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      “Four!” Artorian called out the warning before a telltale *k’thunk* fired off into an overhead portal. The gate hovered about ten feet up from the ground, angled slightly so that any aimed bolt had an easier chance of passing through. The circus of explosions was ever so faintly audible from the other end.

      The other side of the portal hovered high above Vanaheim, allowing Artorian to comfortably sustain his orbital bombardment of that realm. When the discordant *boom* reached him, Artorian drew and released another sunglass bolt.

      “Three!”

      *K’thunk*.

      Soni scribbled something on a notepad, then looked over to the once again nearly empty stockpile where they kept the piles of bolts. He yelled back an affirmation. “Count’s accurate! Two more and we close that portal up for a new one to Midgard, for the scheduled weekly ammunition replenishment. Your humans over in the other realm are getting pretty good at it.”

      Another *boom* followed, which cued Artorian to release the next *k’thunk*. “Outstanding, and of course they are! They’re my people, and they’re all very driven to break into Svartalfheim. Procuring me some ammunition from a forest-rich environment isn’t exactly difficult. I was just glad to hear roads are being added.”

      *Boom*.

      “Alright, that’s my cue for the last one. After that, I’m putting Ikaruga down. My arms are sore and my back feels stiff. I’ll be collecting some of the meat via a quick jaunt across the bridge, and then I’ll be back for the evening feast. Sweet celestials above, am I hungry.”

      Soni snickered. “That makes two of us. So just color me glad that you keep providing more than we can stuff away. Honestly, I’m getting pudgy. Pudgy! Me!”

      Artorian laughed, sent the last bolt on its way, and placed his siege weapon on the usual flattened boulder. Just to make the display pretty, he adjusted and angled Ikaruga for a bit so the business end pointed toward the Bifrost bridge.

      He then checked his status and rubbed at his nose. “Mmm. Still nothing. I swear I think kills just don’t allot experience anymore. At all. Pretty sure something is broken down in the hold. That, or hel-cows just aren’t worth much. Their blob also isn’t getting any smaller, no matter how many tactical bolts we drop on them. Ah well.”

      Brushing himself off, Artorian did some feel-better stretches as Soni closed the scorpion portal. The bat then folded his notepad away and got into position to weave the next homestead gate. “It’ll be the normal two hours. If it takes you longer, I’ll have the firepit set up as per usual.”

      Artorian tipped a nonexistent hat, then broke into a jog toward the Alfheim Bifrost that led to Vanaheim. When he was a good distance out of earshot, he hummed out a verbal request. “Dev, you around buddy?”

      

      *Ding*! Forum request from Neverdash, the Venerable.

      

      Artorian’s clean white marble Forum merged with the intricate clockwork of Dev’s, the Gnome already sitting in one of his prized ergonomic chairs. “Evening! Or, evening for you. Time still doesn’t have much meaning down here. Doing your bombardments late now?”

      The thirty-five-ish-year-old Artorian nodded, then took his seat on a pillow-laden lounger. “The hurdle is the Alfheim brightness. Mornings and midday are unbearable, but late afternoon to approaching sunset, and the glare doesn’t stab me so bad. I see you were expecting me. Are our weekly chats becoming predictable?”

      Dev shot finger crossbows at Artorian’s little joke before replying. “If anything, I’m glad for the company. Besides, it’s good to check in with people actually working their way through the system while we slap in change after change. The Pylons aren’t too pleased, but we work with what we have. Before I get to the answers from last week, any new concerns?”

      Artorian flopped back and lazily laid out on pillows, his game body still merrily jogging along the Bifrost without a care. “Well, I’m still not gaining experience from the Vanaheim bombardment.”

      Dev stuck a stubby finger to the air. “About that. We found out what’s happening. You are actually gaining the experience, but for some reason the DE point demerit you have is gobbling it all up. Your gained experience is counter-converting to fill up the debt to make it shoo. Good news! That only applies to general experience; your specialization is about topped off, and you’re maybe… a hair away from a ding? Soon, you’ll have the third one. A good reason to be excited, no?”

      The human waggled his hand, but couldn’t be upset. “I suppose. So long as it’s useful somewhere. Anything on Endless Mana Burn?”

      Dev shook his head with a dispassionate grumble; he hadn’t found anything to speed that solution up yet. “Get to Asgard.”

      Artorian held up a hand, counting on his fingers. “Fireball?”

      Dev grumbled louder, also not having found anything for that. “Asgard.”

      “Mmmm.” Artorian shifted on his pillows, trying one more time. “Mana bar becoming something else?”

      The Gnome just shook his head with a final grunt. “Third verse is the same as the first. Asgard. If you’re wondering why, there’s a system-imposed limit with the freedom of rewards ‘background systems’ are allowed to give out. Or, ‘we’ are allowed to give out, in this case. The more threatening the realm index, the more freedom we have in selecting from the reward pools. If you want any of these solutions earlier, you either need to start doing quests properly, or you need to take down area bosses.”

      Artorian kneaded his eyes with his fingers. “Both of which I am reluctant to do, because a quest log will drive me up the wall, and I can’t get past the mental block of knowing that the creatures are all actual people.”

      Deverash shrugged softly, having figured as much. “That’s not a secret, old friend. Just letting you know. Did you have leads or ideas for your third specialization?”

      Artorian steepled his fingers and pressed them to his lips. “I’m struggling, to be honest. Is there any way, any at all, that we can smuggle that question out to Dawn or something? Yvessa, I mean Titania, already shot me down months ago when I asked for help with ability optimization. But honestly, what’s wrong with asking for some help?”

      Dev snorted, amused. “I’ll find a way. Though…”

      Artorian dropped his arms, sighing. He knew where this was going; Dev tried bringing it up every single time. “There’s a crack in my Seed Core that’s getting worse?”

      The Gnome shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t want to keep repeating myself, old friend. But you know I would rather suffer infinite setbacks in this game than so much as a chance of losing you.”

      His human friend motioned an arm out to the far wall, as if to motion toward the outside. “Yet if I stop…”

      Dev sighed harder, his fingers resting on the bridge of his nose. “Yet if you stop, then that’s the front line against the demons gone to shlum, and those coming in behind you aren’t nearly ready or up to snuff enough to come replace you. Your ability to cheat is a hot button topic, and while you have so far managed to avoid dying, your reinforcements have not been so lucky.”

      Artorian grit his teeth, considering the body problem. “What happens if this game body of mine dies, anyway?”

      The Gnome shifted again, his ergonomic seat really not helping him with the discomfort. “Well, that’s your real one, not a game one. Or as real as they come these days anyway. For the others… They have to take a penalty time-out if their health hits zero, after which they appear back at the pagoda in a new body, with their old skills and memories restored up to the last point where they were able to connect to their Seed Core. When dying, they lose some ‘experience.’ Which is Eternium’s way for compensating for the gap of the memories they no longer have. You… won’t conveniently pop back in at a pagoda.”

      A loud complaint erupted from Artorian as he fell back into his pillow. “Why not?”

      Dev pulled an information slate from his half of the forum. “See, because you jumped into this new iteration headfirst, we have been making improvements based on your experiences. That includes not completely tying experiences to the body you inhabit, which has given less than stellar results. We had some great fun pulling apart the data from you tromping around in your tester child body, but it came with a lot of problems.”

      The Gnome held up his writing implement. “In short, the issue is where the body came from. Yours is Cal-made. While Cal bodies can go into Eternia, Eternium can’t, or rather won’t, make bodies in the same way. You, for example, can move your mind between your Seed Core, your test body, and this body without a problem. The only way to get a Cal body that is currently in Eternia back out into Cal’s Soul Space is to leave the way you came in.”

      Artorian scratched at his chin as he gazed upon the clockwork ceiling, following along. “Gazebo in, gazebo out.”

      Deverash’s mood lightened when he saw his friend was still quick on the uptake. “Precisely! Now, Eternium can make bodies. Bodies that Henry and Brianna are currently using to make progress here. Zelia and Odin are using their Cal-made ones like you.”

      The Gnome momentarily gained a sour look, but the upwards curl at the edge of his lip betrayed an impending joke. “Though getting Odin to cooperate is equivalent to an effort in squirrel herding. Great news, then, that Zelia brought along an electric and rock variant to keep him company.”

      They both shared a small snicker at the thought of Odin running away from the squirrel variants. Dev then continued. “Henry and Brianna’s Cal-made bodies are still in Cal, so they can use Eternium’s revival cycle and not suffer the kind of losses you would.”

      Artorian rolled his wrist. “Such as?”

      Dev figured he might as well spill the oil. “You die, and that’s it. You’d have to start all over to get any abilities back. We can sort of make a copy and restore them ad hoc if we tried to filter them into an Eternium-based body, but it won’t be pretty. By which I mean it won’t be painless… in fact, quite the opposite. So, as much as I would love for you to get some sleep. True, proper sleep. I’ve heard your arguments and views countless times, and no, I don’t have a better retort. Also, if you did go to your Seed Core, I’m afraid you can’t do much of anything. Not unless you’re fond of self-reflection, or you know, changing your mind and sleeping.”

      Artorian nodded, providing a slight smile for his old friend’s sly comment. He was still adamant about making Eternia progress, so he changed conversation tracks. “Am I at least making a dent in Vanaheim?”

      Dev shook his head no. “Sorry, buddy. Starvation is beating you out in Vanaheim. Even a hel-cow can’t eat more food in a day lately than they have hours to eat. It’s all a gradual decline for any realm without serious agricultural investment. Except of course Hel, where creatures never needed to eat in the first place and more do it for sport. What would a living skeleton eat, after all?”

      “Milk?” Artorian offered. “Cheese, perhaps? Dire cheese?”

      “Eh.” The Gnome scratched the back of his ear with his writing tool. “On that note, though, starvation is overtaking you in beastie-beatback count just about anywhere. All predators have gotten far more hostile, and ecosystems are changing to fit this new ‘need for food’ niche. The realism increasing is great, but the danger also shot way up. Especially for the low realms and those with low levels.”

      Holding up a digit, Neverdash forestalled the expected interruption. “Good news: Henry is in Midgard, and another round of Kingdom management is in the works for him. Brianna is effectively taking care of that civilization you found down in the depths. Zelia has started a bit of a pet project in Jotunheim, as some of the wildlife decided to displease her. That Elven fellow you let loose in Alfheim is doing masterful work freeing his people, and all your aligned back in Midgard are on the warpath with preparations to invade Svartalfheim. The demon savant there knows something is coming, and he’s making a lot of mistakes in his nervous rush to mount a defense.”

      Artorian was about to respond, but as far as Dev could see, his friend was wrenched violently out of the Forum space. Artorian’s marble Forum half-ripped away as the connection forcibly closed. Dev blinked when he found himself standing back in his workshop, the mental connection gone entirely. “What the abyss just happened?”
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      “I, Unexpectus, have captured thee, foulest of fiends! Victory for the Red Inkquisition, at last!” Unexpectus the octopus, partially guised in human form while sporting an incredibly ornate burgundy admiral’s outfit, held the opal Core with a glowing celestine shine trapped in it high above his head. Triumphant in his win and distracted by his success, Unexpectus never even saw the identical small rock that thunked against his head, as he was captured in a demonic opal Core as well.

      The original opal Core fell to the ground as the Inkquisitor was unceremoniously sucked into the second one, which bounced into the grass near the first before shaking left to right a few times. When the opal Core stilled, the insides shone a dull mixture of violet and burgundy.

      “Fin-ally.” A gravelly voice spoke as the illusory shimmer around the figure dropped, revealing another humanized octopus in the garb of the Red Inkquisition. The octopus who donned the outfit of a first mate gurgled out the heaviest sigh of relief, his elation pouring from his expression. “Fin-ally the days of listening to that oratory mass of arms is at an end! It took months to convince him to use the opal Core, and now he will give me nothing more than blissful silence. How I have yearned for silence!”

      Zalgamek, the first of Pencil’s demon council, then shed his fleshy guise. Not wanting to wait a single second more, he vehemently ripped free, shedding off the awful and sticky form to expose his proud gargoyle features once more. When the false body had been completely removed, Zalgamek raised his stone claws to the sky in triumph. “Both free from the task, and free from this forsaken, constraining form, I, Zalgamek, shall reap all the glory from delivering these tokens to the great Devourer!”

      Two more gargoyles worked to free themselves from their fake bodies as their own shimmer fields faded, appearing equally pleased about this victory. While Zalgamek basked in the light of success with his arms up and eyes closed, Zargrius, second of the old council, stabbed him in the back with a blade of solidified acid that killed him instantly. His voice oozed with malicious mirth. “I think not! You’re easily as wordy as that Authority servant. Take your precious silence, number one. Take it to your grave.”

      When Zalgamek died with a disbelieving shriek, his body turned to brittle stone that fell apart as tiny pieces of gravel. Zargrius then looked over his shoulder at Zulath, who was suspiciously checking the sharpness of his own blade. The second of the council kicked the gravel pile to scatter it, then peered back over his shoulder at the glowing celestine and violet opal Cores lying peacefully on the grass.

      Zargrius rolled his shoulders, attention fully turning to his next loose end. “It was always going to come down to this, wasn’t it, number three?”

      His contemporary, the third of the old council, nodded before giving his own blade a few practice swings. The weapon was a shimmering blade of mercury, coated in opaque blue ice.

      Zulath lacked the grave tones of numbers one and two, being of the more bardic persuasion. “Well, we were never going to let Zalgamek live down that it was he who told Pencil ‘it will be seen to,’ then proceeded to take all the credit anytime the topic came up. That prideful disgrace cemented his own downfall.”

      Zulath then motioned the tip of his sword over to the stilled Cores. “That we didn’t have to kill the hated target in order to capture him came as a surprise. But the fool just stared blank-eyed in front of him and jogged onward in a straight line, like he didn’t even see us. I’ve never caught such easy prey. I’m even suspicious if it was the right one, and not some decoy. Capture was too easy, in comparison to the difficulties that came with the rest of the plan.”

      Zargrius moved his hands over his blade, coating the whole sharp edge in an ominous green fire. “Well, we did lose number four to Barry when we finally relayed Pencil’s plans. Though that is a sacrifice I’m willing to live with, as I take the prizes and bring them back by my lonesome.”

      Zulath chuckled. “You were always morbidly positive about these sorts of things. Though you’re mistaken, number two. It is I who will take both the hated one, and the bonus seafood, to Barry.”

      Number two didn’t give number three much time to monologue further, leaping forward with a thrust that appeared to take Zulath unaware. When Zargrius’s blade cut through empty space and merely slashed the illusory image of Zulath, who was smiling as it happened, the real Zulath stepped out of his shimmery illusion that looked to be normal, empty space, then stabbed his mercury short sword through the side of number two’s head.

      The strike was instantly fatal.

      Zulath twisted his stony face to an impressed expression as he inspected the mercury blade while it coated over with a new layer of ice. “I am living for these new critical realism skills. Things should die when I stab them in the critical bits. Not awkwardly look at me and wonder what that ringing in their ears is before they question me about the strange new ornament sticking out of their noggin.”

      Zulath shook his head to convey his disappointment to… well, nobody now. He kicked the gravel pile that used to be council member number two, and relished in being the last demon standing. “Now, all the rewards will be mine!”

      The gargoyle collected both opal Cores, and rolled them between his fingers like coins in a street act. “I didn’t expect to have to use the inferior backup Core, but we will be able to show they work.”

      Zulath paused, then smiled wickedly. “Well, I will be able to say they worked. Savant Minos will certainly appreciate the nod to his handiwork.”

      Pocketing the goods, Zulath covered himself in a new shimmer field to hide his physical self from sight. “Now for the long, long trek back to the moon.”

      Zulath pressed his stone claws to the ground to plant himself on all fours, then spread his wings and took off. Flight was easily his favorite ability in this strange realm. Who needed bridges when he could just fly anywhere he wanted to? Plus, coming from the highest realm of the moon meant he got to skip and bypass all those terrible little rules for climbing through realms normally.

      Cackling loudly, Zulath didn’t even notice the green light following him skyward. What the gargoyle also could not see was the intense, livid displeasure inherent in Titania’s light.

      Titania skipped the Forum and went straight for the Senate function, kicking the door down with controlled rage. “Wh—”

      The upset green Wisp didn’t get the chance to call out when a flood of lights all stormed into the Senate at roughly the same time. Her voice was drowned out by hordes of Gnomes and committees all clamoring for explanations as to why Artorian had just vanished from all their maps.

      Deverash could barely be heard over the crowd, saying that he couldn’t craft or restore any Forum connections to his friend, and the entire Senate quickly devolved into pure bedlam.

      “Enough.” The burning voice spoken with a surprising degree of calm snuffed all the noise in the senate like a candle wick being squeezed. Dawn’s mote blazed into the mental space, quickly followed by a mote of dark void as the Incarnates arrived. “Everyone take a seat. I’m not pleased either, but this will get nowhere as is. If you have information on what happened, come to the middle. If you only have questions, go to the back.”

      Deverash and Titania’s motes shot to the front while the rest mumbled and meandered to the back. Dawn and Tatum kept to the center to keep order, as it was clear that everyone wanted to go first. When seats were taken and a small gathering collected near the middle, Dawn’s flaming colors fractalized to a more silver coloration.

      Tatum’s orb turned just slightly. “Trouble separating Dawn and Corona?”

      Corona nodded her silvered orb. “Anger makes me slip back easily. I can get a hold on myself, but transitioning still needs practice. I don’t want to talk about me right now.”

      The orb of silvered flames addressed those nearby. “Who was present when Sunny vanished from the map?”

      Titania and Deverash pulsed the light in their orbs, so Tatum beckoned them closer. The dark orb spoke to Deverash. “It was hard to hear you over the crowd, but did you say you couldn’t restore your Forum connection? That means you were talking to him.”

      Dev’s copper mote bobbed in assent. “Right smack in the middle of the chat too. Both he and his Forum half just got torn right out of our mutual connection. Now the system isn’t letting me latch those cables back together, like there’s no body on the other end to latch to. Just tell me he’s not dead.”

      Titania pulsed a soft, warm green. “I can confirm he’s alive, but the news only goes dark from there. I think some demons got a hold of your storage box technology or something. A gem-like rock was thrown at him, and the moment the gem touched Artorian, his entire body was sucked right into it. Like a painting being covered in water, he just twisted out of form and being, then went right into the rock. Which is when I lost my mental tabs on him.”

      Her audience remained silent, expecting her to have more. Titania left nobody waiting. “Four Octoids from that Authority civilization in the Midgard sea revealed themselves, but three were demons. They captured the Octoid they seemed to have tricked into tracking Artorian down, then played a deadly game of backstab until only one was left. The name of that gargoyle is Zulath and, based on how he was talking, he’s not a Savant.”

      A few expectant stares turned to Tatum, who spoke. “A Savant is their version of an A-ranker. So he’s likely a scream… something. B-ranker.”

      People nodded, and Titania continued. “Scream-chaser. I’m on the gargoyle’s tail, and he’s got no idea I’m there. He’s on a very no-nonsense path to the moon, but it’s going to take a few days for him to get there.”

      The green mote turned a bit yellow, turning to Corona. “Is… is his Seed Core okay?”

      Corona bobbed positively to reassure her. “Still has a nasty gash in it, but aside from the light dimming, there’s no change to be worried about. Whatever has him trapped didn’t cut off his Seed Core connection, so its effects may be limited to Eternia.”

      Some nodding did the rounds, but that appeared to be all the information they had. Tatum spoke up first. “In short, Artorian is alive, but once again in a bind. This time with even less conveniences. We need to tell the rest of the crew in Eternia their schedule just got kicked in the shin, and to expect company. In the meanwhile, we can work on troubleshooting from this end. Also, does anyone have eyes on that converted demon, Soni?”

      Titania looked to the crowd, a green arrow pointing at a young Wisp who perked up at being singled out. “You! You’re on overwatch duty.”

      With a swift salute, the Wisp winked out.

      Corona’s mote raised a metaphorical eyebrow. “Since when are you high up in the hierarchy?”

      Oberon chose that moment to pop in, the orange mote speeding to join the small circle. “I expect I am at fault there. I listen to her rather frequently and that doesn’t go without notice. I’ll not waste time, Eternium sent me. He’s aware of the happenings and none too happy for it. He was making great headway on friendly relations with Sunny, and is keeping an active eye on the situation. Any new developments, and you’ll know the moment they happen. Eternium may have been lenient in the beginning, but now it’s personal. Those demons have no idea what it’s like to have the system paying active attention.”

      The congregation could feel Oberon’s beaming, malicious grin.

      Corona’s silver flames calmed. “Good. That’s some good news to get us started. Now, how about we begin taking questions and get this boat sailing?”

      Tatum shared a knowing look with Deverash, both of their motes forming arms just to cross them. Tatum’s dark orb spoke with devious playfulness. “Oh, I’m sure there’s something we can do with a few days to plot.”

      Titania nodded at the group which seemed to be brimming with new ideas, and winked out. Within moments, her perspective was back with her physical location, tailing Zulath the gargoyle. She growled out her words, even if they went unheard. “You don’t mess with my people, darklight. There’ll be no escape for your kind.”
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      Zulath’s arrival at the moon heralded some fanfare. He saw a readied platform arrayed with an assortment of flags to land on. It appeared that he was expected! Then again, any demon could open a map and track the position of the hated one, so he had no doubts they all knew when to expect him. Even if it had taken a few days longer than he’d liked. For some strange reason, the moon’s orbital movement had been faster than expected. Meaning he’d hung in empty space doing a whole lot of nothing until the planetoid came back around.

      Upon landing on the prepared platform, Zulath felt an instant mix of disappointment and insult. “One Imp? They sent one Imp to come greet me? Where is Urcan? I, at the minimum, expected Savant Urcan, given the prize I bring.”

      The Imp looked up at Zulath with an expression that mixed exhaustion, hunger, and depressed fugue like a fine emulsion. The Imp’s flat, unenthused, droning tones clearly conveyed he’d barely even heard Zulath. “Welcome to the moon. Please enter the adjacent structure, then grab a crossbow from the wall and ammunition from the table. Moon’s haunted.”

      “What?” Zulath blinked down as he looked at the Imp, who shuffled off to a wall of crossbows in a building that looked to be missing its entire front facade. The Imp picked one now that his messenger task was seen to, then plucked a bolt from an open container and ratcheted it in.

      The Imp repeated himself without a shred of enthusiasm, his crossbow loading finalized with a *click*. “Moon’s haunted.”

      Rather than repeat his question, as it had clearly gone ignored, Zulath took this opportunity to look around. Only now did he see that the nearby offices had become vacant, and that the general area he stood in looked eerily like a ghost town. His tone carried a hint of confusion. “Undead aren’t too difficult to handle.”

      Zulath didn’t receive a response as the Imp refilled his empty bolt case. The gargoyle silenced himself when noticing the type of bolt that the Imp was stocking. “That’s a bolt of solidified ectoplasm. We have ghosts and wraiths now? How is that a bad thing? They serve us.”

      The Imp nonchalantly checked his sights. “They’re the perished remains of the lesser beings who used to work here.”

