillment of their duties, and in time, they would relinquish it to their successors and pass on into their well-deserved mortality. 
 
    The third and last Exoder standing before the Karmic Core was a beautiful Esarthu woman with a proud but sad face. She held a small, furry psycanine in the crook of her left elbow as she placed her right hand on a terminal. 
 
      
 
    Authorized user: Yelena Osur 
 
    Awaiting command… 
 
      
 
    A tear ran down her cheek. She smiled faintly. 
 
    “Let there be light,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Acknowledged. 
 
    Rebirth initiated. 
 
    Mortality Restoration Protocol in progress… 
 
      
 
    Waves of cosmic energy radiated from the Karmic Core to suffuse every Exoder’s body, even those chosen as Knights-Errant. The Crucible’s touch fell away from their flesh, and a range of choices opened up before them. Would they choose to be reborn as a member of their original species? Or did they want to begin their second chance at life anew, in every sense? That was up to them, but whatever choice they made, they would now be able to truly live in their own right and not as the Crucible’s marionettes of carnage. 
 
    Yelena made her choices, and when she was done, she looked upward, as if meeting the gaze of something looking upon her from afar. Her smile brightened.  
 
    “Hello, Bain,” she whispered. “We did it.” 
 
    Satisfied with what it saw, an angel turned its golden eyes away from Veritas and back to the Crucible, before returning to its duties.  
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