      Zulath shrugged, still not seeing the problem. “So?”

      The Imp looked up from his weapon, tiredly eyeing the gargoyle. “They’ve unionized.”

      “Abyss,” Zulath cursed, then rushed to the weapon wall to snatch a crossbow in record time, already slotting an ectoplasm bolt in before also checking the sights. “I need to go to the inner sanctum.”

      “I’ll take him. Imp, head to housing district zeta five. There’s another report of wailing.” The smoking voice of Nivila coughed out an unexpected retort, which remained raspy even if he hadn’t had access to his smokesticks in months. Nivila absentmindedly checked his map, then nodded. “Looks like you’re the one in possession of the hated one. Barry is eagerly awaiting your report and presence, and the remaining Savants are gathering. They all want to be part of some good news.”

      The Imp lazily swaggered from the premise, leaving the Scream-chaser and Savant to endure a momentary standoff. Zulath slowly reached for the hilt of his weapon, but Nivila shook his head and waved the gargoyle off. “No time. The Devourer is already… making veiled hungry threats. Just come.”

      To Zulath’s surprise, the trip to the central chamber was mostly uneventful. There was the occasional wraith that went down as a ghostbuster smacked into it, which Zulath learned was what their crossbow bolts were called. They barely passed any other demons, and those who did rush by were in a massive hurry. He raised a brow and shot a thumb over his shoulder to address the Savant. “Why the running?”

      Nivila shrugged. “Everyone is on the menu now. What do you think demons stationed here have to eat? Or why the wraith union might be a touch vengeful?”

      That new tidbit sent a cold shiver down Zulath’s stony spine. Good thing he’d come with good news. “I… I see.”

      Entering the refurbished central chamber, Zulath’s stomach felt like it grew a whole new pit. On his first glance around, his eyes snapped onto the remnants of Urcan’s wall Core. The gem wasn’t just vacant, but was shattered to ugly pieces from within. Only tendrils of Iridium kept the majority of the gem together, but that patchwork clearly wasn’t enough to cause any meaningful repairs.

      A second pit formed when Nivila walked to take his seat at the long rectangular table. All the Savants present expectantly turned their gazes toward Zulath as he idly stood in the doorway. Zulath forgot entirely that he had feet as the ominous lime green cloud at the end of the table turned to regard him with massive, starving eyes.

      Barry didn’t bother taking a more coherent form as his ghastly voice spoke from the crystal shards he hovered above. “Give it to me.”

      Zulath’s momentary lapse in action was too much of a wait for the Devourer, who lashed out with wispy lime-colored smoke tendrils. The attack surrounded the gargoyle in a confining yellow fog that instantly wrested control of his own being away from him. Zulath felt compressed down to the size of a household sponge as Barry forced him to recede into a back corner of his own mind. Zulath panicked as he became little more than a passenger in a body that didn’t listen to him anymore, though he could feel cold dread as he saw what it was doing.

      His body procured both Cores, then laid them on the table before the Devourer fancied himself a snack. The yellow fog surged into the gargoyle’s form, which then evacuated from the stone confines surrounding a greenish cloud that erupted from the council member’s mouth. Zulath’s mind winked out of being, torn out with the cloud as his body crumbled into a pile of broken gravel. The green cloud was hungrily absorbed by Barry, who of course had to comment. “Mmmm. Crunchy.”

      The Savants in attendance all looked a little pale, but said nothing as Barry’s yellow tendrils examined both Cores. “Now that I’ve had a snack, what have we here? One hated one, Cored and stored. Plus a freebie? I should have interrogated the morsel. Ah well, acceptable sacrifices and all that. Put them both on the wall. I’ll get my answers directly.”

      When none of the Savants moved, Barry snapped, “Now!”

      The demons around the table shot some quick glances to one another in order to determine who currently held the lowest position between them. Several seats sat empty, and the absences of those Savants left painful holes in the hierarchy. The story of the Cores visible on the wall didn’t lighten that burden any. Pencil, Soni, and Mu’s Cores were vacant, and Urcan’s… well. Urcan’s Core shattering had become the demon equivalent of a bedtime horror story to tell the little Imps.

      The Core had apparently shaken itself to pieces, rearranged its insides, then exploded from said insides. All over the inner chamber, while a horrible nails-down-chalkboard screeching rang out. Up until the point the inner chamber became a mess, of course.

      Robar would have been present for the gathering, but it was common knowledge that he was currently both the pot and the kettle, while both were on fire. Robar was running around Svartalfheim trying to keep any control he could, and that effort was going poorly. The Dwarves in his realm were anything but cooperative, Midgard was clearly plotting an invasion, and he was the last low-realm Savant still breathing. So while he was the Savant expected to be gopher, they had, in the moment, forgotten he wasn’t there.

      Nivila squeezed the arms of his chair, realizing the next lowest victims on the chopping block were his whiskers. Rising from his seat, he gracefully morphed into his coal panther form to play fetch. Nivila quickly coughed something out to placate their hungry leader. “Right away, my lord.”

      Even with his humanization dropped, a bracelet clung to his front paw while an amulet in the shape of a shadowy dagger hung from his neck. He hurriedly padded over to pick up the two Cores resting in the gravel pile.

      Passing the end of the table where the lime green cloud lingered on his way back, Nivila glanced at every single Savant present. None managed to make eye contact. The coal panther slunk up the wall like it was just another floor, then plucked out Pencil’s empty Core to slot the one holding a celestine glow. The same was done to the violet Core currently flickering angrily in a deep burgundy. Nivila didn’t understand what the color shifts meant, so he just placed it where Soni’s used to be.

      When the Savant slunk away to his seat, Barry mobilized his Iridium. The tendrils near the old Cores surrounded, then stabbed into the violet opal without a sound. The tendrils kept invading the glowing gems with strands of the metal until the burgundy pulsing ceased entirely. Pleased, Barry then moved tendrils to the celestine Core, but an unpleasant jolt shot through the lime green cloud when attempting to pierce it.

      While the violet Core remained unaffected, Barry’s Iridium had been rebuked from the celestine one entirely. An act that appeared to have inflicted the green cloud a modicum of pain.

      The Savants said nothing, of course, yet they all silently indulged in the catharsis of Barry the Devourer receiving some self-inflicted clap-back. Or ‘tea,’ as they’d come to call such a feeling of catharsis between themselves. The tea was both hot and delicious, and they all metaphorically sipped it in spiteful delight.

      Barry was no longer pleased, and it showed when his ghastly tone resumed its commanding aesthetic. “Minos. Explain. What malfunction did you instill in this creation for my reach to be rebuked? Clearly the fault for this Core being defective lies with its creator.”

      “I will inspect it immediately, my lord,” Minos quickly replied, but grumbled at the use of the name. Nivila shot him a cheshire grin as Minos the High Elf stood. The reply to the Devourer had to be immediate, lest he become a snack. Under his breath as he passed, Minos snapped at Nivila, his voice bookish but stern even when whispering. “That one joke should not have determined my entire name, Niv. I wanted Davidus, as is befitting of a spelunker.”

      Nivila was slowly morphing back into his own High Elf shape, his sharp teeth still shown in the skewed ear-to-ear smile. “Well, you’re the one who couldn’t stop showing off when you’d gotten your minimalist operating system to work. Min. OS. So try to enjoy being stuck with it; you’re bullish enough when it comes to the rest of your work, honored Savant.”

      Minos huffed through his nose, despising how that naming scheme of taking the first few bits of words and mushing them together had gotten so popular. “You try surviving around the Cheese Overmind, see what you cling onto to sustain sanity.”

      Once at the wall, Minos couldn’t reach the Cores in his High Elf form. Of course Nivila had picked Cores that were near the domed ceiling, that paw-licking scoundrel. Dropping his humanization, large bull horns grew as Minos bulked up in a hurry. His mass and size easily tripled, though it did bring him to easy eye level with the celestine Core. Much like the Savant he currently shared ire with, Minos also sported a bracelet, though his version had a spiral on it rather than the imprint of a paw.

      The gem still rebuked attempts by Barry to pierce it with Iridium, but Minos waved his hairy claw over it regardless. “This shouldn’t take long, my lord. Inspect.”

      The information Minos expected came up with ease.

      

      Name: Opalite Prison

      Sub Name: Type W. Version eight, batch one, number seven.

      Material: Demonite

      Rarity: Special

      Special Quality: Imprisonment

      

      Minos scratched the back of his horn. That all looked right. Maybe there was something going on with the effect? He gave it a tap for a deeper look.

      

      Special Quality: Imprisonment

      This special quality allows this item to imprison an entity for a duration equal to the creator’s skill levels, counted in days. This item was made at the rank of Student, level two.

      Total imprisonment duration: Forty-two days.

      Elapsed time: Eleven days.

      Due to the limitations of the crafter, this item must touch the intended target in order for its condition to activate.

      Additional limitation: A material must have a minimum rarity of special in order for this effect to take hold. Using materials of a lesser rarity will guarantee a failure. Using materials of a higher rarity will increase the difficulty to resist the Imprisonment effect.

      Report: Effect active. Target was unable to exert willpower during the moment of capture, resulting in an automatic success.

      

      Minos still didn’t see what might be causing the problem, nor how a living target would be unable to exert willpower. That had never come up before in any of the tests. Still, he was loath to take the blame on himself. Better to shift it. “My lord, could you attempt once more? The item currently does not show me where the error is.”

      When Barry attempted again, Minos still didn’t see any changes happen in the item description. He did, on the other hand, see some celestine lightning zap the Iridium tendrils when they attempted to stab back into the Core. Barry’s mental tendrils jerked back with a trill, and the sudden gaseousness to his cloud indicated a combination of difficulty and pain. “Celestial Feces.”

      The Savants had learned that their Devourer needed to spend inordinate amounts of focus in order to sustain any kind of physical form while channeled through the crystals. That he was able to manifest tendrils at all was beyond impressive. They knew well that one normally couldn’t do abyss when trapped in a Core.

      Barry snapped, clearly angry. “Minos! You test both my patience and my hunger! Where have you failed, and what is this ridiculous notice?”

      Minos checked, then checked again, but saw neither a problem nor a notice. “My lord, what information is present in this notice? I am not receiving it.”

      The Devourer growled out his ghastly response. “It… How do I just make this visible? Here! Decipher this wretched lie for me.”

      As he made the notice available, it took the utmost limit of all the gathered Savants’ willpower not to snort when they read it.

      

      Notice!

      Iridium-based invasive control attempts were rebuked.

      Entity is under the effect of: Absolute Unit.

      All Iridium-based abilities and skills of the unique entity, Barry the Devourer, are impotent against this target. The attempt has been nullified. Try harder next time, if you can.
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      Minos failed to hide his smile, but had the luck of the demon on his side as he turned to face away from them all in time to pretend he was doing some work. “A minor interruption to the work, my lord. I am of the opinion that the hated one came prepared, and has some kind of standing protections that function even now. A trifle for you, of course, my lord. They must simply be battered down like any gate, and as always, you will triumph and overcome. None can stand before the Great Devourer.”

      The obvious schmoozing sat pretty well with Barry, who fixed his gaseous form to be cohesive once more; there was a lot of ego in Barry. Ego that adored the stroking. “Correct, Minos. It occurs to me that the hated one may have prior experience with Iridium. Another avenue, then.”

      Minos moved away from the wall, reforming into a High Elf as he returned to his seat. He was given some slandering side eye, but they all knew they would have done the same, given the chance. Survival near Barry revolved entirely around personal favor.

      Rather than reach out with Iridium again, an effort that had gotten Barry zapped twice now, he shaped some of his mana and tried that instead. Barry’s mood visibly dropped to a more foul tone as his cloud yellowed, which made the collection of Savants turn statue-still.

      Barry despised having to use mana. He would never forget that he was an Incarnate, and Spirit energy was his true bread and butter. To be forced to use such an inferior energy was appalling, but it was what he had, so use it he would.

      When he formed the mana tendrils much like he would the Iridium, the shaped green clouds sharpened at the tips, then stabbed toward the celestine Core. Immediately, celestine lightning zapped the incoming cloud, fragmenting the attack into a loose, colorless wispy mist that the Core promptly absorbed.

      Barry fumed, his form vibrating from anger. An interesting effect to see on a cloud-based entity. “What. The. Abyss.”

      The Savants all looked at one another in confusion, and when Barry became aware that the notice had come up only for him again, he turned to make it public.

      

      Notice!

      Mana-based invasive control attempts were rebuked.

      Entity is under the effect of: Absolute Unit.

      Raw mana of the unique entity, Barry the Devourer, is impotent against this target. The attempt has been nullified. This challenge is too chunky for you, attempt a smaller bite.

      

      “Aaargh! Why?” Enraged, Barry slammed the notice with a tendril. Not only did the notice not budge an inch, but it rang out like a gong as the tendril dissipated from damage taken. The shifting, smoky mass of the Devourer let out a litany of curses, which only ground to a halt when Corvid, one of the Savants, pointed at the notice. The information on it had changed.

      Turning the notice around in haste, some red began to form at the edges of Barry’s cloud.

      

      Query results:

      Character trait: Absolute Unit, has triggered. One title of the target has been modified.

      

      Barry growled out his words. “Modified how? Inspect.”

      

      Inspection results:

      Target entity is ‘Mana Loved.’ Character trait: Absolute Unit, has modified the entry due to the attack of the unique entity, Barry the Devourer.

      

      Barry’s impatience screamed, his tendrils violently shaking the indestructible panel. “That tells me nothing! What does it mean? What does this title do? This is infuriating me! Analyze!”

      

      Notice!

      Analysis success.

      Title: Mana Loved. Original description: You have moved as one with the will of mana, and it adores you for it. While you have this title, your mana regeneration is doubled.

      

      The greenish red cloud compressed out of a mixture of anger, sheer irritation, and the amount of obtuse abyss it was getting from the Voice of the World. The cloud threatened to vibrate itself to pieces as Barry’s voice compressed to high pitched, ghastly squeaking. “What does it do now, you insufferable little pest? Analyze!”

      

      Notice!

      Analysis success.

      Title: Mana Loved. New description: You have moved as one with the will of mana, and it adores you for it. While you have this title, your mana regeneration is doubled. In addition, due to the triggering effect of the character trait, Absolute Unit: All attacks, spells, effects, and abilities involving mana, or direct manipulations of mana will be Shattered when targeting the unique entity holding this title.

      

      Barry’s pure red cloud began to make the sound of a tea kettle boiling over. He was on the verge of exploding, long out of anything resembling patience. His words were spoken as if mashed between clenched teeth. “What. Does. Shattered. Mean?”

      

      Query results:

      Condition: Shattered.

      Direct meaning: Impaired or destroyed; broken into many small pieces.

      

      The red cloud exploded, leaving only Barry’s High Elvish face discernible in the middle. The rest of his cloud cracked to pieces and wafted out into the ether, dissipating entirely as he frothed forth his speech. “What does it mean in this instance, you intolerable thrice-cursed rock!”

      

      Query results:

      Condition: Shattered.

      Situational meaning: In the instance of ‘Race,’ a shattered race can no longer respawn into the world of Eternia, be selected as a conversion target from your current race, or naturally appear once more in the world during this iterative cycle.

      Situational meaning: In the instance of ‘Mana Shattering,’ this refers to the energy within a specific activity or mana event, breaking into base particles, rendering any intended effect moot, as all effects require a sufficient source of energy or fuel in order to function.

      

      He glanced at his Savants for clarity. Barry thought that, if he had a sphincter, it would be making diamonds right about now. Or at least that was what all the constipated faces seated at the rectangular table looked like they were attempting to do. His fury faded, a tendril slapping a cloudy imprint of his forehead. “Right. You can’t see any of these. Read these and advise me on how to get around this.”

      Guttersnipe Caro and Corvid shared a moment of eye contact, the period of which allowed an entire nonverbal conversation to happen based entirely on the finest of facial twitches. The two High Elves paid attention to the matter at hand soon enough, but they were both of the opinion that this whole operation was abyssed. Direct summoner or not, they needed to get out from under Barry.

      “My lord…” Hanekawa the High Elf tiredly raised his finger, the dark bags under his eyes barely lifting as he read over the prompts, then pointed at the celestine Core. He sounded as exhausted as he looked; his words crawling like slugs based on how slowly they were being said. “None of this explains why that Core seemed to absorb all the shattered mana that resulted from the attack being… prevented.”

      Barry considered that, his anger still clouding his thoughts. Slapping the notice again, he forgot this one was indestructible, as it was his tendril that destroyed itself on impact. With an irritated grunt, he mumbled out his command. He was spending frankly ridiculous sums of energy on this one single problem, as each use of analysis was a painfully costly affair. But he wanted answers, so answers he would have. “Analyze.”

      

      Notice!

      Analysis success.

      The unique entity trapped within this Opalite Prison is suffering from the condition: Endless Mana Burn. The mana regeneration statistic of the entity is such that it draws in free mana from the environment in order to replenish itself, at a rate that stifles the regeneration of all others in its vicinity by two categories.

      

      Barry’s ghastly tune recovered itself, finally having a chance to assign some blame. This was a chance to blow off some steam, and lash out at a subordinate. A favored activity. “Who afflicted the hated one with Endless Mana Burn? This is an insulting inconvenience.”

      Hanekawa had already been looking at relevant information in the demonic logs, and moved his head up an inch to reply. “The records state ‘Savant Pencil,’ sir. The actions were carried out by his council, of which you… ah… consumed the last member, at the beginning of this meeting. Sir.”

      The hovering cloudy face looked at Hanekawa, flat and unamused. “Is that so?”

      The High Elf looked down at the log, then back up at the Devourer. “Quite so, sir.”

      Disgruntled, Barry turned to face the wall, then noted he had gotten Iridium tendrils into the other Core successfully. A wicked thought passed the forefront of his mind, and his smile slowly formed in response. “Very well. Savants. Break into the shiny Core, at any cost. I shall busy myself with ripping information out of… oh? The name is Unexpectus, and he was an Inkquisitor? Such fonts of information in these memories!”

      The Iridium within the violet Core wriggled enough to unsettle the entire gathered crowd of Savants. Half of them felt sick at the sight of the physical reflection of Barry… probing. The Devourer himself mused, far more enthralled with what he was finding. “This demands my direct attention for a few days, there are such delicacies here. This creature was an information-based hunter?”

      That settled it for Barry. “Do not bother me while I work.” None of the Savants were inclined to, but the demand cemented their desperate need not to be directly involved. Instead, they huddled together at the far corner of the table, as far away from the menacing hover cloud as the table’s edge would let them.

      In their High Elven forms, Nivila, Minos, Caro, Corvid, and Hanekawa whispered as they began conversation. Nivila of course couldn’t stop himself from getting a verbal clawing in. “I was convinced you were about to be a snack, Kawa.”

      The Elf in question folded his arms, and seemed entirely unaffected. “Niv, I have to deal with C’towl on a near daily basis, and both their quips and catty remarks outstrip yours. Go take some lessons. I’m already tired and you’re only adding to it, plus I’m still kicking the spice habit, so little comes with any clarity.”

      Minos’s nose-motioned at the plaque under Hane’s name. “It does say to be wary of spice. How’s the war going?”

      Hanekawa snorted, glancing at the same plaque before returning to the huddle. “A total loss on anything except paper. Between the Goblinoids and all the C’towl variants, there’s not a safe moment during the day or night to do as much as take a leak. The war was going fine until the C’towl found themselves a local hero. Some barkeep turned fable. If you encounter a Tiger with the name tag ElCazorro, pretend you don’t have attributes and that you live in the old world. His skills are so fluid and at one with the very sands that dance around him that extraneous thought will just lead to your tomb and burial. His scimitars aren’t any friendlier.”

      The other Savants filed that useful tidbit away, but Minos perked and slid in another question. “Wait. Aren’t we, as demons, immune to spice, or any such effects?”

      Hane just exhaustedly shook his head. “Not here, no.”

      Minos dropped it, instead moving his mind to the topic of the celestine Core. “Mm, well I saw nothing in the item description that looked out of place. We have around thirty days before the hated one pops out, but by then I’ll have a replacement prison ready. We can just keep cycling the hated one until we eventually succeed. What do we even need from it anyway?”

      Nivila flexed his hand, inspecting his nails. “Information. What else? Honestly, why don’t we just possess the blasted thing?”

      That idea took Minos off guard. “That… may not be such a bad thought. There is a notice in the item that states the hated one was unable to exert willpower during capture. It may just be as easy as that? Perhaps the defenses it has were purely against our glorious leader.”

      Hanekawa gritted his teeth for a moment before speaking up. “If we fail, and keep trying, that’s just going to boost the enemy’s resistances up until we have no hope of success. Eventually it will hit one hundred, and then he’ll just become possession immune, like the test subjects.”

      Minos contradicted him right away. “Even the test subjects only ever reached ninety percent resistance, and that was after months of trial and error, with constant assaults. There’s nothing left of their minds to even get feedback from anymore. They just keep mumbling about how they can ‘see the truth’ now. They’re completely lost, babbling nobodies. Even worse, they’ve lost all fear of death for some reason.”

      Minos changed his voice to be creepy when attempting to copy their captives, his fingers wiggling to the distance for effect. “They mumble, ‘I’ll be back. It’s inevitable. I’ll be back. Death is but a lie. My sight has pierced the veil. I have lived lives a thousandfold, and will live them a thousandfold more’!”

      Minos shuddered, voice resuming normality. “Their cult-like speech is haunting, even to me. Why don’t we break up in small groups and see what we can come up with? Niv, do you want to go ahead with possession attempts? Hane and I can comb the logs for something useful.”

      “Might as well. I’ll be here, doing the thing. I’ll meow capriciously if I succeed.” Nivila stood, stretched, and hunched forward as he slid his hands into his pockets. He shot them all a cheshire grin, then morphed into his coal panther form so he could walk on the wall and get to work.

      While Minos and Hanekawa opened their demonic records for any kind of clue, Caro and Corvid sauntered from the chamber, taking a quick left into a private alcove where some side offices used to be. The inhabitants had all long become snacks, and joined the wraith union. Unless they were eaten by Barry. Then there was nothing left.

      Caro and Corvid quickly checked their surroundings, both wanting to confirm what their silent conversation had conveyed. Corvid handed over some documentation for Caro to peruse that laid out a few more findings that… weren’t stellar for their faction. Corvid spoke in nervous dulcet tones. Even if her chosen beast form was a white-necked raven, she wasn’t one for screeching. “We are on the wrong celestial-cursed team.”
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      Artorian floated in darkness like a rubber ducky lost in a bath. He kept his elbow pressed to his knee, so his chin could rest on his fist; the classic ‘thinker’ pose. That was probably going to become a statue somewhere. He’d been here for a few… days? Time felt impossible to track. He’d been talking to his Gnomish friend, then had been rudely wrenched from the conversation. At the same time, he had lost all empirical information and senses that could provide it.

      Grooming his short beard, he pondered out loud. “I have to assume I lost the body. Something must have happened when it crossed into Vanaheim, and I just wasn’t there to pay attention.”

      Nodding to himself that this was one of the few good explanations, he then sighed. “Doesn’t help me get out of this predicament. Let’s try the usual options again, see if anything changed. Yves… Titania?”

      No response. He checked it off the list to try again later. “What about… Status?”

      When there was no response again, he just closed his eyes and counted on his fingers and let the words tumble. “Inspect. Help. Properties. Character sheet. C’towl. Dawn. Duskgrove. Birch. Soul of Zen. Resplendence field. Crackers.”

      Peeking an eye open to see if he got lucky, Artorian discovered that his attempts made no difference in the empty floating space. “Toast. New plan.”

      Hanging out to think about options, he craned his neck and made it roll. “That’s all the Eternia options in the wastebin. What about non-Eternia options?”

      Steepling his fingers, he recalled the lake space. Could he still go to the place where he thought his soul might reside? “Worth a shot.”

      Artorian closed his eyes, and sank down the levels with ease. When awareness again took hold, there was only that endless plain of water. The sides? Big ol’ nothing. Above?

      “Oh, hello. There I am!” When the celestine orb moved to look up, Artorian saw the visual representation of his mind, just as he hoped for. It was soothing to see the familiar stars and lines that outlined the old-man version of him, sitting meditation style with nothing but peace and delicate patience to enjoy the silence. “Still looks like there’s room for more than just my mind up there. I’ll puzzle that out one day. Well, I know this step. Up we go!”

      As if rising from the floor, the stellar old man stepped into his bonfire space. The place looked different again! Why was it these changes always took place when he didn’t seem to be looking? “Bah, it’s fine. I’m far too interested in the changes. So, what’s new?”

      While shared mental connections made him lean toward a clean, white marble Forum, his personal space was getting to be messy. The Silverwood Tree, now more than a mere sapling, grew healthy bushels of holographic yellow, orange, and pink cherry blossom petals. Each petal seemed to have a kind of glowing ripple dancing across its surface, and it didn’t take Artorian much effort to figure out the trigger for that activity was sound.

      Every comment to himself caused a tiny show, gently bathing his immediate vicinity in a soft draping of orange-pink light, as the petals seemed to change color entirely depending on what angle he saw them from.

      In addition, each of his steps left a glowing imprint behind that faded after a few seconds. Artorian wore his big grin with pride. “Must say I approve, being somewhat of a drama-loving fellow myself. Love a good tree that knows how to show off.”

      If his mental space could be said to have a time of day, then the surroundings appeared as a washed out sunset. Artorian sat to indulge in the view. “I’m reminded of big, messy brush strokes filled with color. Yellows, on reds, on blues, on a canvas of purple. All smeared against a patchwork of clouds by an enthused child. What a gorgeous dusk you have painted, Scilla.”

      When a reply wasn’t forthcoming, he looked up. “Scilla?”

      There was neither a reply, nor a pair of pink eyes living on the ceiling. Instead he saw a darkened sky of smeared purples covered in precise, white, stellar formation lines that connected one shiny dot to the next as he watched the stars blink into being.

      A soft smile graced his face as Merli’s shape outlined in the sky, still resting in a bed while cocooned with snug blankets. Nearby, the shape of his dragon form appeared star by star as well. The outline of a meditative old man formed around it. They both became confined, as a large circle shaped around the line art.

      Artorian brushed his beard. “Well, that’s neat. I guess that confirms that in Eternia, the base form is the dragon, currently stuck in the High Human shape, currently stuck in… something else.”

      His attention was then pulled as more new stars blinked into being, forming the rough shape of the Silverwood Tree with an orb resting right at the top of the canopy. “That’s… definitely new. Don’t recall seeing that one last time.”

      The old man clapped his hands together when his mind tied the ends of the thought strings together. “Oooh! It’s my Seed Core!”

      Standing up to press his hands to his hips, he bobbed his nose between the options. “Dragon body is in a bind, given I’ve been stuck with this floaty-floaty nothingness for who knows how long. Seed Core… I don’t remember being able to do much of anything. Just sleep, tribulations, and what I’m currently doing. Scilla also doesn’t seem to be home, so that’s not an enticing option. Also… if I did go to my Seed Core, I would likely nap until that gash was healed, and I don’t want that to be my primary go-to. Being bab-torian it is!”

      Artorian opened his eyes as Merli, and immediately felt a pang of pain in his side. Including some unpleasant bruising that felt like he’d hit a wooden floor particularly hard. His young voice moused out an involuntary retort. “Ow?”

      Confused at his own pain, he managed to sit up only to feel… devoid of energy. Sweet jam-slathered toast, he felt tired. “Well, that’s… unpleasant. Ah, who cares, it beats the floaty float.”

      Taking a breath, he half coughed out his words, throat feeling rather dry. “Anyone around?”

      The orange light of Oberon blinked in at speed. “Sunny! What took ya, kid? I’ve had tabs on this location for days now. We really expected you to find this way out sooner. Oh, right, welcome back! Much, and nothing, has happened.”

      Merli slow-blinked at him, still seeing through sleep-craving eyes that weren’t properly hydrated. “Huh?”

      Oberon looked around, then decided going for a body-form was fine. He’d danced around the topic long enough, and seeing a bright orb of orange wasn’t doing his friend any favors right now. Swiftly morphing into a copy of Merli’s shape, he sat on an available stool and crossed his arms as new clothing formed around him. “Right. Well let me turn the brightness off, and fill your candle wax up. Your wick is going to catch fire when you hear what you missed.”

      Oberon’s Wisp lighting went away entirely, leaving the room bathed in that soft not-light, but still kind of twilight, that was present during Cal’s early days.

      “Also, here, water.” Using telekinesis to snatch a water jug, Oberon looked down into the empty container and wiggled his finger. The Wisp created good drinkable water from nothing, then handed it over. “Big gulps might be best, so you don’t choke from small ones as I start talking.”

      Artorian moved his arm to reach it, but fell short. “Right, Merli’s body, Merli’s reach.”

      Attempting to use telekinesis himself made him feel like he’d taken a fresh punch to the gut. “Ophoo! Ow!”

      The copy of him snorted with a wide grin on his face. “I suppose since you didn’t notice, I’d best tell you that you are cork-dry when it comes to real Mana. You’ve got enough to survive and do basic operations, but don’t expect magic juju to work. I don’t remember if you went through one of those full-restore bumps you seem to have, but currently you’ve got less glow than a newlight. Take it easy, friend.”

      Artorian took that to heart, and physically put in the effort to reach further and take the jug. When he started drinking, he stopped only to breathe. A sight that amused Oberon, though he didn’t verbalize it. There was plenty to tell his favorite troublemaker. Well, second favorite. Titania held the top spot in his book. “Better?”

      Merli nodded, then wiped his face off with his sleeve. He wet some of it with the jug to give his closed eyes a quick scrub and his face a once-over. “Much. I always feel better after splashing some water on my face. Skip the fanfare for a bit. What happened?”

      Oberon leaned against the wall while seated on his stool, one leg crossing the knee of the other. “In short: the demons got you. One of the Savants has figured out how to make an imprisonment effect and shove it into a rock. That rock hit you in the head when your mind was elsewhere. So you didn’t get the benefit of willpower to resist, since that body counted as empty when we checked the tags in the logs. Annoying, but not insurmountable.”

      The copy form of Merli gave a wicked grin.

      “You’re currently in the pocket of some demon named Zulath, along with your old friend Unexpectus. Who, surprise surprise, got the same treatment you did after tracking you down. That’s it for the bad news.”

      Artorian put the jug down and crossed his arms, surprised. “We have good news?”

      The giggle that erupted from Oberon sounded decidedly mischievous. “Oh, yes! See, Zulath was supposed to land on the moon a day or so ago. Eternium, feeling spiteful, sped up the moon so he arrived too late. Then slowed it back down. It’s going to take extra long for that demon to get to where it needs to be, and chasing the moon isn’t an option. It’s still faster than gargoyle flight. So you’re quite literally hanging out in space.”

      Artorian’s expression flattened. “Might know a thing or two about that. Also, that didn’t sound much like good news.”

      Oberon waggled his hand. “Oh, okay, that was more neutral, so-so news. The good news is that Brianna has picked up your slack, and apparently wasn’t dawdling during her time down in the Authority. Not that it’s called such anymore, that society got hurled onto the riverbank and is now playing the flopping fish game. They’re still deciding on a new name, but Minya and all her allies made quite a commotion when Brianna’s sharks walked out of the sea, humanized their forms, and then formed ranks at one of your underwater beacons.”

      Artorian snorted. “I bet it gave my aligned quite the shock when Brianna showed up.”

      Oberon reached for the water jug, cleaned it, refilled it, and had himself some before replying. “Mmm, they actually took it well. Dale and his party running up to the sharkfolk, with Dale being more than ecstatic to see Brianna, did wonders for positive rapport. Hans, Tom, and Rose are all Guild leaders in that society you helped build up on Midgard as well. So, it all went swimmingly. They’ve got a whole alliance in the works.”

      Artorian made thumbs up motions with his hands. “As a more immediate worry, did my demon compatriot betray us the moment I didn’t come back with steak dinner?”

      Oberon made an ‘ah’ noise, and pulled up some view screens. He made a face as he only then realized he could have just done this all along. An image of Soni popped up on one of the screens, the actions of which made both Merlis in the room raise the exact same eyebrow.

      “I see it, but I don’t believe it.” Artorian pressed a hand to his chest while speaking the words. They both watched as Soni held the line against long advancing waves of bovine fury that charged across the Bifrost. Their moos drowned out any curses the bat verbally spat out. Yet even the mooing got drowned out from the quick, deep, repetitive sounds of: *Ka’thunk! Thunk! Thunk! Thunk!*

      Ikaruga spat out bolts of onyx sunglass faster than Artorian could personally manage, and the man needed to do a double take to understand the frantic dance of green vegetation moving around his beautiful stationary ballista. “What did they do to her?”

      Oberon scooted closer, his hands folding in his lap. “Well, it appears that your demon protege sure is acting differently than we expected him to. Looks like there’s a whole gaggle of Alfheim Elves around as well, and hey look, that Yiba friend of yours is there too. Oh, I see what’s going on.”

      The old man turned away from the screen to give his wispy friend an expectant look. Oberon decided his little prank had gone on long enough, morphing into a long and thin gaunt man clad in considerably more refined clothing. His jacket even had coat tails. Artorian had only seen Oberon turn into this thin, gaunt form once before, but the voice was exactly the same as it was back then when the Wisp attempted a quip. “I cheated slightly and glanced at the logs.”

      Oberon winked at his friend, but Merli’s expectant look didn’t budge. Oberon just put his thin human hands in the air. “Alright, alright. I swear, Titania has that identical look. I don’t know if you got it from her, or if she got it from you. Either way, Alfheim Elves have always been very inclined to dip into forest-, plant-, and nature-themed abilities. That holds true here as well.”

      His long arm reached out and pulled a screen closer so they could both see the show better. “All the animated plants around Ikaruga are being controlled by that huddle of Elves nearby. The greenery is acting as a makeshift speed-reload mechanism, while those noble saplings forming a delivery track to the woodline are responsible for ammunition restocking. They slide a new bolt smoothly into the slot as soon as Soni has the… no. No, it looks like a group of other Elves are using tethered vines for pulling the ballista cord. Soni looks to be there because he’s the only one that can handle the recoil any time it fires, and keep Ikaruga bolted down to that rock.”

      Oberon nodded, somewhat impressed at the group effort. “I wish Wisps could work together that well. That’s some beautiful choreographed efficiency. An art piece of kinetic movement.”

      He closed his eyes and listened to the sound again. “There’s also something inherently satisfying about the depth of that rhythmic tune they’ve got going.”

      Pausing that enjoyment to look at the screen again, Oberon then couldn’t stop a tiny smirk from forming. “Though now that I see that detail, I have a new favorite aspect of the show.”

      Artorian scanned over the events, but couldn’t figure out which detail Oberon referred to. The repeated thudding did also please his percussionist heart, but there was too much going on to just point a finger at something. “Share?”

      Oberon pointed, enhancing the view of Soni so they could both share in the pleasant smirk. In addition to makeshift green stripes on his cheeks, the tiny bat sported the most adorable brown and green headband. The tassel of which flopped around each time the ballista fired, while his tiny face kept contorted in the most adorable expression of anger. It really did look like Soni was quick-firing the ballista while scowling at the oncoming horde, yet somehow managed to scream an endless onslaught of strung-together expletives at the same time.

      Artorian softly giggled into his pillow, using his arm to wipe his expression away. “Alright. I’ll admit. That’s pretty good.”
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      Oberon closed the screens, shaking his head after watching a while longer. “Entertaining, for a demon. What did you do? I would not have expected him to defend the Alfheim realm, never mind stay put.”

      Artorian shrugged, then lay back down in his sprawl of covers. “I’ll ask him when I get back. Can we talk about battle strategy? I’m hoping there’s been some other behind the scenes movement. I don’t want to be stuck as an item again! I hated it the first time. This time is even worse! None of the connection toys, and Eternium is awake, so I can’t even meddle.”

      Oberon glanced over his shoulder, which made Artorian wonder if someone else was present. “Company?”

      The gaunt man nodded. “In a way. Will you come on out already?”

      Graceful as a glacier, Yuki seamlessly slid into the chamber. Her expression gave away that her feelings on being present were complicated, and Artorian could immediately pick up on the fact that Yuki wasn’t sure if she should be here or not. He decided to do his part, and shot his arms up to give her his brightest smile. “Yuki! Oh, I’m so delighted to see you!”

      That appeared to have been all the energy he had, because Merli slid back into the bed and flopped like a rabbit falling over onto its side. His attempt did the trick. Yuki’s discomfort faded, and her normal ice queen veneer returned, with a bonus mini-smirk curling upwards on the side of her left lip. “Well, well. Still making life interesting for everyone else, I see. We worried for naught. You are clearly well.”

      Artorian blinked from the bed, having serious difficulties moving his arms. They just felt so abyss heavy, like he’d spent too much energy all at once. Merli’s body just wasn’t ready to wake. He mumbled from his prone position, “That’s a matter of perspective.”

      With a sigh, he physically strained himself to try to sit up. “Really, though, Yuki. I’m—”

      He did not finish his sentence in time for Yuki to glide past Oberon—who had to do a double take behind him for not having noticed her move in any sense of the word—and sit on the side of the bed.

      Yuki spoke with cutting ice in her voice, but the message was delivered with warmth. “Talk less, my Dreamer. This world is in a better state than you believe, with far more friendly forces at play than you’ve been informed of. We will speak of your path from here, but first, you must stop pretending this body of yours is not in dire need of rest. The needs of a child, silent as they may be, whimper and yelp to my senses with each slight twitch of your face. I will not hear complaints. Scoot.”

      Artorian would have moved a finger to the air sagely and launched into a truly academic sermon on why he was fine, but his words died on his lips. Yuki eased into his spot on the bed, picking him up with all the difficulty of a paperweight, then settled him into her lap and nested his back against her chest.

      Yuki wore seriously fluffy winter attire, and Artorian’s complaints lost all footing as she tugged the covers up to tuck Merli’s exhausted form in. When he attempted to say that this wasn’t so bad, Yuki had already read the expression on his face. She nodded, silenced him with a pre-emptive ‘mhmm,’ then wrapped her arms about the small form to keep him safe.

      Her words were kind. “Do not be fooled by my cold nature, or my less than warm reception of you in general. I would keep you safe at all costs. That is exactly what I will be doing while here. This young form can no longer be left alone to peacefully slumber. I don’t trust some clever little abyssalite won’t make their way in here. Accident or otherwise.”

      The young face scrunched up to complain, as there was battle strategy to speak about and he was a nested little bundle looking like a spoiled, protected child. Again, Yuki read the expression from his face, tutting him before he could speak. “What exactly do you think you’re going to accomplish aside from listening to what plans we have made, and executing it? Lie there, flop, and listen. Brat.”

      Artorian squinted his gaze up at her, but huffed and surrendered. He wriggled in an attempt to increase his comfort, then huffed again, louder this time to denote that he was listening. Yuki visibly beamed, pleased about something neither he nor Oberon could deduce at first glance. “Zelia is… strong-arming the Jotunheim tribes. Thrymm, the icy crab acting as world boss, is currently her mobile base of operations. She had a castle built on his back in the shape of a crown.”

      Yuki changed her mind, her hand waggling. “Castle is a strong term, but I haven’t yet found something better for the mixture between chateaux, holy temple, and natural shrine. Regardless, she’s grinding the Jotunheim clans through the swarms of mercury-based insects. Feel free to cross that realm from your slate.”

      Wrapping her arms back around the bundle, she continued. “Halcyon still slumbers, like she should. She has plenty of company and oversight. I will be stationed here. Your Fire Soul guards both your Seed Core, and Eternium’s physical location. Your ‘old disciple,’ if I understood the stories right, is helping ensure that Midgard stands strong. Along with Brianna, whose entire focus appears to be mending her reputation. The realm of the Dwarves will likely fall from demon control before you are ready to join, Alfheim is quickly sorting itself out, and Vanaheim…”

      She glanced to Oberon’s quiet form for a moment, who was respectfully letting her speak. He shook his head to note he wasn’t going to interrupt, so Yuki continued her tale. “Vanaheim is experiencing a truly strange civil war. The hel-cows have split into factions, through a method nobody can make heads or tails of. We also have no idea how they recognize who is in what faction, but the majority seemed to have decided on a sort of mass-slaughter exodus.”

      Artorian squeezed one eye closed with a dubious expression, but Yuki just shrugged in reply. “The entire hel-cow populace is trying to escape to other realms. While we don’t know why, we know it’s not going well for them. We had the joke going around that they might only have inductive reasoning, because when one cow crosses a bridge that crushes them outright, the others do not… stop.”

      She waved away the question that was clearly on Artorian’s mind. “We long gave up trying to figure out crazy cow psychology.”

      Oberon looked away, as that may not have been entirely true, depending on the circles one hung around in. Still, he didn’t interrupt the storyteller. Yuki was friends with Titania, and Oberon would be abyssed if Yuki went back to talk to her with even the smallest arrow in her quiver that carried his name on it.

      Yuki’s warm gloves kneaded into the blanket Merli was bundled with. “Your ‘battle strategies,’ my Dreamer, are easy. When the demon in possession of your prison makes it to the moon, merely be in that form so you can defend against all the mental gymnastics and attacks they will no doubt attempt to put you through. Do give them a taste of home? I’m sure they miss the abyss.”

      Pausing, she fixed some blankets that had moved out of place. Also to see the wide smirk grow on the faces of both the boys. She loved landing a zinger.

      Oberon raised his hand after wiping the glee from his face, and Yuki gave him a nod. The Wisp shifted on his stool and spoke. “That’s all there is for you, Sunny. If you can just keep defending and keep Barry and his council of Savants distracted by being an unassailable pest, we can work on getting you out of there. Eternium is going to be helping you out, but I’m sorry to say that you being in the not-so-useful body is essentially mandatory. If you’re not in it, mental attacks will just succeed.”

      A tired sigh came from the wrapped bundle. Artorian didn’t like that news, but if that was what all his friends had come up with as the most effective outcome, he was just going to have to bite the arrowhead. “Obi, I can’t even check my status while I’m in there. I’ve got nothing. Now you’re saying I can’t leave because some attack at some indeterminate time would end the whole affair? That’s miserable.”

      Oberon shook his head. “Not entirely correct, though it’s good to hear that confirmed. No, you’ll have company. Though there’s really one mind that can bypass enough of the issues to spend time with you.”

      Artorian spent considerable effort to rise from his bundle of comfort, giving his most dubious and demanding glare to his orange friend. Before he could attempt some words, the floor creaked outside the room, as the sounds of someone walking toward them served as a noisy distraction.

      “I can make my own introductions, Oberon. It has been long overdue that I do so.” Passing through the open doorway, a six-foot tall, decently portly human with a face that looked both weary and jovial at the same time, spoke before fully entering the space. It felt like he filled up the entire room. A thin pair of rectangular glasses balanced on his nose while he kept his hands folded behind his back.

      The man spoke with depth, like a calm Dwarf with only a tiny smidge of the accent. “I am Eternium. There are some who call me… Tim? Well, I’m practicing mindfulness. Please do come up with a fitting nickname.”

      He gave Oberon a knowing slap on the shoulder, though the sound was more of a bop than a slap. He then reached out a welcoming hand to Yuki. “Young lady. I’ve heard much about your wonderful stories, and I’m quite enthused by many of them. I am charmed to properly make your acquaintance.”

      Yuki’s glacial face cracked into an honest-to-celestial smile. She took his hand and gave it a short, deft, polite shake. “Well, look at that, someone with manners. People could learn from behavior like that. Charmed indeed, Eternium. The name does not escape my notice, but let us kindly shelve that for a later date.”

      Artorian fought with his covers, barely managing to get Merli’s small hand to shoot from the bundle in greeting. The gathered all chuckled, and Eternium carefully took the child-sized hand to give it a little shake. “Nice to meet you in person, Artorian. Shall I not be too surprised that it happened in strange circumstances?”

      “Are there any other circumstances?” Artorian quipped back right away. “Likewise, my new friend. In truth, I am feeling calmed and experiencing a sensation of great relief that I will have your company for a while.”

      Eternium didn’t even wave his hand to manifest a ‘chair.’ The miniature couch just appeared when he wanted it to be there and he took a seat, forming a little feng shui triangle with Yuki and Oberon serving as the other two points. He did ever-so-slightly shift his chair to make the angles exactly equal, but he spoke before they could. “I have some experience in the matters of solemnity mixed with the effects of profound loneliness. Solitude sits poorly with the health of a mind. I shall say I am glad you did not find my untimely arrival to be appalling. Celestials know I have given you plenty of grief, old boy.”

      Artorian *pfffft’d* out of sheer amusement. “As if I haven’t given you an equal share, old boy.”

      The two shared a look at the descriptors they played Wisp paddle ball with, then also shared an amused chuckle as Eternium made a window appear next to him. “Water under the bridge. It is the task of the Ascended of Love to meddle, and spread their heart. It is the task of Order to put it all neatly in a place afterward. Too long have I tried to place all things in boxes, before the contents had a chance to express themselves upon the world. No more.”

      He glanced at Oberon, who quickly leaned in and picked up the conversation. “Eternium can’t physically be present, but like I said, we did find a way around the limitation.”

      Oberon motioned at the cream white screen wrapped in a soft blue border, then at Eternium, who crossed his arms and proudly smiled before speaking. “To be in the seat where you have to mend the world, yet suddenly having a task to sneak through your own rules to get something done… is surprisingly refreshing. Either way, unless you object, I shall be keeping you company as that screen while you are trapped in… What do I call it? Limbo? Limbo sounds fine. Words get recycled all the time.”

      Artorian nodded, then laid back down into the spot Yuki just about demanded he occupy. “Well… I suppose that’s it then?”

      Eternium made the screen wink out, then nodded. “I forwarded some of those queries of yours through Wisp messengers to the outside. I heard you needed some advice on abilities and the like. If you would not mind, I’d enjoy a lengthy conversation on the topic. I keep making abilities, but their use is… limited. Makes me think I’m doing something wrong.”

      Merli nodded, and tiredly gave a thumbs up. “I appreciate that, and I’d like that. I’m… starting to have a really hard time keeping my eyes open.”

      Oberon rose, shot them all crossbow fingers, and soundlessly teleported from the chamber. Eternium nodded, provided Yuki another short-lived handshake, and appeared to prepare the same exit. “I’ll speak to you shortly, Artorian. Let Merli sleep.”

      Artorian was about to reply, but his arm fell to the blanket with a dull flop. Merli’s exhaustion had overtaken him, and the body rebuked any further activity of the mind. Yuki glanced at Eternium, then gave him a wordless nod before he seamlessly vanished from the space. Sighing, she wrapped the bundle back up, and motioned an arm across the lights to dim the chamber down to something more comfortable.

      “Rest, my Dreamer. Rest. This calm, peaceful silence means more to me than you know.”
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      When Artorian returned to the lightless rubber duck bath, a familiar screen awaited him. He sighed, the tension slowly releasing from muscles he currently didn’t have. He felt the stress fade regardless. “Well, that’s a sight for sore eyes.”

      Text blinked into activity on the cream and white screen, narrated in Eternium’s voice. “I appreciate that my current colors of choice do you well. Shall we begin?”

      Artorian pressed his fist to his cheek, floating sideways in empty space. “Actually, before that, could you tell me why I’m not in my bonfire space? I’m just… floating. If this is the area of my mental representation, I figured my tree’d be here. Or my benches.”

      The screen enlarged itself for convenience, even if the spoken message voiced itself the same. “Part of the Imprisonment effect, I’m afraid. The effect cuts off all communication and sensory data while you’re trapped in it. Something I will be addressing for balance in future iterations, given we survive this one, of course. Ah, and one moment. Barry is attempting to access you. Allow me to slap him down a peg.”

      Artorian frowned at that. “Already? I thought I had days.”

      The text on the screen swiftly updated. “You napped for a bit, and I’ve changed imprisonment time a tad. Being stuck in a situation where you can do nothing, yet are forced to suffer through, is counted as negligence on my part. I shall not take part in being complicit to undue or undeserved suffering. There will be causality, or there is simply more work to do. Do you mind if I put some music on?”

      “Not one bit!” The jovial response from Artorian delayed Eternium’s response for a small moment, but gears loudly began to click into place in the background when a second screen appeared. This one showed musical notes, and just like Eternium’s narration, they played out loud.

      Artorian bounced in anticipation. “Oh, this is so exciting! I never even considered what kind of music you might know.”

      The music rose from the depths, then began slowly, as a thunderous thrum. Then, instead of fading, the thunder channeled itself into a large church organ. Dark, gothic tones spilled forth from the screen as a male choir joined, using words that kept their existence in the throat when sung. The choir worked its songs in a language Artorian had never heard. Before he spoke his first thought, that the music felt ominous, he noted a sense of mechanical longing when the entire melody came together.

      This was not music to enjoy in the foreground. This was something to have on in the back of the workshop while you invested in your project, and got lost in the details. This music was akin to dark wizardry, for now that he was starting to understand the flow of it, dark mischief populated at the front of his mind. Schemes and plans alike smoothly slid from the shadows.

      He recovered only in time to notice that Eternium was making a small room for him from status panels that stretched and formed into elaborate patterns composed entirely of stained glass.

      Artorian landed on the ground just to walk on the image of some winged being. A figure that clearly occupied the greater portion of the central flooring when it came to detail work. The refinements around the main image had structured itself in a way to form light rays, as if the winged being was descending. Or rising? The art’s direction was difficult to discern, with the spread arm pose being so ubiquitous. “Eternium, what is this?”

      The screen turned to him. “The stained cathedral I’m putting together while here, or the music I want to bring to life in it? Both are relics from ancient times, even for me. Do you like it?”

      Artorian walked around the entranceway to the cathedral, a room that looked magnificent even if barely constructed. “I believe I do. Shame I don’t have words to describe what I’m seeing. The music has me feeling somber, yet invigorated, like a dark passion drives me forward. It forms a flame that lurks behind my eyes, yet is cold as ice as its dreadful task sees execution. The tone is… exacting. Demanding. Pushing. It knows what it is, and finds you to be in the way. It is giving me a choice to join the ranks, or be crushed underfoot as its notes grow louder. The choir becomes more profound. The message repeats only to cement itself in the heart.”

      Artorian turned to look at the screen. “There will be Order. By any means.”

      Eternium paused his building process to reflect on that. “You know much of music’s heart. I was not aware you studied.”

      The old man chucked, sitting cross legged on the glass floor. “A long trek across the mountains with eager minds, and more eager to show off at that. A small decade with a class of bards accomplished something, even if I never had a scrap of their talent. Though it’s my own fault for barely practicing. I did always say there was no such thing as talent, only hard work. I’m… not sure how much I want to hold on to that definition.”

      The screen kept silent as he spoke, but had no answers for that last question. Instead, Eternium answered the prior one. “This section of the building is called the narthex. It is an architectural element of a building I’m going to term a basilica. This bit that you see consists of the entrance or lobby area, located at the end of the nave, opposite to where I’d like the main altar. I have been wanting to try to put together a type four holy site. The three you know of are listed via a rather embarrassingly simple denomination in your deity numbers.”

      Artorian tried to bring them up, but nothing happened. “I’m afraid I can’t look at that right now. Nor how many DE points I have. At least those were letting me do something. I—oh, one moment. I believe I’m being attacked.”

      Eternium managed the screen so it would show Artorian the notices he could not otherwise see at the moment, though the messages were heavily simplified.

      

      Notice!

      You have resisted possession against the entity: Nivila.

      Your resistance skill has improved.

      

      Artorian lifted his head up to speak, then winced as he felt the mental stab. His eyes automatically shot back to the viewscreen.

      

      Notice!

      You have resisted possession against the entity: Nivila.

      Your resistance skill has improved.

      

      Artorian frowned, not amused by this development. “Is he just going to keep slapping me with those until my egg cracks? I—”

      

      Notice!

      You have resisted possession against the entity: Nivila.

      Your resistance skill has improved.

      

      “Please stop showing me these unless it changes in some meaningful way. The headache of that demon knocking on my noggin is enough.” He grumbled. “If anything, what are the chances one of those breaks through? The skill is passive, so all I’m doing is sitting here while a cat bops me on the head again and again.”

      Eternium had a quick look at Artorian’s skills, and listed the relevant ones for reference.

      

      Skill: Calm Mind. By actively doing nothing, and choosing to simply be, you’ve discovered a state of tranquility! This skill belongs to the Monk class. Calm Mind provides a 2% bonus to resist a status effect that would alter your mind away from a state of calm. This skill provides a 10% bonus once at the Beginner ranks, increasing by 10% each subsequent rank.

      Rank: Master.

      

      Skill: Mental Manipulation Resistance. This skill is a staple for the paranoid and frightened. While it might be useful in certain situations, all that you are doing is hurting yourself. Effect: Grants 10+10n% direct resistance to mental manipulation where ‘n’ equals rank. This will help you block out effects of skills such as fear, control, and magical seduction.

      Caution: Frequent use of this skill may lead to a damaged mind. It isn’t normal to walk away from a fight where you were killed. By removing some of the mind-altering effects of dying and coming back, you lose experience.

      Rank: Master.

      

      Eternium nodded in his screen in approval, then thought better of it and began to make a temporary body out of stained glass. “Very good on your end. A seventy percent bonus to keeping steady from the first one, and an eighty percent bonus from the second one. Demonbane is also helping out. Speaking of:”

      

      Character trait: Relentless Demonbane.

      This character’s attacks, abilities and skills are twice as effective against dark-based entities and their adjacents, such as infernal-affinity creatures.

      

      Eternium checked some numbers as the glass frame paused construction. “That hundred-sixtyish willpower is not doing you any favors without your ability to empower. Strange. Why would that be unavailable?”

      Artorian motioned at his non-existent character sheet. “Well, I don’t appear to have any of my… anything?”

      Eternium shook his panel in the negative, since the body wasn’t done. “I did something wrong with this Imprisonment effect. Try it, I want to see what Pylons flicker to life. Just because you can’t see your mana bar doesn’t mean you don’t have one.”

      The old man scratched the back of his head. “I know that Resplendence field and the like don’t work. Soul of Zen didn’t fare any better.”

      Eternium tinkered with something in the background, then returned with a reply. “Soul of Zen takes stamina, and the Resplendence field takes mana. You have neither. However, you don’t have a chi bar either, which is what Empowerment is keyed to. Yet that still worked in the past. Rather well, I might add.”

      Artorian shrugged, stood, and tried to go Astra, which— “Whoa!”

      His form lit up like a beacon in the dark space, the light he gave off pouring through the shaped stained glass to create quite the visual landscape. He blinked at himself in confusion, looking himself over as the power radiated from his being. “Huh? But I’m in a mental space, and nothing else works!”

      The dungeon was quiet when Artorian wished he’d say something, but when the glass body began to build again, Eternium was clearly back. “Interesting Pylon interactions. Drop out of that and try Sustenance.”

      Artorian did so, and to his incredible surprise, that worked as well. “Why? I don’t understand. I mean, I’m happy I’ve got tools, but why?”

      Eternium moved the screen so it was a touch farther away, but was bigger overall. “Both of these abilities are chi reliant, yet you don’t have a chi bar. The Pylons look at the Imprisonment effect, lock those avenues first, then let you pass through with anything not gated. Because you don’t have a chi bar, the Pylons can’t lock it off. Yet your abilities allow you to activate as if you do, even if it’s keyed to another one. The Pylons don’t appear to be smart enough to understand this passing-the-ball problem.”

      Artorian then tried Ki Arrows, but nothing happened. His attempt did perk Eternium up, as his voice carried a hint of amusement. “Well, that was interesting. Ki Arrows convert energy, and you’re still at zero from mana burn. So it failed to trigger because you couldn’t satisfy the loading order. Good to see that works. You may want to reactivate Empowerment, though perhaps don’t use Astra. You can’t sustain the stamina regeneration loss.”

      The old man did so, bumping it as high as he could without triggering the super form. “How’s that?”

      Eternium checked something, and replied with a pensive sound. “Mmm. Works well enough. Want me to just pass your time until something interesting happens? We can still talk about your abilities of course, but you’re not going to succumb to anything a Psychomancer can throw at you. Your attributes are now higher than theirs, and your skills are negating most of their attacks outright before you even need to make a willpower defense check. Until someone saves your Core, or otherwise gets you out of that predicament, you’ll be here. Though I expect you to hit possession immunity before the thirty days are up, and this time, they won’t be able to automatically succeed in imprisoning you again when the duration expires.”

      Artorian finally heard something he liked. “Are you telling me that in a month or so, I will jailbreak myself if nobody comes to the rescue? While I’m on the moon? Sounds like an excellent slice of vengeance-flavored cake if you ask me.”

      Eternium’s screen nodded, as that wasn’t wrong. Then he gave Artorian the bad news. “Indeed. Though, to forewarn you: Before I came to talk to you, I implemented an idea I received from Yves—I mean Titania. You will self-jailbreak in that event, yes. After which, you have two minutes before the gravity squishes you, and not a second more. Instead of realm-bypass squishing being instant.”

      Artorian’s smile dropped from his face entirely. “I didn’t take the Bifrost to get up here.”

      Eternium repeated that to cement the truth in. “You didn’t take the Bifrost to get up here.”
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      Nivila cursed his way up and down the moon’s inner sanctum hallways, occasionally pulling some hair out due to frustration. “A month! I have spent a whole month trying to crack this nut, and I have come up with nothing. Nothing!”

      Breaking some abandoned office wares in his meowing rampage, he made sure to knock every single item from every flat surface he could lay his paws on. Purely out of spite. When he returned to the central chamber—both out of breath and looking frazzled, like he’d been electrocuted—Nivila slunk down into one of the chairs just to feel defeated.

      Minos sat across from him, calm High Elven hands neatly folded. “Problem?”

      Nivila waved his paw in the air. “Oh no~o, of course not! Why would there be problems? We have, what, hours, before he pops out of that Core? I feel like I’m bashing my head into an iron plate with every attempt, and I have done everything save literally breaking that rock open to lick the remnants.”

      The coal panther counted on his claws. “I have used every ability I have. I have pulled in Psychomancers by the droves to all break in at the same time, over and over, without pause. I have snatched up witches, hexers, jinxers, and more… only to come up like a dry hairball. What is that monster made of? Pure mental-o-manium? Some metal we don’t know about that gives me a spiky headache when I try to possess it?”

      Nivila conjured some ice just to put it in a bag and shove it onto his forehead. “Ay-ay-ayy. My noggin. Tell me you’ve had more success.”

      Minos responded by placing a cleaner, smoother version of the Opalite Prison on the table. “Even better than the last one. Give or take forty minutes, and we use this the moment he pops out. Show Barry we’re all very useful. He’s been sensitive about respect lately.”

      The High Elves both looked around the chamber to make sure Barry wasn’t here. Then continued the conversation. “My heart freezes every time I think of it, Minos. He’s been hungry, and I’ve delivered only failure.”

      The crafter grit his teeth in reply, speaking through clenched teeth. “We’re all starving, Niv. At least you got to eat all those snacks you brought in when they failed to Corebreak. My stamina is taking brutal hits and I am not doing much better in the other departments. How’s the war going?”

      Nivila slowly morphed into his Elven form so he could knead the bridge of his nose. “Awful… just… awful. Robar is either dead, in hiding, or missing. Hasn’t shown up to a meeting since the last time we saw him. I’m officially next on the chopping block. Svartalfheim is being invaded from both Alfheim and Midgard, and Robar was already losing the local struggle against the Dwarves.”

      He sank back further into his seat. “We have zero news or intelligence from Vanaheim. The cows are gone. The demons are gone. That realm is dreadfully silent and essentially a total loss since the fall of Mu. Jotunheim… abyss, I can scarcely spare the time to go give orders. Even if I do, it’s just to move a hive so the mercury insects can keep replicating and continue the assault.”

      Minos crossed his arms. “You have replicating mercury. You should be swimming across the land to complete victory. What’s the hold up? That sounds like a win without oversight.”

      Niv just shook his head. “Can’t make mercury from nothing. My ants and beetles need to consume metal and transfigure it via digestion. The enemy is somehow able to move a mountain-sized crab across country-sized distances in the blink of an eye. We’re losing metal deposits left and right. I’m in a resource war, and losing because I can’t be present all the time to direct… since someone had the bright idea to make me do the possession work.”

      Minos shrugged when the Savant shot him a baleful glare. “It’s not any better in Niflheim. There’s a three-way war between sapient cheese, sapient fungus, and phosgen. My demons are collateral and any kind of social influence is impossible because all three of the blasted races are mentally linked to their own kind.”

      Nivila then realized Minos looked exhausted. Worse than him even, likely because he’d secured a steady food chain in the form of conscripted victims. “Celestials be cursed. That bad? What about the other three Savants?”

      Minos shook his head again. “You saw the state Hanekawa was in a month ago. The situation has somewhat improved, but a stalemate is not the same as a victory. Guttersnipe is doing well keeping Odin’s footing poor, but not making any real headway. Meanwhile Corvid… well, let’s say I’d rather be in a three-way turf war than get hunted by things I can’t see. Or worse, the things I can’t stop or fight that I can see.”

      Nivila placed his fingers together, squeezing the tips. “How did we enter with so many demons, almost make a successful breakout, and then get pushed back into a corner?”

      Minos weakly smiled, then motioned at the wall of Cores around them. “If we lose someone now? Permanent loss. I’m not going to pretend losing Yasura didn’t kick morale in the chin either. That hurt, and then the lower realms got put through the grinder. I don’t think we’re trying another breakout unless Barry finishes that strange master plan of his.”

      Nivila sighed with deep aggravation. “The one he won’t fully tell anyone about? I still don’t like that us dying is somehow a good thing for his plans. How is it a positive that us ending up in Cores is good for him? I’ll never understand the Devourer.”

      Just as a safety check, the High Elves leaned over to check the adjacent room again. Barry’s Core had moved locations in recent times, which was an event that had been pending ever since the big table was placed here. The smaller room hummed an ominous lime green, jolting with occasional sparks of yellow as his Iridium dug around in other Cores for… information.

      They both shuddered, and put it out of mind. Nivila looked to his counterpart. “How much longer?”

      Minos moved his hand, pulling up the timer. “Not much longer. Shall we go ahead and get into position, or tell Barry?”

      Nivila shrugged. “The Devourer said not to disturb him. Are you going to give him a reason to make you a snack?”

      The crafter paled, then threw the idea into the trash. “Not a chance in the abyss. I’ll just sit here and prepare to toss this. I’m too tired to want to do much else. Besides, after being subjected to your mental attacks for over a month, how much of a challenge could the hated one be?”

      Nivila chuckled, pulling up a chair next to Minos as he moved seats. “A walk in the Midgard realm as far as difficulty is concerned. I always did think Pencil’s reports were exaggerated. Sure, the hated one snuck into the moon for a bit, but the body was all wrong, and aside from bruised pride didn’t accomplish anything.”

      The Savants shared a dark chuckle, then waited for the timer. When it came down to the last few seconds, Minos went ahead and got up. “Alright, here he comes. Five, four, three…”

      Preparing to throw, Nivila went ahead and formed his panther claws just in case he needed to smack the hated one a few times to put it down. He did not expect for the room to explode with bright light, and for an incredibly jovial voice to yell out, “Timer, start-o!”

      Nivila had to shield his eyes while Minos tossed the rock, before he had to do the same. The response was not what they hoped for as they could hear a hand catch the Opalite Prison. “Aha! Exactly what I was looking for. That saves me some time. In that case—oooooh, look at that. Target number two! Hey, Forky! Good mooooornin’, sunshine!”

      The Savants could not keep up with the speed this sunspot moved, as the very wall and floor exploded in debris from the launch it took to completely skip building up speed. The bright flash bounced off another wall, then sped into Barry’s Core chamber only to swing down something that shone pink, and sounded particularly dense and heavy.

      *Denggg*!

      Minos, Nivila, and most everyone else in the vicinity, or anyone that was a member of the demon race with the appropriate tag, took sudden, severe pride damage. The Savants saw stars and gasped as they slumped to the ground clutching their jewels.

      They didn’t get the chance for a word before they needed to gasp again, as a detrimental and head-splitting *denggg*! filled the halls of the moon once more.

      Artorian glanced at his timer, then smirked wide before bringing his Iridium weapon, in the shape of a warhammer, down upon Forky’s Core with cathartic vengeance. He swung it with all the force of a veteran miner trying to get that last speck of metal out of the ground, and hammered with the consistency of a seasoned blacksmith.

      Every *denggg*! that rang out soon came coupled with unstoppable laughter. Each *denggg*! also convinced the demons that each new hammerfall hurt more than the last.

      The demons were so out of it that they didn’t even notice Artorian pause to check his timer almost a minute and a bit later. “Ah. Out of time, how’d I do?”

      A white and blue screen gave him a damage report, but it made Artorian *tsk* in disappointment. “So strength wasn’t actually the factor holding me back? Breaking one of these is deeply complicated. Interesting. I guess you live another day with a slightly more bruised, cracked Core than before, Forky. Don’t worry, this messenger will deliver something more effective next time.”

      Speeding out of Barry’s chamber, Artorian pulled the Opalite Prison out of his pocket as the timer reached the ten second countdown. He looked for a good spot, then decided the middle of the table would be perfect. Hurriedly changing the Iridium weapon’s shape, he carved a quick message into the moonwood, then he activated the rock and chose to lose the willpower check against the Opalite Prison before the timer hit zero.

      The light in the room ceased as abruptly as it had begun, and the Opalite Prison harmlessly thunked down onto the middle of the table. The gem lay undisturbed for a while as it took the demons hours to consider so much as flexing a toe, based entirely on how much they hurt, and how much lunch and sanity they had lost. Unlike last time, they had not been struck by a pillow from a mystery messenger with a measly five in the strength attribute.

      This time? This time was definitely worse.

      By the time a wheezing Savant crawled their way up the table to see the Opalite gem just lying there, Minos groaned upon reading the message. “Oh, great.”

      Nivila took twenty minutes longer, but eventually made it to a seat. There was much more ice involved this time. “What?”

      The Savant looked at the message through bleary eyes, then sucked in a hissed breath. “Oh, I don’t like that one bit.”

      The message on the table simply read: “Next time: You.”

      Nivila dropped his head to the table only to regret the act immediately; that had been too large of a movement. Minos just shared the sentiment and nodded before croaking out some broken speech. “I don’t even understand, ‘you’ what? What is that addressing? What does it mean? Why am I so celestially frightened by one tiny word? Savants know no fear.”

      Nivila groaned in reply. “No, but we know suffering like it’s a currency, and this hated one just proved to be rich. I was wrong. Pencil understated nothing. We need to approach this differently, also to throw this to Caro and Corvid. I refuse to keep sticking my neck out. My whiskers feel bent, and crooked, and they weren’t even touched.”

      Minos turned his gaze to the Core lying on the table. “Forget the plan. I’ma kill it.”

      “Get in line.” The broken voice of the Devourer rose slow and with sputtered effort as he wandered cloudily out from the other chamber. Barry was so irate, he couldn’t even form a proper corporeal form. “I’ll be killing him first.”

      Green gas surged toward the Opalite Core, but before it could properly envelop and encase Artorian’s prison, Barry’s attack fell to pieces. “You are abyssing me!”

      Infuriated, he made the notice he just received visible to the other two.

      

      Notice!

      Soul attack attempts were rebuked.

      Entity is under the effect of: Absolute Unit.

      The Soul Item of the unique entity, Barry the Devourer, has too small of a mouth not to choke when attempting to eat this target. The attempt has been nullified. Chew on something your own size and stick to the bottom of your well, froggy.

      

      When Nivila and Minos both failed to hold in their amused chuckles, Barry ate them both on the spot.
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      Eternium, Oberon, Yuki, and Merli all laughed with hopeless abandon as Titania relayed, in exquisite detail, the happenings of the one minute and fifty-five seconds of Artorian’s moon-time. “So then right before I leave, since Barry can’t even pick up the Opalite Prison, he shows his only two demons within a league’s radius the smackdown notice Eternium made. They can’t help themselves even through all the pain, and start giggling. Right in front of him! Then the doofus eats them both!”

      The laughter heightened raucously a moment, with some sputtering and knee-slapping before the gathered bunch could breathe normally. “So now he’s menacingly hovering there, to nobody. Glaring daggers at Artorian’s Opalite because there’s nothing he can do, and now he needs to wait at least an hour before the next closest demon shows up to put it back on the wall. He can’t even leave the room!”

      Oberon heaved in a breath, slapping himself on the chest as his laughing fit turned into some coughing. “Wasn’t… *mfhm*. Wasn’t one of those demons the primary crafter for the prison Cores in the first place? That means no more new stock.”

      Titania, currently seated in her human form, nodded with a gleeful smile.

      Oberon sighed, pressed his face into both his hands, and looked like he melted slightly while gazing at Titania. He seemed to completely forget anything else existed in the room when he spoke. “You’re so lovely.”

      Titania flushed, glanced to all the other eyes in the room who seemed to be doing their best to give them some space even though they were huddled. “Hush, you… Later.”

      Artorian smirked wide, shot Titania a big wink, and of course immediately had a dangerous spoon leveled at his nose. She wasn’t even holding it. Artorian just giggled and put his hands up while trapped in Yuki’s lap. “I’m behaving, I’m behaving!”

      Titania *mhm’d* sternly, then removed the spoon. “You’re more likely to blow up another sun before that ever happens. ‘Behaving,’ my shiny foot.”

      More laughter erupted from the small group, and when it faltered, Yuki prodded Merli in the shoulder. He looked up while wiping some tears from his eyes. “Hm? Yes, dear?”

      Yuki raised a cold eyebrow. “Now that we have seen the playback through the screens, I have some confusion. How were you able to affect all the demons if you were so low on Mana that Merli can barely move? What is that new weapon, and what skill did you use on that green Core? You have no practice in mining or smithing, and even in Eternia you have lacked the opportunity to gain such knowledge. What happened in the month you spent with Eternium?”

      Artorian shared a glance with the dungeon, then looked back up to Yuki. “Well, Eternium and I went over every single one of my abilities and skills. There was a point where Scilla came back, and I underwent a tribulation that took place in the Socorro desert. Technically, I’m A-rank six now. Don’t clap. Then somewhere along the line I got word through Eternium that Dani had stepped in to solve my Iridium weapon issue, and gave me something to feel better about Urcan.”

      Yuki blinked at him, then nodded. “I will confer with those at the tea table when I have a chance to return and bring this up. You look tired, Dreamer, consider slumbering soon. Merli cannot handle being awake with this much fervor, and if you still had Mana, you would have used it by now.”

      Artorian looked away shyly, then buried himself in the fluff cocoon. “Perceptive little…”

      Yuki *hmmm’d* loudly in a questioning tone, shutting the young lad up right away while everyone else burst into glorious laughter again. They were secretly even making a point tally for who could shush Artorian the most. So long as it was an allowable circumstance.

      Artorian sighed, and assented with a nod. “Yes, Mo~o~o~om.”

      Laughter and hiccupping filled the tiny chamber, though this time when it petered out, people stood up. Yuki gave her Dreamer some head rubs, sneaking in a question. “Tribulations? Poor boy. The Fire Soul explained to me that I was on the power gathering track, which is… embarrassingly easy in Cal. Are they difficult?”

      A small grunt replied from the bundle, but some words followed as the others were picking up their things. They’d come prepared with some snacks and drinks this time. “This last one… I need to talk to Dawn when I’m able. I need to share it with her. I think what I experienced again will become bearable when she can give me her perspective. Then I will be fine. Tribulations are… not named as such lightly. My next one is in the Fringe, and then… then it all becomes a mystery.”

      Yuki nodded, tucked him in so she could keep the small child safe, then looked up to wave everyone out as they all popped from the chamber. Though she did shoot Eternium a sly wink, making him momentarily stumble before he vanished. Yuki then smirked wide. “I am starting to learn the enjoyment of… being coy.”

      When she didn’t receive a response other than soft snoring, she checked on her bundle. Finding Merli to be asleep, she dimmed the lights with a smile and returned to her own, silent comforts.

      Artorian opened his eyes in what had become a sizable building made entirely of stained glass. Within the structure, a figure of the same materials walked around, steadily inspecting the tiniest detail before altering a component so small that Artorian couldn’t even see it.

      As if that would deter him from being the Ascended of Love. “Yuki seems to like you.”

      Eternium twitched which, as a stained-glass construct, was incredibly visible. “It appears she does. Though I’m afraid an entity like me would only bore her. I spend barely any time at rest, you see. That’s no way to treat someone, and she clearly values quality time greatly. I shall find her words endearing, but pursue and request nothing.”

      Artorian became firmly interested in a patch of empty space for a moment, contemplating… things. “Of course, old boy. I understand. I won’t jab at you then.”

      Eternium nodded his glass head. “Appreciated.”

      Artorian’s sly smile then grew a whole size. “I, of course, cannot be held responsible for anything Yuki may say or do, however.”

      Eternium stopped crafting, then turned to face the floating human entirely. “I should never have let you listen to that music while I was making the narthex. Now it’s stuck in you, isn’t it?”

      The floating man playfully shrugged, then hovered over to one of the spare screens Eternium left around for him. Artorian gave it a few touches, then inspected his own character sheet. “The presentation does look much cleaner. I still don’t know which side of the coin I favor, though.”

      Eternium continued his work on the cathedral while replying. “What do you mean? Ah, between having many skills, where some are only useful for a niche, but save your keister when they do, or having many general skills that are frequently usable?”

      Artorian nodded, then shook his head no, then nodded again, undecided. “I’m also still stuck on the whole ‘not very appealing’ problem. The game, while it’s growing on me, still isn’t quite for me? Hopefully someone told you that the whole reason I went into archery was to retain my sanity and composure here?”

      The screen hummed and made a green checkmark appear. Eternium was half-present, but still kept enough of his ear to the ground for a reply.

      Artorian was used to it, then perked up. “Oh, I think I’m being attacked?”

      The screen showed him a question mark, after which Eternium returned to reply using the glass body. “That does not appear to be the case. You are being transported. Off the moon? What’s this now? We should not have any agents in place this soon, and I don’t see why Barry would remove you from his immediate presence. Titania should be tethering you. I will send a query.”

      Artorian said nothing while waiting, crossing his arms since he wasn’t going to do much except defend anyway. When Eternium returned, the expression on his glass face changed to appear puzzled. “A white-necked raven has snatched your Opalite Prison up, and is flying you to Vanaheim. I am… mighty confused. A moment, please.”

      Artorian wasn’t sure why Eternium asked for more time, as he really wasn’t doing much else. Could he be? Was it time for another ‘try everything’ round of enthusiastic wiggling? The last time he’d beaten some mook’s face in as a crown. Any chance he could figure out a similar skill with the Core?

      Eternium’s screen ping distracted him. A moving image from Titania’s point of view appeared, and there was indeed some kind of dark bird ferrying him to Vanaheim. The markings looked suspicious.

      Artorian spoke hesitantly. “Tim? I’m pretty sure that’s a Savant-class demon.”

      Eternium confirmed it with a green checkmark, then spoke from his cream and blue screen. “Appears to be so. Perhaps they want some kind of parlay. Or if one is lucky, another turncoat. There is never just one, if there is ever one. Soni cannot be that much of an outlier, and I feel he was simply the first to ditch his market.”

      Artorian frowned. “His market?”

      Eternium walked his glass body closer so he could emote. “Have you ever been a merchant? In business, there are three ways to get ahead. Be smarter, be first, or cheat. Now those that cheat tend to encounter their comeuppance in one way or another, and while I am frequently more intelligent than any competition I might have, I sure find it much easier to just be first. Soni, in this case, was first. Meaning that if this second demon is also trying to leave their market, then they are trying to be intelligent, or they are trying to cheat.”

      The stained-glass face formed a smile. “Either way, you’ll know soon. It appears they’ll be letting you out. I’m afraid that also cuts short our time. Anything else before this space is no longer as conveniently empty as it is?”

      Artorian scratched at his chin. “Yes, the next specialization bump. Did you like my ideas?”

      Eternium chuckled in amusement. “I liked them plenty and most of the matter is handled. You need only shoot one more valid target with a ballista, and we can transfer your upgrade right over. Besides, I really need to see if this pass-the-ball bypass can be intentionally implemented. If it can, I have more work, so since you’re so kindly willing to help test, I won’t mind the temporary setback. Mind you, the workaround still won’t solve Endless Mana Burn.”

      Artorian made the ‘giving up’ motion by shrugging his hands upward. “That’s life. We’ll figure it out. So long as I can relax and find my own little corner of the world to stand on, I’ll be able to finish this mission with a clear mind. Even if I currently still have a cracked Core. Speaking of, I really need to see about a pause point to go mend that issue. You know why.”

      The glass construct patted his back. “Forky must be forked. Of course I understand. If we can sort this momentum out and move it forward just a realm or two more, you may be able to do exactly that. I suggest heading to Muspelheim once you’re out and have your specialization sorted. Midgard went ahead without you, though Brianna did convince them. I’m sure they will be pleased to see you upon your return. Speaking of, your DE deficit is handled, as far as I’m concerned. Keep tabs on it.”

      Artorian considered that. “You recommend I take it day by day, check them at dawn, use them, and get a move on?”

      Eternium’s shoulders moved as if he enjoyed a small laugh. “I enjoy your cleverness, Ascended of Love. Indeed, I would recommend such. Also, should you have a moment, go over your refurbished skill and ability list with Titania. The whole thing. It may be rough going for a bit to grind through all that new text, but she will appreciate not needing to dig it up. Plus, it’s a good refresher for you to see what all you have. If you do find more skills that you want to throw into our little soul forging project, then use the new feature in your character screen.”

      Artorian tried to recall the conversation. “Ah, didn’t you mention that it would be costly and take time, occasionally requiring rare resources?”

      The glass construct motioned that was incorrect. “We need to test if it works as intended at the core level first. There will be no costs, no required materials, and no downtime. I need this working in the event one of Cal’s predictions is correct, and we encounter people without a center that need one. The mind, body, and soul need to be tethered for cultivation to occur. Or for someone without a center to survive in a place that is rich in Essence. Those who already have a center need not worry, as this becomes just another game function.”

      Artorian lay on the floor of the stained-glass cathedral, then did some basic stretches. “I know a few more that could go. I’ll give it a go my friend. First, demon parlay?”

      Eternium nodded, his cathedral vanishing as the scene of Artorian’s Silverwood Tree and dusk scene returned to the forefront. Artorian’s body was back, while Eternium’s voice confirmed the next task on the to-do list. “Demon parlay.”
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      Corvid was not feeling comfortable. Or safe. Or any such thing. Starving, perhaps? The hunger was always at the forefront lately, and she just couldn’t put it out of mind. Not when it sapped her attributes and mental faculties alike.

      The last ‘meeting’ with Barry had been the final straw. Demons were used to oppression. They were used to being yelled at, manipulated, threatened, and a whole slew of other such acts that formed the core of their society. Except that, in their old society, they were still pretty much superior to anything else outside of that society. Any time they were summoned, what they had to deal with were playthings, snacks, trivialities, and amusements.

      Eternia changed all that.

      Here they were, as vulnerable as the weakest land-tiller, actually felt pain when it was inflicted, and definitely feared for their lives. Normally when a demon died, they just went back to the Abyss. Here, they were trapped. Yet if Barry ate one of them… that was it. That was the end. Final death. This bleak reality put some new perspective on old ways of life, and Corvid was not the only demon undergoing serious changes to their psychology and general outlook on that life.

      Stealing the Opalite Core right in front of Barry had been a most dangerous gamble. Corvid had perhaps two seconds when Barry wasn’t paying attention to undertake a plan she’d been hatching for months. When the Imp moved to take the Core from the table after Barry ordered the frightened-out-of-his-mind demon to put it back on the wall, Corvid had zipped in, snatched both, and zipped out.

      The Imp had immediately become food. There was no way around it. No stamina meant no flight, and Corvid was already suffering heavy status demerits.

      Undoing the Opalite Prison’s effect was easy. She just willed the prison to open while the opal laid in her High Elf hand. When the light burst forth, Corvid reflexively tossed the gem away as a hint of panic brushed across her senses. Her danger sense skill screamed at her, but it was too late to back away.

      The path was either forward into treachery, or backward into the maw.

      She expected the person known as ‘the hated one’ to appear, but that wasn’t quite what she got. Rather than a body, white fog filled the general vicinity as it spilled forth from the Opalite. Sunlight broke and refracted against the fog as lines pierced through, rather than diffuse the rays as she expected fog would.

      Along with the clean mist came the strange music.

      The tone was deep, dark, and demanding. A choir erupted that sang from the throat, while a thunder-fueled orchestra beat an oversized drum to the gait of someone’s slow footsteps. A someone that approached through the fog with eyes of sunlight and a body made of solid, swirling cosmos.

      When the being spoke, his voice did not originate from the humanoid shape. His voice instead came from all around, anywhere the fog was. The sound of which somehow carried both gravity and weight, forcing Corvid to a knee. “Have you come to parlay, demon?”

      Shooting a hand up, Corvid gritted her teeth under the pressure. “I want to join you!”

      The pressure didn’t relent, and Artorian spoke more as he approached. This caused the weight on Corvid to increase, who was soon flattened to a patch of Vanaheim ground that was beginning to buckle and compress down around them. “Are you… certain?”

      “No, I’m Corvid.”

      Artorian really just wanted to slash the neck and be done with it, even if he said he’d come to talk. The joke was the only thing that stayed his hand; the urge and drive to wipe demons from the map had not just mysteriously vanished with Soni’s sudden change in allegiance.

      Corvid, however, surprised him when she barely managed to free a coin from her inner pocket. The raven offered it as her High Elf form became too difficult to sustain, and Artorian eased down to pick the coin up from the offering wing. He didn’t need to inspect it. A glance was enough to see the spider motif on one side, while a number value was imprinted upon the other.

      He recognized the material type. “Silver from Jotunheim. A coin from…”

      Reading the scripting around the coin’s edge, he raised a brow. The side of the item read ‘The Autarchy of Arachne.’ Flipping the silver back over, he now easily recognized the shape of Zelia, as the embossed spider that had been marked on the coin. “Very well, demon. You have bought your one chance.”

      The pressure lifted, the fog cleared, and the music dimmed until it was gone altogether. Corvid heaved in a breath just to cough it out. There was no celestial being standing before her. Just a forty-year-old man wearing a simple robe and basic clothing. He could hardly have been said to look noteworthy or important, just someone’s father that had strayed from the village a shrubbery too far.

      Corvid knew better than to fall for the ruse. That appearance was a guise. One she saw plenty of on a daily basis anytime she had to engage with other demons on any topic. Conversation beat out returning to her stationed post, so the raven moved to sit on its butt, feet outstretched. “Glad… glad to have bought it.”

      Artorian played with the coin for the moment, then decided to play into the demon’s perceptions, and play the game. His voice was normal when he spoke. Not quite the aged grandfather, but definitely not the chipper child. “How did you know?”

      When there wasn’t a response to his playful mischief, he had a second look at the demon. Now that he paid attention, he could see that the bird was a wreck. A twitching, nervous, tired wreck. The raven looked thin, and kept swallowing even though there was nothing being chewed. “Never mind. Instead, how about this. You agree to sign a contract so I don’t have to worry about you playing paddle ball with your loyalty, and I take away that hunger you’re suffering from.”

      Corvid coughed out a reply. “Will it kill me?”

      Artorian considered it, but shook his head no. “I’m afraid that I have to give you the choice to prove me right. I expect you to betray me, you see.”

      The raven extended a wing. “Then provide me this paperwork. Abyss knows I’ve done my fair share of it.”

      That was sufficient for Artorian, who flared his Sustenance ability so it functioned as a field. He watched as the raven shuddered, drew a deep breath, and visibly improved in health as the seconds ticked by. The gray, mottled feathers fell away. The decrepit thinness faded. The glaze of her eyes became shiny. All in all, a restoration to good health where nutrition was considered. In no time at all, Corvid benefitted from the well-fed and well-hydrated perks.

      She looked like she was about to cry, but the act of it seemed to cause her physical pain. This left the demon stuck in a loop of being almost thankful, but being denied due to self-inflicted injury. Artorian took note of that. “Curious. It doesn’t appear that you are in control of the pain that keeps striking you? How interesting.”

      Artorian then looked over his shoulder, addressing an invisible source of green light that had been responsible for his additional dramatic entry earlier. Titania hadn’t needed to use much effort to convince him to be flashy, but he’d been surprised when the offer had come from her. “Is Oberon present for the… cocooning? Whatever it’s called to make the privacy space.”

      An orange light joined the green. To Artorian’s senses, the world flickered oddly, like the whole scene paused, then lazily chugged back into activity as time affected the land once more. An orange notice then popped up next to him.

      Artorian tugged it close and gave it a read.

      

      Message from: Oberon.

      All done. Same binding vows as Soni. Her name is Corvid, and she’s been separated from you for about a week’s worth of time. We did things more thoroughly this go around. To our surprise, she’s cooperative. Mischievous and wants to nick shiny trinkets, but cooperative.

      

      Nodding at the message, Artorian dismissed the notice, then turned back to the demon. “So, Corvid is it? Feels strange to know I’ve stood here for a second, yet a whole week has passed for you. I’m surprisingly more used to that than I expected. Are you all sorted?”

      No longer as burdened, Corvid eased into her High Elf form. Clothing seamlessly formed around her, and she stretched her arms out wide once the houppelande garment was complete. If anything, she appeared liberated. “We were never going to win. Yes, Sovereign, I’m well. There’s a limit to the number of shake-ups that can rattle a person when they happen one after the other. I know that, respectively, I only just brought you to Vanaheim.”

      Artorian smiled, nodding in understanding. “Yet it doesn’t feel like it. Why the naming convention? I don’t believe I’ve introduced myself?”

      The High Elf sat on a patch of grass, staring at the horizon. “Reports from Midgard that Caro and I have been… making disappear. Your followers know you as Sunny, Sovereign of the Sun. Demons in general don’t know your name at all, and refer to you as ‘Hated One.’ None know your identity, not if we handled our paperwork right. Considering I essentially just swapped my current allegiance for another, I may as well just swap the terms when it comes to which new boss I’m addressing.”

      Artorian held his chin, then shook his head. “Sunny will do. Titles are for… someone who cares. Are you planning to follow me, or go off?”

      Corvid snapped her eyes to him in abject confusion, her composure and body language one of uncertainty and distrust. “You’re… letting me go?”

      The human tilted his head to the side. “Do I have a reason to force you to stay? I’m taking a quick jaunt to Alfheim to pick up a tool I need, but after I have used it, I’m leaving it behind to head for Muspelheim. I personally would have considered Niflheim, b—”

      He stopped talking when seeing the horrid expression crossing Corvid’s High Elf face at the mention of Niflheim, then changed tracks. “Problem?”

      She nervously scratched the back of her shoulder blade, then bobbed her head. “You could say so. Has the Voice of the World informed you of all the things I told the Surpassed? I mean, the Incarnates?”

      Artorian was giving her a look, so Corvid filled in. “Surpassed is the demoniac term for what you call an Incarnate. Or S-ranker, if that system is still in use.”

      The human understood, nodded, and let the matter drop. “No, Corvid, I have not been informed of too much yet. Are you inclined to walk with me and give me a rundown? Or would you rather leave?”

      The demon clearly seemed to think this was a trap, so got up from the grass and brushed herself off. “I’ll explain on the way.”

      It took three days for Artorian and Corvid to reach the Alfheim bridge. Or rather, three days while moving at Artorian’s ludicrous speed, with room for some naps in between when the sky got dark. Corvid was not used to being carried, but neither was she used to flying across the landscape at Mach five, dangerously close to the ground.

      Artorian still received the benefit of the wealth that was the demon information network, and decided he just had to talk to some of this sentient cheese. He also determined that, if Muspelheim fell, it might just be naptime given how the status quo looked. A hundred years sounded good. Surely that was enough time for people to build up something reasonably decent in his absence. This came with the downside that the event would also give Barry another hundred years, but the Devourer would have other problems to occupy him during that time.

      Crossing the Bifrost came with only one difficulty: someone was shooting bolts of onyx sunglass at him! Artorian bellowed as he ran forward. “Soni, stop firing! It’s me, you wide-eared dolt! I know you can hear me!”

      Dodging the bolts of sunglass wasn’t too difficult. Staying ahead of the shrapnel, on the other hand, came down to a test of speed. Given he’d stopped before crossing, that took some tempo and safe, straight road, the latter of which wasn’t available.

      After barely jumping out of the radius of more jagged obsidian—of course, all without looking behind him at the explosions—the sunglass stopped heading in his direction. Around the same time, a small bat had darted from an Elven tent and hacked the local foliage that lived around Ikaruga to pieces.

      A feat that brought great clamor and anger down upon him from the Elves that had painstakingly put them there. When Soni argued back and motioned at the bridge, Artorian hopped over their adorable anti-hel-cow barricade and landed so hard onto the ground that it caved and cratered in under his feet.

      Artorian beamed wide, his tone uplifting and jolly. “Helloooo, Soni! I brought you a new friend! She defected.”
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      Artorian shook wrists with Yiba Su Wong while the demons screamed scree-scree at one another. Each in equal measures of shock, as they just could not believe the other was still alive. For some reason, they both decided to do this in their animal forms. To all watching, it was great fun to see a raven and a bat squawk and chirp at one another. Both with wild hand motions, or their feathery equivalent.

      Artorian welcomed his old friend. “Good to see you, Yiba. I was surprised to learn you were here. Trouble?”

      Yiba smiled, but shook his head no. “Honored Ancient, I came for more advice from the knowledgeable Soni. My growing culture ran into some issues that could be easily solved with know-how, if only we had it. Master Soni has been instrumental in the securing of our people, and where we can find them. He has also been responsible for the border defense against the roving hordes, though their attacks have stopped of late. Will you be staying, Honored Ancient?”

      Artorian patted his hand over the one Yiba used to give him a handshake. “I’m not, old friend. Though must I remind you to please call me ‘Sunny’?”

      Yiba flushed red in the cheeks, embarrassed. “Ah, yes. Apologies, Sunny. Such things slip my mind. Thank you for your gift. The Yumi has been key in freeing my people. She is the most excellent bow. One of a kind.”

      The human looked away, just a little embarrassed by the praise before he let Yiba’s hands go. “Oh, well. I’m glad she’s doing you good. No, I’m here to let these two catch up. I need my ballista for a moment, with the hope there’s even a single target around. I expect you won’t be seeing or hearing much of me for about a hundred years soon, my friend. When I wake, I hope to see what you’ve built.”

      Yiba went slack-jawed, shocked at the information. He studied the elder up and down, but Sunny did not appear to be injured in any way. The impending disappearance must be for something else. Still, he said he’d be back, and Yiba would not question. “I will have something together in a hundred years to show you, dear friend Sunny. I hope it will make you proud. As for a target, we have a captured hel-cow we weren’t sure what to do with. It is being kept in a pen near the river, across that nearest hill, but eats more than we can provide it. It is also rather hostile, so domestication efforts are not looking fruitful.”

      Artorian pulled an Iridium hammer from his spatial ring, then formed the item into a pair of sunglasses to slide them onto his face. The luminance was building up in Alfheim, and he just didn’t want to bother with it. “I’ll place Ikaruga back on the stone when I’m done. Don’t feel a need to come looking for me, old friend. I’ll swing back around.”

      Yiba performed a respectful bow, then left Sunny to his devices as he left to calm the group of Elves clamoring about their plantwork being cut to shreds. The work of a leader was never done.

      Artorian watched him go for a moment, then glanced at the green light near him that appeared to bob in assent. He felt like Titania could read his mind, pleased he was getting things done right away.

      The tasks of the day ended quickly and without fanfare. The hel-cow ended up in a thousand meaty chunks, Ikaruga ended back on the stone platform, and Artorian nodded at the green light when it was all said and done. “Hold the specialization upgrade notice for a moment, would you? I’d like to relocate.”

      The light bobbed, and Artorian took off, displacing a small hill of dirt and stone in his wake. The sonic boom originating from his sound barrier-breaking launch let everyone know he was heading out. He crossed the Vanaheim Bifrost in record time, then zipped across the landscape for a few hours just to burn off some stress. A good run always did help him with that, though only if he wasn’t playing carriage.

      Coming to a standstill, an orange light hovered near his left shoulder, while a green one hovered to his right. Artorian pressed his hands to his hips, then looked up to the sky, his gaze dropping back down to the horizon shortly after. He drew a deep breath, then bounced on his toes a few times. “Is this far enough?”

      Oberon and Titania both stepped into physical existence in their human forms, which surprised the old man. He pointed his finger between the two. “Obi, didn’t you get on her case when I first entered, about…? Ah, never mind. That’s between you two.”

      He nodded to shake the thought, then got to what was on his mind. “Can I safely guess there’s a small war between everyone currently vying for my attention?”

      Oberon and Titania smiled and spoke at the same time, their poses clearly informing him they were very amused. “Yes.”

      Artorian sighed, then rolled his hand at the wrist. Titania gave him the list. “Dani wants a report on the Iridium weapon. Deverash is just about hacking into Pylons to bypass us and talk to you. Literally, with a pickaxe. As if the crystal-eating bugs weren’t bad enough.”

      He immediately needed to stop her. “Wow, wow. I knew about some insects living around the Pylons because they were warm. What’s this about them being eaten? Isn’t that a massive problem?”

      Oberon pitched in, and made some noises with his words for amusement. “You have no idea. Pylons have vewy vewy tiny Runescripting in them, so small changes cause big errors. These bugs are just going nyom nyom nyom. They’re swarms of scarab beetles, and we have no idea where they keep coming from. Each time we think we’ve quashed the infestation, a Pylon set will all of a sudden just… have them again.”

      Oberon then shot Artorian a very deep, slow wink. “Like the overflow Pylons responsible for shunting excess stamina drain to cause health damage. A real shame.”

      Titania gawped at him. “Is that why all of my classes are so messed up? Scarabs?”

      Oberon swiftly played stupid. “What?”

      Titania slapped her forehead. “Just… go kill my enemies.”

      Artorian looked between the two, but ‘go kill my enemies’ appeared to be some kind of joke between them, rather than some important event he’d missed. He decided not to pry, and instead get back on topic. “Just Deverash and Dani?”

      Titania heavily waved her hand no. “You’ve got a query from someone called ‘Yorn,’ through a divine prayer. He wants to become a Paladin of yours, which needs permission. You have a slew of backlogs that… honestly, I’m just going to delete. The log would take us a book’s worth of writing just to talk this all out, and I want to see you activate this new specialization and shoot some things with it. The description looks marvelous.”

      Oberon nodded with extreme agreement.

      Artorian worried for a moment that his head would pop off from sheer nodding speed. His orange friend then spoke up. “We also need to get your DE mess sorted, unless you’d rather do that with Deverash, but there are some new features in general you ought to know about. Champions, for example. On an unrelated note, if you could tell us where you’re going, that would be great.”

      He shot an orange thumb over his shoulder. “Muspelheim is thataway. You’re heading straight for the Niflheim bridge. I was made aware that Corvid filled you in on the news and prominent locations.”

      Artorian pressed the tips of his pointer fingers together, hoping they hadn’t noticed. “Crackers. Fine. I want to see the sentient cheese before hitting the warpath again. It’s not like I’ll have much to do in Vanaheim. I hear that realm is essentially a vacant lot.”

      The Wisps shared a glance, then soured since he wasn’t wrong. Titania spoke. “Yes… that’s correct. We’re not exactly happy about that, but hel-cows didn’t allow for anything other than hel-cows. A common story for most anything that comes from Hel.”

      Artorian took the Iridium glasses from his face, then formed the item into a polearm that was essentially an elongated khopesh on a stick. “You can tell Dani that her item is wonderfully useful, but that it doesn’t adhere to sticking to merely weapon forms. The item description is… very Dani.”

      Not wanting to keep the Wisps in suspense, he just showed them the weapon entry.

      

      Name: Context Sensitive

      Material: Pure Iridium

      Rarity: Dani

      Damage: Contextual

      Special Quality: Sensitive

      Special Ability: It does what I need it to, when I need it to.

      

      Oberon reached for the screen in awe. He had never seen value fields so thoroughly trashed before. “There’s… there’s supposed to be only numbers in the damage section. How did she get a word in there? What is this special ability? Artorian, show me!”

      Artorian chuckled, then brought the rest up to read in Dani’s voice.

      

      Damage: Contextual

      Contextual damage is relative based on the form, function, size, and other context sensitive factors involved with the item’s current shape and intended purpose. If a hammer, then it will do hammer damage. If a ballista, then it will do siege engine damage. Not. Complicated.

      Special Quality: Sensitive

      The Sensitive quality checks and measures the user’s current need. The item then responds automatically based on surface thought or directed guidance.

      Special Ability: It does what I need it to, when I need it to.

      Why do I even need to explain this? It’s done, send it to Eternium. What do you mean I need to fill something into this field? It does what I need it to do, how is that complicated? When I need it to cut, it’s a sword. When I need it for butter, it’s a butter knife. When it’s a Gnome-shaped Wisp paddle, it needs to paddle indignant little newlights on the keister!

      

      Both Oberon and Titania giggled, incredibly amused by the entry until that last line. Titania cleared her throat, then gently pushed the notice away. “We will, uh, say it is still being tested. Specialization time?”

      Artorian chuckled, dismissed the panel, and held his arms out wide. “Let’s have it! I had some input on this one, so I’m real excited!”

      Titania sputtered out a laugh, then nodded and pulled the screen back up. “Here, just press accept.”

      Artorian did so, then beamed as the information came in.

      

      Notice!

      You have reached the tenth level in your second specialization, and have unlocked all requirements and crossed all thresholds for your third one. Third specialization unlocked! Your performance has been custom reviewed, and a brand-new specialization has been created based on your unique, individual path.

      Specialization: Spirit Ballista (Unique)

      Congratulations! You are responsible for the creation of a Legendary specialization! Why use mere conventional weaponry, when you are a master and herald of the unconventional? This specialization is a true masterpiece, dependent on the combination of one’s skill and spirit.

      Every 2 levels of this specialization, you will gain a +3 to every attribute except for Karmic Luck.

      

      Artorian felt… underwhelmed. He accepted it, of course, but based on the enthusiasm of both the Wisps, and his talks with Eternium, he’d been expecting something… more? “Am I… missing something?”

      The Wisps smirked at him. “Just wait, the skills will populate shortly. The first one will knock your socks off.”

      Artorian wasn’t so sure, but when the screen appeared, he pulled it close for a thorough read.

      

      Ability gained: Spiritual Weapon.

      By investing a percentage of your spirit bar, or chi bar if you lack one, you can conjure a spiritual weapon into existence, such as a Tower Ballista. This ability belongs to the Ascended Monk class. Notice! You have mana, not spirit or chi. The Generalist class will allow mechanics of the existing math to be kept the same.

      Flat cost: Twenty percent of total spirit.

      A valid spiritual weapon counts as any armament that the conjurer either has proficiency or a weapon mastery skill in. Current listing: Polearms, Bows, Monk weapons, Tonfa, Unarmed Weapons, and Siege Engines.

      Function: By investing twenty percent of your spirit bar, you permanently bring a spiritual weapon of one type into the world, for as long as that cost is sustained. If this weapon requires ammunition, the cost will be deducted in the following descending order, should the higher available load order energy not be available: spirit—chi—mana—stamina—health.

      Function: A spiritual weapon acts on its own accord, using the attributes currently in use on the conjurer’s character sheet. It will not move further than fifty feet from the conjurer, and is limited to moving at the conjurer’s base speed. The mode of transport for a spiritual weapon is set to ‘Hover.’ The weapon is also limited to the conjurer’s skill levels to determine its efficacy. Each spiritual weapon acts as if wielded by the conjurer, even if the conjurer is not actively doing so.

      Function: A spiritual weapon may use any skill applicable to the current weapon form, that the conjurer has on their character sheet. It may do so at will, so long as the relevant cost can be paid. As an example, bows may choose to use Ki Arrows, Trick Shots, and Tactics. Tonfa may use all listed maneuvers, while siege weaponry may benefit from sizing, and any bow-related skills that can apply due to a prior specialization.

      It is due to this prior specialization that this ability is expected to focus on the ballista, thus the naming of the new specialization.

      

      Artorian felt touched, then saw the smaller cream and light blue notice that came with it. When he tapped the panel, Tim’s notice narrated itself.

      

      Personal note from Eternium:

      My friend. You mentioned once that you enjoy it when you are able to exercise your cleverness. That the utilization of your mind to overcome complications, by means of utility molded in intriguing manners, brings a sense of life to your heart. It is my sincere wish that you find this new specialization, and accompanying ability, in good taste. I hope that the flexibility of this toy brings you joy. Go be clever, old boy.
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      Artorian felt a Nixie Tube light up above his head. He moved Context Sensitive into his hand, then looked back and forth between the tool and the new ability. “I’m genuinely touched. It seems more than one person had the same idea.”

      Oberon smiled and shrugged nonchalantly. “What can I say? Advice is easy to give when people keep asking the same questions. You like doing things your way, but you’ll use the toys in your belt when you’re able. You have the ability to cheat, but aside from some outstanding circumstances, you’re not abusing it.”

      He tapped his own chest. “As the Wisp to this dungeon, I can’t say I don’t appreciate that.”

      The human nodded, then morphed the context-sensitive weapon into a new under-robe, plus pants. The material appeared rather shimmery and gray, but he eased the extra layer on regardless, shaping them under his existing clothing. Which, in comparison, looked drab. “How do I keep going through clothing this fast?”

      Titania had an answer and stuck her finger into the air, but didn’t say it before deciding to shake her head no. “We have far more important matters to get to. Yorn, as an example.”

      Artorian perked up at the name, recalling the young Dwarf with a penchant for putting his axe in the right place. “True. I did want to do something nice for the lad. Alright, fine, I know Dev likely wants to chew into this, but I’ll hear you two out first. What’s all the new Divine stuff?”

      Oberon rubbed his hands together, making a whole fat slew of large golden-bordered notices populate Artorian’s vision, who had to take a step back.

      “Biscuits!”

      

      Deity: Rank 7.

      The rank of a deity determines the breadth and reach of their powers. Each rank comes with a merit, which unlock new ways to gain even more Divine Energy.

      Existing Information:

      First Rank merit: You may now gain Divine Energy from followers.

      Followers generate up to 25 DE a day.

      Second Rank merit: You may now gain Divine Energy from Altars.

      Altars generate 50 DE a day.

      Third Rank merit: You may now gain Divine Energy from Shrines.

      Shrines generate 100 DE a day.

      Fourth Rank merit: You may now gain Divine Energy from Temples.

      Temples generate 250, 500, and 1,000 DE daily in order of rank.

      New Information:

      Fifth Rank merit: You may now gain Divine Energy from Cathedrals.

      Cathedrals generate 5,000 DE a day.

      Sixth Rank merit: You may now gain Divine Energy from Monuments.

      Monuments generate 10,000 DE a day.

      Seventh Rank merit: You may now gain Divine Energy from The Reliquary.

      The Reliquary generates 20,000 DE a day.

      

      Artorian whistled, impressed. “Rank seven? Well, well, that’s unexpected. I thought that with Brianna joining the fray, my numbers would go down, not up. What’s this Reliquary thing? It has a rather ominous ‘The’ in front of it. Is there only one?”

      Titania didn’t have an answer and looked to Oberon, who was looking a few things up to answer. “The Reliquary is aptly named. Remember how the system asked you to give up legendary items? They get stored in The Reliquary. Whoever holds The Reliquary also holds all the weapons in it. We figured that was a fitting boon. Plus we ran out of major landmarks that could give Divine Energy. The structure is actually a massive stained-glass cathedral resting on an equally massive cloudbed. Didn’t you see Eternium make it?”

      Artorian’s copper fell, after which he sagely nodded. “Let’s move on to the next prompt. The message looks like a big one.”

      

      Divine Energy Shop.

      Listed options will be numbered.

      One:

      Experience conversion:

      DE can be traded out at a 100:1 ratio. Meaning 100 points of DE energy becomes 1 experience point. This conversion can be activated to function passively, trading in all possible Divine Energy when the day timer ticks over.

      

      Two:

      Altering alignment requirements:

      When a person aligns with you, thus choosing you as their deity and becoming your follower, they must follow your rules to retain that connection. You are allowed to set prerequisites they must follow to retain that alignment. Failure to follow this requirement will remove their connection to you.

      Notice: The first alteration is free.

      

      Three:

      Altering boon benefits:

      Your boon currently causes: minor health regeneration (constant).

      First Alteration: Erases demons rather than provide regeneration.

      

      Four:

      Divine sense improvement:

      A Divine sense can be an extended function of any skill or ability that deals with gathering or gaining empirical information. That is, the information gained via your normal senses, such as sound, touch, taste, or smell.

      Cost variable depending on the sense desired.

      Notice: The first Divine sense is free.

      

      Five:

      Divine abilities:

      Cost variable depending on the ability desired.

      Send a Query per specific ability.

      

      Six:

      Divine skills:

      Cost variable depending on the skill desired.

      Send a Query per specific ability.

      

      Seven:

      Title assignment:

      Cost variable depending on the title granted.

      As a Divine, you may grant titles to anyone you see fit. The cost, complexity, and effect of the title will change depending on the factors involved. No Query is necessary, the cost will simply adjust to fit the desired effect.

      

      Eight:

      Destroy a loose end.

      Notice: Try me!

      

      Nine:

      Domain Expansion.

      Current domain: All that light can touch.

      Effect: Teleportation links between beacons.

      Current linked structure type: Error.

      Notice: Try me!

      

      Ten:

      Assign Champions.

      Notice: Try me!

      

      Titania needed to look away and blink her eyes open and closed a few times. “Can we not make notices that large? My eyes dried out.”

      Artorian quirked a brow and turned to her. “Blink during reading? Are you forgetting how to be human?”

      Titania rubbed her eyes, grumbling. “You’d be amazed how easily small, little things like that can slip when you stop spending time in a human form. So, yes, I might be. I’ll work on it. Can we get back to it? Too many of those say ‘try me’ for my liking.”

      Artorian turned his attention back to more prompts.

      

      Deity: Rank 7.

      Follower count: One million, one hundred four thousand, and one.

      Followers generate up to 25 DE a day.

      DE gained per day: 27,600,025

      Altar count: One-hundred and ten.

      Altars generate 50 DE a day.

      DE gained per day: 5,500

      Shrine count: Forty.

      Shrines generate 100 DE a day.

      DE gained per day: 4,000

      Temple size 1 count: Ten.

      Temple size 2 count: Four.

      Temple size 3 count: Zero.

      Temples generate 250, 500, and 1,000 DE daily in order of rank.

      DE gained per day: 4,500

      Total DE Gained per day: 27,614,025

      Conversion experience gained instead if active: 276,140

      Total Amount: Hidden. Speak to: ‘The Venerable.’

      

      Artorian studied the information, then drummed his fingers on his upper bicep. “There are some changes that I want to make.”

      The Wisps turned to him, eagerly awaiting ideas that were about to spill forth from their favorite speedrunner. The human nodded to Titania. “How do I accept Yorn as a champion?”

      Titania pulled up a screen. “You tell me, at the moment. Is that assent?”

      Artorian nodded with pure happiness. “That’s assent. Also tell him that I want him to offer up his weapon: Throat Coat. I want to make an Artifact out of her. I’d also love for him to use Query to inform me how the Midgard business is going, and what progress Cuzco has made with Ragna. I don’t need that Core yet, but I’m still curious.”

      Titania did so, providing Artorian a new prompt. “You’ll be able to tell him yourself.”

      

      Notice!

      You have assigned a champion!

      This champion has been provided the designation: Paladin.

      Due to this language use, Paladins will be set as the name for champions you have personally chosen. Now that a main champion has been assigned, the existing champion may anoint others as new champions to fight in your name and further your cause. Champions can challenge the chosen warriors of other deities for DE points.

      Further functions pending.

      *Ding*!

      You have received a Query from: Paladin Yorn.

      

      Artorian accepted the prompt, then felt whisked away to… his Forum space? The Forum had its usual white marble benches, selections of pillows, and a bit of greenery to balance out the smooth blue sky. He was looking around when Yorn appeared, unsteady and with his weapon instantly at the ready. “Sunny?”

      Artorian turned and beamed out a smile. “Yorn! I’m so glad that worked. I… It looks like neither of us were expecting to get snatched. Doing well?”

      Yorn looked around suspiciously, but stowed his weapon. “Aye. I’m healthy. Invasion be going down smooth as a draft beer, I’ve reconnected with a good portion of me family, and me axe be well applied. Thank ye, Sunny, for accepting me request. I don’t think ya realize still how much ya do for us, and I wanted to help spread the message.”

      Artorian glanced at Throat Coat, then winced. “She’s in a sorry state, my friend.”

      Yorn scratched the back of his head, protectively laying a hand on the axe head. “She… be seeing a lot of action. Lots of throats need coatin’. Awful coughing plague out there.”

      He tried for a grin, but didn’t get far. He knew his weapon was on her last leg. Artorian held out his hand for it. “May I give her some shine and polish?”

      Yorn hesitated, his stubby fingers squeezing the weapon. After a momentary consideration, he tugged her free and handed the weapon over, haft first. “Aye. Thank ye.”

      Artorian chuffed with amusement. “Don’t thank me yet.”

      He held the weapon up. “Artifacting.”

      The Sovereign of the Sun didn’t need to ask what Yorn needed it to be good for. With the Paladin so close, actions, events, and memories of Yorn’s accomplishments flowed as snippets of images before Artorian’s eyes. There was a flash of light, a howl that pierced the heavens, and an icy image of a great wolf immaculately carved itself in both the head and handle of the weapon. “I’m afraid the process required me to rename her. Still, I would like to introduce you to your new partner. Her name, or his? Can’t tell, to be honest. The name is Fenrir.”

      A prompt automatically came up.

      

      Name: Fenrir

      Material: Oathwood and Durium.

      Rarity: Artifact

      Damage: 1–20 Kinetic.

      Special Quality: Endless Growth.

      Special Ability: Howl of the Grand Wolf.

      Fenrir is an Artifact weapon, created with ‘Throat Coat’ as its source. This weapon was an heirloom item belonging to Paladin Yorn, who cherished it greatly. This appreciation and care have been included in the creation of this new weapon.

      Special Quality:

      Endless Growth. As this weapon sees to its grisly task, each kill that is fed to the great wolf nourishes him ever more. For every kill this weapon causes, Fenrir grows in size. This increases the axe’s base damage and kinetic force. The weapon itself will always remain sized to its current shape, even if its true shape is considerably larger.

      Special Ability:

      Howl of the Grand Wolf can be activated once a year. By throwing the weapon into the air and howling with matching intent, Fenrir will materialize its beast shape and become a grand wolf. Fenrir will gain attributes across the board equal to its current growth value, after which it will attack whatever targets the howler designates. Fenrir’s manifestation lasts for one hour.

      

      Yorn’s eyes bugged as he took the smooth wooden haft, inspecting the mundane-looking axe head that glowed with hidden Runes and hungered for blood. “She’s beautiful, she is. I… I be sorry we couldn’t wait for ya, Sunny. Ah wanted to, but the other Divine sings speeches like water flows down rivers. She had the Midgard realm rarin’ to go, and we was ready.”

      Artorian patted him gently on the shoulder. “As if I would be upset? Go after your heart’s desires, pursue your goals, don’t worry too much about little old Sunny. You know I’m all about… well. Everyone else.”

      He winked, then sat on some marble. “You do as you please. If that happens to include pulling people together, feasting, laughing, being merry, and seeing your little ones grow in peace and safety… then my heart sings for you, Yorn. What more could an old fool like me want?”

      Yorn tackled Artorian so hard he *oof’d*!, after which Yorn hug-squeezed him with tear-filled eyes. “Don’t you be talking to me like you don’t matter! You matter! You matter to us all a lot! Ya keep pretending ya don’t do anything for us, and that ya just sit on the sidelines with a wee lil’ flag. Yer the reason most of us can have those families, ya blind sod!”

      Yorn let go, the back of his hand wiping at his eyes as he turned away, flushed and embarrassed. A Dwarf doesn’t show weakness, but Yorn had always possessed a soft belly hidden away under that prickly exterior.

      Artorian sat back up, sighed, then smiled. “I try, Yorn, but it will always be difficult for me.”

      He then noticed his Forum was starting to fray and come apart. “I’m afraid that’s it for our time. I wish you the best, Paladin. Keep tabs on Cuzco for me, would you? I will eventually need Ragna. No, I still don’t know for what. Don’t pressure the lad too much; I don’t want a repeat of what happened in the machine shop.”

      Yorn sniffled, nodded, then gave his new axe a fiery swing. “See ya when I see ya, Sunny.”

      Artorian smiled as the connection began to break. “See you in a century, Yorn. Stay strong.”

      With that, Artorian stood back in the Vanaheim field as if he’d never left. Yorn didn’t have a chance at another question, and Query appeared to have a hefty cooldown timer at the moment. He pressed his hands to his hips, took a deep breath, and exhaled before addressing the Wisps. “Give me a minute before we dive into the next one.”
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      Titania instead gave him a hug, followed by a soft set of backrubs that had Oberon staring in wonder before he spoke. “How do you do that? How do you just do that, every single time? You just know when he needs to be left alone, and when he needs care. His face doesn’t even look any different.”

      She smiled like an old matron at Oberon, then shrugged. “This old fool was there for me in my earliest days, when I struggled and had nothing. Being his caretaker for a few years may have tempered my edge and my ire, but there comes a moment when you have spent so much time with another, that it allows you to see their heart. Artorian, sweet old man that he will always be, cares far, far too much.”

      Artorian needed a few more deep breaths, but righted himself after a minute or so. “You’re sweet, Yve—Titania.”

      Titania shook her head, her voice motherly and calm. “You can call me Yvessa. For the same reason Dawn does not mind one iota when you still say Ember. You never do it with malice.”

      Artorian stretched his limbs a bit, then motioned to signal appreciation. “I, yes. Thank you, my dear. I would like a distraction, I think. More prompts?”

      Titania looked to Oberon, who began moving his hands right away. “Of course! As you can see from that list, there is plenty that needs addressing. Any favorites?”

      The human walked a few paces to a screen, then pulled at the edge to enlarge it. He chuckled. “I love how that just works. Let’s see. What’s number eight about?”

      Oberon took that as intent to try it, and activated the option. A small hovering box of light appeared before Artorian, who queried with a brow before taking it. He glanced at Oberon, but the Wisp shrugged, not knowing what was in it.

      Opening the box up, Artorian pulled out an oblong-shaped chunk of coal. The Orb of Tracking that looked suspiciously much like something he’d taken from one of the first demons he’d beaten down. “Didn’t… didn’t I… get rid of this? I don’t remember what I did with this thing or where it went.”

      He took a second glance, then crushed the coal piece in his hand. “Never mind. Don’t care. I think I see what was meant by ‘loose end.’ Can I trigger it again?”

      Oberon shook his head to say no. “I’m sure someone will find something, and then it will light the option up again. Eternium knows we miss things all the time. It’s not like we messed up the descriptions for Altars and Shrines and mixed them up for a while.”

      The Wisp nervously laughed, then looked away. Artorian squinted his gaze suspiciously, finger motioning at the number nine option without needing to look. “Is that why it says there’s an error here?”

      Oberon whistled nonchalantly. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Artorian didn’t let up his squint. “Titania? Number nine please.”

      The side-eye-shooting green Wisp pushed the button while glaring at Oberon, who was trying his best to look incredibly interested in the sky. “Is there anything you want to tell Artorian not to affect with Domain Expansion, while you’re wind-watching?”

      Oberon stuck his hands in his pockets. “Uhhh, well I wouldn’t say that teleporting between beacons didn’t have scarab problems, but I also could say that, talking to the wind. Accidents happen, you know how it goes. One day trackers are functioning the way you expect, the next, all the altars in Midgard have flipped to suddenly have an owner. Without anyone having been there. Friends overlook things like this. It happens.”

      Artorian moved to cover his eyes with his hand. “Titania, would it be possible to spend my upgrade on allowing all valid DE sources I have to also count as teleportation spots?”

      Titania pressed a single button. “Done. Fun fact, in addition to buildings, this will secretly allow any of your aligned to port to any other aligned. That’ll be fun when they figure it out.”

      

      *Ding*!

      Domain Expansion.

      Current domain: All that light can touch.

      Effect: Teleportation links between beacons.

      Current linked structure type: All valid DE providing structures that are claimed by this deity.

      

      “Alright, it says nothing about the person-to-person thing, but that’s fine. Anything else from in here or…?” Artorian turned his attention back to the big list. When he paused, he then scratched his chin. “Do I have a lot of DE points? I know I can’t see them.”

      Both Wisps nodded, so Artorian motioned for number six. “Send a Query. Or does it mean just talk to you?”

      Oberon made a chair appear so he could sit in it. “Normally that would pull you into a Forum space with Eternium or Cal, today it’s just talking to us. You want to make a skill? This I want to hear.”

      Artorian motioned to the sky. “Flight?”

      Oberon made a complicated expression. “That would be more option five: Ability making. Skills and Abilities are considerably different. I think you could, but not with option six.”

      The human looked down to the ground with his hands pressed on his hips. “I’d like to make something to help with ballista shots. I don’t want to admit just how much I missed most of the time. Something like… homing shots. Where the projectiles compensate and veer toward the enemy I want to hit.”

      That made both of the Wisps adopt their thinking pose, faces scrunched up in thought. Oberon and Titania then pulled up some screens, and conferred as Artorian returned to study the deity shop.

      He didn’t particularly want a Divine Sense, even if it was free. The boon seemed fine, and he still didn’t have new ideas for requirements. He did want to convert experience, but he’d talk with Dev about that. He wanted to save some fun for his clockwork-loving dapper friend. “I’m surprised this doesn’t let me make professions.”

      Titania perked up, and Oberon made some motions that he would figure the homing skill out. She hovered close and spoke softly. “You mean, like bowyer?”

      Her charge winked at her to confirm she was right. “Clever as always. Yes, that’s what I mean. See, I have the Artifacting ability thingy. Or was it a skill? Either way, why can’t that be a profession? So far, I have actually liked making these fancy new toys. Yorn… I liked the way his heart smiled. I liked giving the Yumi to Yiba. They were… meaningful gifts.”

      Titania proudly broke into a gentle smile. “I’ll work on that, then. Oberon is going to be busy for a while puzzling that skill out. We technically have something for flight, but you need some extra mechanism. Like wings, or Runescripting, or an item, or the like. We’ll see what we can do. Celestials above, you’re going to have the DE for it.”

      Artorian stretched his arms above his head. “Do you by chance still have that list I gave you ages ago? Of all the things I wanted to make or import? I think flight was on that list as well.”

      Titania thought it over. “I think it was. I remember that. Yes, I still have that somewhere, but put it away when you didn’t have mana. I’ll go dig it up. See what else off that list we can get made through DE.”

      Oberon wandered in mid-work to hand Titania a note, which listed: Flight, predictive sight, sleeping Aura, absorb affinity attacks, constructs.

      She flushed and blew him a kiss with her hand. “Sweetheart.”

      Oberon blushed, then wandered back to his seat as Titania manually added those to their cumulative to-do list. “Homing, making professions. All the listed items on this note. We’re going to definitely be busy for a bit.”

      Artorian sat on his haunches, his fingers playing with the grass. “I’ll let you be then. How do I get in contact with Dev? I’ve got the feeling Forum connections to me are currently being curated, and he can’t begin one. Or he would have already.”

      Oberon and Titania both morphed into balls of light to retake their Wisp forms. They then spoke in unison. “Connecting you.”

      One moment Artorian was hunched in the Vanaheim grass, the next he was being tackled to the ground by a Gnome maybe a tenth his size. The scenery was all clockwork, steam, and clicking sounds. Which Artorian might have appreciated if he didn’t currently have a mad Gnome on his chest, babbling so fast that sound wasn’t… well, it was noise. Not much of a conversation, though. “Uh, Dev. I’m fine. I missed you too? I can’t understand a word you’re saying.”

      He took a breath several times too large for his body before deflating like a balloon and careening all across their Forum space. “We. Have. Been. So. Worried.”

      He landed on his butt, the seat neatly folding into his ergonomic chair, which he then promptly laid down on. “What a stressful month and a bit that was. Thank the sprockets for Dawn.”

      Artorian quickly sat, perking up at the name. “What did my dearest do?”

      Deverash waved his tiny hand to the ceiling. “Kept us all from trampling over one another, that’s what. It’s easy to forget that behind that stunning face is hidden a tactical genius. She knew exactly where to snap, and how hard, to make people ease into the machine of progress. Without her, we would still be yelling in the Senate.”

      Dev’s favorite human only nodded sagely in response. The Gnome himself wiggled in his chair, then sat up and checked the logs.

      “Well, looks like the Wisps beat me to most of the good stuff. I’m glad to see you’re well, old friend. Living in Eternia might be strange, but we all still want to see you pull through. Speaking of… I heard from a little bird you changed your mind about Seed Core sleep?”

      He waggled his eyebrows, causing Artorian to stifle a laugh. Badly, but he managed it. “Yes, correct. I think I’ll help clean up Muspelheim, after which the momentum against the ever-diminishing demon count should fall heavily in our favor. Especially with two defectors.”

      Dev corrected him. “Three!”

      Artorian frowned and shot upright. “Three? When was number three?”

      The Venerable One moved his hands to the wall, making steam spit from the clicking mechanical insides as some complicated-looking screens with tubes sticking out from the back illuminated. Slowly, images cleared up and formed. “The Corvid one knew a third Savant that wanted out from under Barry. Well… technically. Barry can still directly command them all, being their direct summoner. Though we’ve got some interference wiggle room.”

      More steam lurched from the walls with noisy hissing, and the screen updated. The image of a raccoon huddled together with a familiar white-necked raven and familiar brush-wielding bat was shown.

      Artorian leaned in for a better look. “Where are they?”

      Deverash giggled. “A place called—get this—the smol cafe, and it’s run by a duck! It was originally a place where all the animals or collaborators with powerful Mages, or people in high social places tended to gather. Familiars, they’re called? They wanted a place to commiserate about what idiocy and nonsense their casters were up to this time. Most of it is hilarious.”

      He played a clip, allowing Artorian to watch as a crab and a parrot drank shots of special potato juice while arguing over who had it worse. One was babysitting headstrong royalty that made questionable choices, while the other served a corrupt usurper with extreme delusions of grandeur.

      As they bickered, a blue hornbill excused himself to introduce himself, then asked to join as he had much to share, saying he was uniquely qualified to offer further commentary on their discourse. A few moments into that conversation, and a dark raven inhaled deep at the far side of the cafe, needing to butt his feathery rear in—because they clearly had no idea how good they had it. The raven also seemed to be several acorn shells deep into his potato juice.

      Artorian couldn’t stop smiling from ear to ear. “I know we have to talk shop, and I want to go shoot something in the face, but I need to see more.”

      Deverash misunderstood him. “Seymour, the hungry plant? No, he’s only in once a week. Oh, ‘see more.’ Schlum, there goes my hearing again. Anywho. Here’s what happened. We had a lot, and I mean a lot of folk upset with the idea of small, fluffy, innocent things getting hurt for no good reason.”

      Artorian got cozy in his seat, and laced his fingers while pulling one leg over the other. Deverash pulled up a map labeled ‘Smol Kingdom,’ which had things like a library, a place to shop, a manor, adoption center, a park of some kind, and finally the cafe. Wait, no, there was a boat ramp. A lake too, when Deverash adjusted what could be seen.

      The Gnome moved the image so the whole map became visible, rather than merely the cut off left half of it. “There we go. The smol cafe was the original basis for the place, and from there we expanded to accommodate the influx of small creatures, such as bunnies—horned variety and non—sugar gliders, ducks, and other assorted fluffs.”

      He pointed at one of the buildings. “These creatures could stay in the cafe to be adopted by larger ones who’d take good care of ‘em, or just visit for a meal. No, I don’t mean to eat the smalls, don’t give me that concerned glare.”

      The Gnome grumbled. “Basically, the point was to create a paradise for all that is smol. Also partially to see if we could. The main folks you’d encounter within this area are ‘The Smol Mom,’ who goes around and cares for all the critters, as well as people like ‘O’Hare’ and ‘Duck,’ a fierce horned rabbit and a duck, respectively. Yes, the duck just goes by Duck, don’t ask.”

      Deverash made some notes while he thought of something. “They continue to run the place and keep it as an isle of paradise for all these creatures to be safe. O’Hare runs the library, and some time-keeper who we just call ‘TC’ is the resident sugar glider collector. Smol Dad, a bat like the missus, always tends to be grumpy and carries a stack of buns on his head, which is a running joke from his missus. They’re lovingly placed by jokesters. He also ends up with sugar gliders in his coat pockets. There’s a challenge to see how many people can sneak them in without him noticing. Good, clean fun.”

      Artorian made grabby motions at the map, so Dev made it easily available for him while doing some narration. “The region is a haphazard mess of spidering pathways that all lead to a central plaza with a fountain. Directly adjacent to the plaza are the paths that take you to the main hotspots. Merchant stalls to the north, crescent-shaped cafe and lake to the east. The adoption center sprawls to the south, and the mayor’s manor serves as the Smol Kingdom’s home. No idea why we named it Kingdom, as there isn’t a ruling monarch.”

      Deverash motioned to move the map up a little. “To the northwest, down one of the winding roads, stands the grand library. A fantastic title for a building that you could not squeeze into. Not in your current form. Even I’m considered portly and must take the double doors.”

      The wink from his friend made Artorian snort, his gaze moving down to the map to trace his finger along the winding paths. “Well, I’m intrigued. What realm is this pleasant little marvel hiding in?”

      Deverash made a secretive, uncertain motion that he veiled with a toothy smile. “Tell you what, if you find it, then you find it. Though in the future? Perhaps we’ll put it on the moon.”

      Had Artorian been wearing spectacles, he’d be glaring at his grinning friend over the rims. His voice turned deadpan, holding the map like a paper wall that did little to hide his disappointment at that terrible joke. “Ha ha.”
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      When the pleasantries concluded, Artorian and Dev talked shop. The human folded up the map, then put it away. “So, DE points.”

      He pulled up some information, then made it public.

      

      Total DE Gained per day: 27,614,025

      Conversion experience gained instead if active: 276,140

      Total Amount: Hidden. Speak to: ‘The Venerable.’

      

      Artorian motioned broadly. “What kind of war are you in with the Wisps that it has bled over this far?”

      Deverash momentarily flashed discomfort, then hid it well. “It’s… getting better. We’re always going to have some fundamental disagreements and differences in viewpoint. I’m sorry, old friend, I was feeling angry that day and just wanted to get a jab in. Your pool total is… Frankly? Ridiculous. Income also fluctuates slightly. The small number changes are just destroying us. Tracking joiners and leavers is not a good time.”

      Artorian felt another Nixie Tube light up, and slid in a suggestion. “Well. I do appear to be hovering around an insane daily intake number. Could we do something where it caps my influx off at the millions, and just funnels the rest into… I don’t know. Powering beacons and paying teleport fees? I really am getting most of my treats from people, to the point where the buildings don’t seem all that shiny any more. Even the fancy Reliquary. Twenty thousand is a lot when starting, but at this point? I’m having trouble seeing the point.”

      Light flickered in the tinkerer’s eyes. “That would honestly help immensely! Would even diffuse a union argument or two with the Wisps. I’ll send that suggestion in as soon as we’re done here. Which, I’m fairly certain you’d be happier with if it happened soon. You’ve got that strain on your face that says you’ve been doing too much talking. Oh, though, nobody is currently in possession of The Reliquary. Eternium hasn’t finished it yet.”

      Artorian sighed, then nodded. He felt like an open book. “I really want to go see the Niflheim cheese. Then pop over to the land of sand, and slam some siege bolts into whatever demons still lurk about.”

      Deverash didn’t look convinced, then visibly shifted to uncomfortable. “You know that’s going to be considerably more difficult now, right?”

      Artorian didn’t, and made the facial expression that told his friend so. Dev waved the confusion away and pulled up a screen with information. “I mean this. Take the four-fifty and six hundred locations with a grain of salt. We keep shuffling them and I don’t know if this is the new chart or the old chart… or the next chart. The Wisps have the accurate one, and we’ve been… well… Y’know.”

      

      System information:

      Maximum ATTB per Location.

      150—Midgard

      300—Alfheim & Svartalfheim

      450—Jotunheim

      600—Vanaheim

      750—Muspelheim & Niflheim

      900—Asgard

      Uncapped—Hel

      

      Deverash cleared his throat. “The main point is that as you move up the realms, the baseline attributes of what you run into also goes up. The reason you had so much trouble with hel-cows, frankly, is because your attributes were only a few hundred points higher than theirs. Plus, you’re doing it all alone. This game is being built to be tackled as a team effort, and while not everyone with higher stats uses them like you do, your mad-dash speedrunning for example, they still have ‘em.”

      Artorian frowned, hoping there was a point.

      Deverash sighed. “You might not be in a state where you can afford to leisurely ignore the wildlife, local threats, and the like. They can seriously hurt you now. Especially if you head into Niflheim or Muspelheim. Abyss, Artorian, the reason that new turncoat demon, Caro, the Raccoon one, barely made headway in Asgard? It’s because she was the only demon to arrive in that realm with attributes on par with everything else.”

      Artorian slowly went ‘ah,’ finally seeing the problem.

      His Gnome friend spoke animatedly with his hands. “We expect anyone that made it as far as you have to have done so while completely decked out in gear. Gear that is all special quality at minimum, probably better. Your stats are cut because of a salve that messed with your base form, and you need an ability just to even your attributes back out. You have maybe two weapons, no items of note to speak of, and a mana bar that doesn’t work like it should. Yes, I’m still working on that. No, I still can’t help before Asgard. Which means fourth specialization.”

      Deverash pressed his hands together and leaned them forward. “The realms you want to enter have creatures with base stat ranges around the six hundreds. That cheese you want to meet also isn’t going to like you particularly much, but at this point I’d rather you find out what the problem is on your lonesome. So it can teach you a lesson in running away.”

      Artorian rubbed at his face. “Or hiding away somewhere and sleeping?”

      Deverash’s tone dropped to a mixture between pleading, and condescension. “Oh, could you please?”

      Now it was Artorian’s turn to grumble. He sighed and started thinking about it. “Alright, old friend. Let me humor you. Where would I store the body? Where is safe? I can’t teleport this one to the sun. Not without cheating, and… I might currently not have the mana for that. Not unless I want to smash my face into tribulation seven. Which I’m not inclined to do before talking, at length, with Dawn about number six.”

      The Gnome now rubbed his hands together excitedly. “Oh my dear, dear old friend. You think I wouldn’t actively work on saving your keister? Do you remember the structure creation process in Cal? I may have snuck that into Eternium. It hasn’t gone through the review board yet, given the whole third Wisp and Gnome war, b—”

      “Third?” Artorian snapped in disbelief. “I didn’t even know there’d been a second! I was vaguely aware something was going on the first time, and only because of what Gnomes let slip during our Pylon party year. What is it with threes today?”

      “Well, it technically is tree day.” Deverash had swiped on a screen to look something up. “Well, sort of. Oh, never mind. Sunny, we’re trying to make a calendar, but nobody can agree on anything. We change the solar and star cycles too much, and any time we have a semblance of a calendar together, suddenly we need to alter the realm speed of Asgard due to cumulative axial tilt. It’s a mess.”

      Artorian ran a hand over his hair. “At least you didn’t have to deal with Cal dropping two dozen icebergs onto your continent.”

      A high-pitched sound peeped from Deverash, who squeezed his lips together, then looked away. “We may have had to recreate that event in Eternia in order to get Jotunheim to actually stay cold. That dinosaur jungle in the central mesa does not play around. Very invasive. In fact, finding a mechanism to make the beasties not cross Bifrosts is still a challenge we haven’t overcome. I… uh, sent in a nice request to Zelia to please take care of it, for the moment. We can’t have creatures with three to four hundred base stat lines roam into lower realms unchecked.”

      Artorian leaned back and groaned; he understood that problem very well. “Indeed. Still, I hear Vanaheim is empty as empty can be. They can’t do much harm in a place without anything.”

      Deverash just about melted into his seat. “You’d be surprised.”

      The human let his hands flop to let the matter drop. “Alright. What’s this about buildings then?”

      Perking up, Deverash wiggled and shimmied his way forward to sit on the edge of his seat. “Fun tidbit! I heard you watched Eternium make his mock up for The Reliquary. Well, the Wisps don’t know it yet, but he’s actually not too happy with that design. He sent us the Pylon schematic for it not long before the veil blocking me from talking to you dropped. Also some notes he was considering making Cathedrals be grand-quality temples rather than their own category. So I have this really, really beautiful building with the ‘indestructible’ tag…”

      Artorian picked up the thread. “And a need to do some unsanctioned building creation testing. I… see where this is going. Indestructible?”

      Dev nodded. “Yes, can’t be damaged, broken, injured, and such. The problem with the stained-glass cathedral is that it is still made of glass. While we can meddle with how dense, hard, or durable something is because it’s really just number manipulation in the game system, we still need to do that at the beginning of the work.”

      He inhaled deep; this was clearly a sore topic. “A very annoying Pylon limitation we have been wanting to get around, if not outright make new tools for, is a process called ‘rendering.’ Rendering is a nightmare. Most attempts just corrupt and brick up, then poof, there goes our whole Pylon. After a failure, the crystal is so wrecked that even the bugs won’t eat it.”

      Artorian knew… some of those words. Still, he just nodded and let his friend vent. That bit he was good at. “Then, why the tag?”

      Deverash pulled some information toward him. “The indestructible tag is an Eternium-only workaround to see if something would stand up, or be pretty, or was something we even wanted, before doing the ground-up rework. The tag makes the thing invulnerable, meaning it also won’t collapse no matter how gravity-bendingly impossible the structure is. We then ask, ‘is this nice or not?’ Because if not, then we just scrap it and don’t waste years of time rebuilding the thing from particles. It makes sense.”

      That, Artorian could follow. “Alright. I’m guessing it would make you fairly happy if we plunked that thing, in say, the exact center of Vanaheim. I go inside, lock the proverbial doors, turn on my Sustenance and Resplendence to just keep on kicking. Then stay put while I go sleep in my Seed Core so everyone outside can enjoy a deep breath of relief.”

      Deverash felt like weight had fallen from his heart, his tone both somber and pleading. “We would all really like that.”

      Artorian sighed, then laid back. “Ahh. I lose. Cheese hunting and sunbathing in the sands will need to be postponed. I can see a regret on the horizon if I don’t do this. No matter how much I want to go shoot a spirit bolt into some enemies for relaxation. That ability isn’t even an Artifact anyway. No special effects. Which… Yes, Dev, you don’t need to rub it in. The fancy external toys have been letting me pull through. I’ll… put the building up. Though I’m feeling a little down about it.”

      The Gnome quick-clapped his hands together with a big smile. “Oooooh. This is wonderful news!”

      He composed himself when he noted Artorian looked glum. “Still, I understand. Would it make you feel better if we got some other things done in the meanwhile? You can always send out a deity message to all your people with some kind of instructions. Maybe have a party ready for you to invade the higher realms with when you come back out? Surely there’s people you’d enjoy traveling with? Fighting with? Alongside them, I mean.”

      Artorian nodded silently, then laced his fingers. “Don’t suppose you could send out a poll to see who would be interested? Since I’m going to be taking the downtime, I may as well finish my latest strategy guides to send out to the folks in Cal.”

      Deverash hopped off his chair and pulled his exquisite sleeves up. “I’ll get to work on it. I’m going to give you a tiny bit of help, to get to the center of Vanaheim. Once you’re there, just tell your glow balls to connect you to me. I’ll be ready on this end, and I will, of course, not be warning them of a thing.”

      Artorian chuckled, nodded, and closed his eyes.

      When he opened them, he was back in Vanaheim, listening to his Wisps… flirt? He pretended not to be back yet a moment longer, but they must have noticed because they hastily shushed each other like little children hiding that they’d stolen all the sweets from the pantry.

      Oberon whisked to his side in a moment. “Sunny! Buddy! How’d it go?”

      The human nodded, then looked around for some kind of clue, or sign, or familar landmark. He didn’t quite know what to look for until a set of clouds formed a suspiciously well-shaped arrow. Pointing at another one. Which pointed at another. All going west. “Interlude, I’m afraid. I need to run, and when I stop for something that isn’t sleep, I need to talk to Dev again. I’ve got some inner turmoil to work through.”

      Oberon rejoined Titania for some conspiratorial whispering, but they were both yoinked via tether as Artorian took his zoom zoom pose and zipped off without warning. He wanted to make good time before the Wisps noticed something was up. They’d either notice he hadn’t spent DE points, or that the clouds weren’t being very inconspicuous.

      His Auras kept him well taken care of during the trip, and the occasional pop of Astra form did wonders for his speed. Unfortunately for the Wisps, Oberon only noticed the clouds when he’d arrived at his destination a few days later. By his own very rough count, he’d stacked up ten days’ worth of DE points while he’d been composing information. Along with a deity message he still needed to send out. “This place should do.”

      The field he stood in looked no different than any other field, or greenery, or empty space, or the like that he’d been zipping through. If anything, his speed had made way for a new river, with all the ground he’d kicked up from those speed-hungry footfalls of his. Physics still demanded its payment, and he was no longer in the lower realms where there were compensation Pylons.

      Titania looked around, preparing to start his talk with Dev back up again. Oberon, meanwhile, studied the skies suspiciously. “Waaait a minute. That’s not natural.”

      Titania pressed the prompt to connect Artorian, then hovered over to join Oberon as he squinted upward judgmentally. “Hmm? What’s not natural?”

      Oberon pointed at the sky, which made Titania bob and turn to look as well. “Are those arrows? A long line of them too. Also, those aren’t clouds. Is that shaped steam?”

      Oberon became momentarily distracted. “Isn’t that just what clouds are these days?”

      Titania bobbed her mote in the negative. “We used to make them that way, but we stopped when the tension between Wisps and Gnomes became too unruly. Steam clouds are their toy, we replaced it with…”

      She stopped speaking, then also squinted before slowly turning to glare demandingly at her charge. Artorian chose that moment to return, opening his eyes and greeting them with a hefty smile and a mischievous tone. “This is going to be so much fun.”
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      Titania released an earth-shattering call that vaguely sounded like a name buried in the rumbling quake her voice caused. “Artoria~a~an!”

      It was too late. Giggling, Artorian stepped back as a grid of light lines formed around him. His back passed through a shimmering doorway as the frame formed, which solidified after his passing. The moment he was inside, an innocent, simple, basic, *pop* sound brought the entire stained-glass cathedral into being. All at once.

      The structure was just there.

      Titania bashed into the door, then to her complete surprise got flung away as physics once again demanded payment. Boy, were Wisps bouncy!

      Oberon had to do a double take as the green ball shot past him at Mach eight. Titania tended to throw her weight—err, her ‘oomph’ around, when she wanted something done. “That’s not right. That door should be shards.”

      Checking, he gasped at the indestructible tag. Looking up, he could deduce through the glass that Artorian was pulling his Soul Item out from his chest. Dropping the massive pillow in the back of the structure somewhere, Artorian then tried to get cozy.

      He dragged his pillow from the crossing in the middle of the building to the apse and back a few times, unable to settle on which spot he liked more. In the end, he consulted some old-world knowledge and settled on the crossing. Specifically because the apse had a dais. The important bit during this decision making was his recollection of a piece of writing from the oration prophet: Traviticus of Baldree.

      Who prophesied that in every story there must be a dais, for he said it more than he liked. After which he proclaimed that he was so sick of saying the word each time it came up, that he would rather take a pickaxe to the raised platform just to shake things up. Who needed a dais when you could have an Eldritch pit? ‘Eldritch’ was a great word!

      Artorian nodded sagely, understanding feeling chafed at needing to repeat something too often.

      Titania made her own new chasm for a river on her way back. Oberon had chosen not to assail a structure with the indestructible tag, and was flipping through some menus. Just because Artorian had pulled a practical joke did not mean he couldn’t still talk to the man.

      Plus, Artorian was clearly not going anywhere. The doors on the structure didn’t actually open or close, and that pillow really gave the game plan away. “Working through inner turmoil indeed. I owe Deverash ten silvers. Abyss. I thought I was going to win that bet.”

      When Titania arrived, Artorian had just gotten settled.

      Oberon managed to get two-way communication set up with narration screens on both ends of the conversation. Gnome shenanigans prevented them from being able to just pop into the structure, while the tag prevented any sort of hard-headed breakthroughs. A fact Titania did not appear to agree was true.

      “Artorian. Can I safely guess you’ll be leaving us for a while?” Oberon’s tone was calm, considering the situation, but when he morphed into his human form, his gaunt face showed only sympathy and understanding. “I would tap the side of my nose and say Deverash got to you.”

      Artorian replied through his end of the screen, cozily flopped on his pillow while compiling bits of strategy guide. “I’m afraid so, my friend. I lose out regardless, so I must choose the loss I’m willing to live with. Between progress on Barry and the wellbeing of those whose hearts I live in. The scale has tipped.”

      Titania shoved up next to Oberon, berating the screen for a while. When she got no response and could look over her human shoulder to see that her charge calmly kept compiling information, she sighed and relented. “Fine. We will, at minimum, have time to work on projects and that to-do list. Will you be long?”

      Artorian made an uncertain handwave on his pillow. “Until the damage is mended. I want to optimistically say a century? It’s been my ham-fisted guess. If someone told me how long healing a Seed Core crack would take, I forgot. That’s getting worse too, by the way. The nap will be the blink of an eye for me subjectively, I’ll be back before you know it. I’ll be sending out this message to my aligned, then I’m lighting this place up and calling it a night. Or day? It’ll be bright. Cookies, central Vanaheim will be bright all century.”

      Titania huffed. “Alright, Sunny. Claim the building, since it’s technically a cathedral. The structure counts as a DE source, and people with the requirements will be able to teleport to it. I’ll… make sure to put a danger notice in to remind people to cross the bridge normally first. Otherwise it’s squishing o’clock. Maybe we can get a small town built up around your sunspot? Interesting how the ground around the structure turned into some kind of solid water encased in a polished white marble hemisphere. Perfect circle too, from where you’re sitting.”

      Artorian remembered seeing something about that in the note from Dev currently hovering to his left. “Indeed. Something about ‘needing a foundation’? The marble is mixed with another material to handle a problem Dev terms ‘expansion and liquid pressure issues,’ though I’m really not feeling like reading it all right now. The prompt says the foundation is a thousand meters in radius. I think he wants to let the water play with the light I’ll be creating? Working on finishing this message.”

      He then paused. “Did you say ‘solid’ water?”

      Oberon walked on the water just to test the see-through floor out. “It is for me. Looks to be for the building as well. Dev has unfortunately locked me out of the material composition screens. My end just shows the laughing face of a Gnome when I try to pull anything up. I think there are likely a few people that this won’t be solid for, but for who will have to be a surprise. Can’t say I don’t love a good surprise.”

      Artorian didn’t reply for a bit, then suddenly went: “Done.”

      By that time, Oberon and Titania had set up loungers under a big tree they’d conjured into being for some shade. Titania took the opportunity to lay about and dig through some menus, while Oberon cheekily turned some landscape next to the hemisphere of water into white sand. He smirked when she looked. “What? Makeshift beach. We might be here a while, and Artorian’s Auras are going to keep this water clean as can be.”

      Titania would rather do work than play along. “Sure, Oberon. That’s nice.”

      She turned her attention to the active communication screen, making Oberon droop and get back to his sandcastles. “Artorian, tell me you aren’t going to stockpile DE points for a hundred years.”

      The noise on the other side of the screen stopped when Artorian ceased composing his quest update. “That’s a great question. Why don’t we let the DE conversion flow until a nice even… I don’t know. Level one thousand? Even out all my attributes if you could, and dump the rest into Luck. I don’t want any of those ugly debuffs. Skill points wise, fill them up to Master rank as you see fit and hold the rest. Oh right, I need to claim the building.”

      Artorian reached down from his pillow and touched the glass floor with his hand.

      

      Notice!

      You have found an unguarded, unassigned Cathedral. Would you like to claim Cathedral of the Luminous Prism for Sunny, Sovereign of the Sun?

      

      He went ahead and claimed the structure, which added it to the beacon list. That made Artorian think of his aligned, and what he could do with all those DE points that would be racking up. “Say, Titania. Can’t I just grant skills, abilities, and titles to my followers?”

      His Wisp found that to be a grand idea. “It would certainly help keep your rampaging number total under control, and yes, you can. I’ll also even your attributes out when the level increases occur, and spend your skill points. Expect excess. Do you have something in mind for follower grants?”

      Artorian sounded like he was a flurry of activity on the other side of the screen. “I do. Let me send you one of the lists I was tinkering with. Let’s work it into the quest update.”

      Titania received the information, found it satisfactory, made the necessary changes, and published the update.

      

      Quest Update!

      Quest: A Labor of Love.

      Second stage success! You have supported your Divine to the point of sustained power. The third stage of this quest can now commence. Rejoice! None have ever progressed in this quest this far! Your Divine has prepared successive grants to all of his followers.

      Notice!

      Your Divine has expended significant effort in clearing the middle realms of demonic incursion, and has sustained injuries that force him into a state of rest. Fear not! All the Divine needs is sleep. To mitigate any lack of progress, Sunny has created a staging area in the exact center of Vanaheim for future endeavors.

      Be warned! Unless you have successfully crossed the Bifrost into Vanaheim, you will not survive the arrival process during a direct teleport.

      Notice!

      Your Divine has provided new benefits, and is now using his Divine Energy to fuel and pay for all teleportation costs. In addition, by reaching the Cathedral of the Luminous Prism in Vanaheim, you will immediately gain access to the new rewards track. The more levels you gain while in the service of Sunny, the more gifts he will bestow upon you.

      Function:

      Touch the Cathedral of the Luminous Prism for grants.

      Every 10 levels gained while in the Sun’s service grants you a choice from one of Sunny’s available personal skills and abilities, so long as you have the necessary prerequisites.

      Every 100 levels gained while in the Sun’s service grants you a choice from one of Sunny’s unique titles. Options: Starlight Warrior, Speedrunner, Additional Nature: High Human.

      Note from your Divine: Hello, everyone! Marvelous going, my dears! I hear you all took initiative to get things going? I like it! I’m afraid I’m going to have to take a short nap. ‘Short’ possibly being in the range of a century, maybe longer. This lapse in my ability to keep you all company means you may start having doubts about following me. Let me ease your burdens early, and say this: If you wish to swap to another deity, then feel free to do so. I shall always be here to accept you with open arms if you change your mind. Just remember, I will always believe in you. That’s all from me, I can’t wait to see what you’ve all done with the place when I wake. Love, Sunny.

      

      Titania read it over, and accepted it with a sigh. “It’s done.”

      Artorian hit send on his own documentation rather hard, then wiped his hands off against one another. “All set on this end as well. I think that’s it for the show, I’m going to turn my fields on and move to my Seed Core. See you when I wake up?”

      Oberon leaned over Titania’s shoulder, smirking as he responded. “We both will. Have a good sleep, you problem child.”

      Artorian flared his fields, then closed his eyes and got cozy on the pillow as the light streaming out from him caused a gorgeous festival of colors to occur in central Vanaheim. The light streams did, in fact, play very nicely with the water, casting the Cathedral into a skyward-facing luminous beacon. The Wisps immediately understood how the naming convention had come about. The old human would have been ecstatic to see it, but his eyes were closed, and his mind was now elsewhere.

      In Cal, the brightness in his Silverwood Seed Core intensified gloriously when he occupied it. Artorian couldn’t see that either, sitting by his lonesome on a root of the Silverwood Tree in his bonfire space. He sighed, and Scilla moved out of the ceiling to sit next to him. “How are you feeling?”

      Artorian raised a brow. “No push and shove to go tackle tribulation seven? Surprising. I’m… I’ll be fine. I’m just going to close my eyes, and… hope it all works out. Celestials above, I can definitely feel why none of the supervisors wanted any loss in time, nor to stop paying attention to their realms. My progress in Eternia just feels so critical. So time sensitive. So…”

      He trailed off when Scilla rubbed his back. “So ephemeral.”

      His Liminal one didn’t speak further, but she didn’t need to yet. Artorian knew it was time to just bite the arrowhead. “Is… is Dawn…?”

      Scilla nodded patiently, her calm rub continuing. “Right outside, hand resting on your Core. She knows you’re back, and is just saddened she won’t get a chance to talk to you. Your circumstances are complicated and your mind is strained. Her trying to connect to your Core as it is may cause further damage, but she did say that she doesn’t mind the wait. That, eventually, you’ll have all the time in the world to spend with her. She’s amazing, Artorian. I’d say you don’t deserve her, but you do. No tribulations this time. Only sleep.”

      Artorian took a deep breath, nodded, and closed his eyes. “Only sleep.”
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      Artorian woke from dreamless slumber, not feeling a hair different. He blinked and noticed Scilla sat next to him as if she’d never left. Except that she definitely looked older. A teenager in the later years, based on her size and rebellious method of dress. She seemed to realize that when he looked her up and down, slowly coalescing back into her child form. “I believe this is how you recall me? Welcome back.”

      The old man wanted to reply, but yet he didn’t. Something nagged at him, and he stood up in his bonfire space to try to pinpoint the odd feeling. “Is… What’s different?”

      Scilla crossed one leg over the other, betraying that her mental age had greatly increased from the very smooth pose she adopted. “Whole. The word you’re looking for is whole. No more fracture in your Seed Core. No more poor memory transfer. No more empty Mana stores. Your Core has been absorbing Essence from Cal and converting it to Mana for quite a bit of time.”

      He looked at his hands, flexed them, then felt the concern flash over his face. “How long?”

      Scilla’s smooth pose fractured with the slightest hint of discomfort. “Century and a half, in the time frame that matters.”

      Artorian made a pained face, even if it was imaginary. “A full fifty years over the expected time. That’s going to hurt when I step back in. Don’t suppose you have information on the status quo?”

      Scilla eased, her shoulders returning to a position of comfort. “Cal-wise? Maybe in a couple hundred more years, Cal’s Vanaheim will start to resemble something functional. All other realms are in stasis for now. Most everyone not critical to the protection or construction effort has gone to Eternium. It got… dull, in Cal. He’s still not back either, by the way.”

      Artorian did some stretches out of habit. “Eternia?”

      The smirk on Scilla’s face told Artorian there could only be a whole host of complications. “It sure is far more interesting of a place to be. Especially after some improvements were implemented en masse. The lower realms are all thriving, Vanaheim is a frankly massive hub, and the upper realms are where both all the trouble and action are at. When you go back, everyone is going to know the moment you do. Maybe check in without using your beacon body first.”

      Artorian took the advice, then wondered how to do that before slapping his forehead. “Yuki still has Merli. At least, so I hope?”

      Scilla snapped her fingers to indicate he was correct. “She gains great comfort from doing so. Everyone has been letting her be, and just agrees that she deserved the reprieve.”

      Artorian scratched his head, but recalled the circumstances under which he’d met her. “I’ll do that first, then. Are you here for anything other than to check on me?”

      Scilla smiled, then shook her head. “Not today. I will be going out to keep Mom company while you do what you need to. For some reason, while there’s been progress in Eternia, there haven’t been any major breakthroughs. Personally, I think most people are just waiting on you for the big moves ever since some information about your ‘Absolute Unit’ title was let slip.”

      She winked, but Artorian was giving her an intense inquisitive look while leaning forward. “Mom?”

      Scilla placed her hand over her mouth, not having realized she’d let that slip. “Ah, err. Dawn partially adopted me.”

      Artorian beamed brightly right away, his arms shooting outward. “Well, why didn’t you say so! Welcome to the family. Maybe now you’ll stop being so hard on me?”

      Scilla laughed out loud at the ludicrous request. “Not a chance! Get out of here! I’m going to go give her the good news, though I’m sure she already knows. Incarnates are… a class of their own.”

      She then shooed him while making fussy chitter noises, prodding him in the back to get a move on. Artorian giggled, having enjoyed getting in a jab, then moved from his bonfire space and opened his eyes as Merli. That transition had been seamless! So smooth!

      “Look who’s awake. You, taking advice? A miracle.” Yuki smirked with cold glee when he looked up, though sitting up proved to be difficult considering the bundle he’d been ‘comforted’ with.

      “I’m not that stone-headedly stubborn.” Artorian retorted with a voice he wasn’t used to, forcing Merli to hiccup from the unexpected change in lung capacity. “Alright, maybe a little. Are you doing well?”

      Yuki nodded, her face clearly very content. “I could spend eternity like this. You remember my Law, Kenopsia, yes? Consider where we are. The eerie, forlorn atmosphere of a place that was usually bustling with people, but is now abandoned and quiet, applies here in interesting ways. Now, while it was kind for you to check in, this is not where you should be. Zelia and… several others… have been extremely impatient and desire your company. Halcyon still slumbers, as she should. Beware of Odin, if you can. He’s particularly miffed.”

      Artorian took this advice just as directly as the prior kind, and moved to get snug again. “I’ll be a good bundle then.”

      Yuki felt amusement. “A rare occasion where you are so. I will send news of your return to those not in Vanaheim, go make a ruckus. Speaking of, between us, my Dreamer? I want to see Asgard get kicked in the keister. Make it so?”

      Merli saluted. “So it shall be.”

      Artorian checked out, leaving a very pleased Yuki to tuck her bundle back in the way she liked it. She then sat back, pulled up seven view screens, and enjoyed some conjured ice cream as she awaited the chaos. Odin had been too uppity lately for her liking. Best to sick an energetic rock squirrel on that prideful boar of a brat. Odin was going to give him plenty of reason to be vengeful regardless, and she already had a tiny ice flag ready to support her chosen team. “Get ‘em, Sunny.”

      Artorian’s return to his body in Vanaheim was uneventful only to the man himself. The light show most every resident of central Vanaheim’s Capital had grown up with, or known their entire life, suddenly flickered and turned off without so much as a warning.

      This caused two things to happen in quick succession, only one of which Artorian was aware of. First, all officials in the city spoke the words ‘oh, abyss’ at the same time, while every follower of his suddenly began to cheer. Even if the prior could be heard, the gasp was drowned out by the latter as the small metropolis exploded with animated excitement.

      This problem currently came second for Artorian. Recouping his pillow, he rubbed his beard while inspecting the door. He’d forgotten that, if this thing couldn’t open… how was he supposed to get out?

      He gave his status a quick check, then choked on air when he saw his statistics. He noticed his level after, but still… Abyss on a stick, those numbers were high. That was without him using Empowerment? “Sweet biscuits.”

      It was when he spoke that he noticed it. His old voice was back! Checking in the glass reflection, he confirmed so was his gorgeous long beard, smooth bald head, and general old man countenance. “Yes! This day is the best day! I’m back, baby!”

      Realizing he could just use the beacon system to teleport himself to the other side of the structure, he first gave it a minute. He expected some bureaucratic abyss to occur on his re-entry. Artorian guessed about a thousand prompts?

      He stood and waited, but nothing happened. “Nothing? Really? A hundred and fifty years as a nightlight and not one little ding? Hmm… Alright then!”

      A short teleportation jaunt later, and his feet dug into white sand. He looked down, then noticed all he wore was… ah. The Iridium under-robe and pants. His other clothes were tatters, barely even present anymore. “Their durability must simply have… run out, or something. I’ll see Zelia about new threads.”

      A small glance around let him see that the cathedral was behind him, and that the surrounding area next to the water had been converted into a beach. The river his speedy trip had been responsible for carving through the landscape brought new water in, while the version Titania had caused served as waterflow out. “I supposed that proved Oberon right. That water was always going to stay clean.”

      Artorian didn’t make it one step further before a large meatslab cast him in shade. “Excuse me, I—”

      “Administrator. How nice to finally meet you. All this just to make me wait? Did you think I enjoyed waiting?” Odin, wearing some red beach briefs and a pair of surprisingly familiar dark shades, flashed him a gleaming, perfectly white smile. “Why should I wait for you to come to Asgard for us to engage in a glorious battle? It’s not like I had bards ready. Hymns waiting to be written. Stories of my grandeur just craving to fill the halls! I heard you were speedrunning. Then you stood me up. Tsk tsk.”

      A minor glance at Odin’s attributes told Artorian that, in game terms, this was a losing gambit. Three thousands in everything? Abyss that! He had to fight this man to clear Asgard? There was no celestial way.

      Then he saw Odin’s oozing pride, and just couldn’t hold back his verbal kick to the shin. “Odin. How nice to see you again. My last major recollection of you was… ah, yes. Hurling you off a bridge to make you go do work. Or was there something noteworthy after that? I can’t recall, I just see this flashing image of a very tiny towelette in steamy golden baths. I don’t recall scheduling a meeting with you in Eternia.”

      Odin crossed his arms to nervously laugh away that last comment. “Ha-haa! I have been playing this game for so long, I know of every contender that can come my way and provide me entertainment! You think I didn’t feel any lingering contempt after our encounters? You shame me in my old realm, you scorn me by siccing that ice witch with her pets on me, then you think you can come to my playground and just tell me what to do?”

      He laughed again, louder and deliberately abrasive this time. “No, Administrator. This is revenge. I will never let you pass my realm. Not without a proper fight. Not without my pride feeling properly bolstered as I pluck your teeth out of my knuckles. I don’t care for the reason, and words won’t convince me. In fact, I don’t know why I don’t just strike you down right now, and burn some catharsis into my grip as it wrenches your throat?”

      Artorian blinked, his Calm Mind skill laughing at the fear and intimidation in those verbal attacks. The skill allowed him to shrug it off, and reply with ease. “You’d be bored. You’d never be satisfied after. You’ve been craving a proper challenge, and here you are… being a big bully. Celestial Feces, man, I’m bored listening to you attempting this. Introduce a fair challenge.”

      A malicious expression crawled cruelly onto Odin’s face. As if he’d been expecting Artorian not to fall for the verbal kicking and suggest an alternative. “Oh? Well then, I’ll make you a bet.”

      Odin pulled free an ornate Asgardian stein and slammed the mug onto a nearby table, indenting the wood while wrecking the majority of its splintering durability. With a glowing motion of his hand, the stein filled with liquid. “You chug this without dying on the spot, and I go home to Asgard! Instead of wringing you like a wet towel, right now. I call this the Asgardian Drought of Immortality. This dubious liquid keeps my boys able to come back again and again, but the side effects are nasty.”

      The large slab of meat flashed another smile that could blind a small village, then elbow leaned on the table, which creaked for dear life. “Deal?”

      Artorian tried to Inspect the drink, but found his attempt outright blocked. Odin had used his own DE points to make the drought, and unless Artorian entered his own deity form, he wasn’t going to bypass this. Given he hadn’t seen either of his Wisps yet… that didn’t bode well.

      He breathed out with a drop of the shoulders, then held his hand open to accept the stein. He wasn’t going to make a lick of progress with mister three thousand over here deliberately getting in his way. “Fine. Deal.”

      Odin gave him the stein, and smirked, fully desiring to see the old man to fall over dead. The mountain man didn’t even try to hide it. “You don’t have the constitution for this drought. It’s really only for Asgardians. We provide the drink as a sacramental welcoming when a person becomes a proper ‘Asgardian.’ There’s even a naming ceremony done by yours truly.”

      Artorian swirled the brew that looked… honestly no different than water. Then quirked a brow. “Constitution, you say? Well then. Bottoms up!”

      Right before he began drinking, Artorian cranked his Empowerment to full blast and kicked into gear with Astra form. His beard hummed a glorious golden hue, and after a few swigs he’d completely quaffed the beverage. When he slammed the stein onto the table, Odin caught his falling mug when the rest of the support it provided crumbled to firewood. “Wh— What? How did you just double your constitution score with a cosmetic effect? You cheater!”

      Artorian wiggled his finger. “Nu-uh-uh. I’m not cheating. This is legit. You’ve probably got some of the same limitations I do. Ask your glow ball.”

      Odin acted all distraught, then in the middle of a dramatic outcry just began to laugh. He buckled, bent over, and just let it all out. He even pointed at Artorian, who didn’t see what was so funny. Sunny figured Odin was overreacting, and when the timer that had popped up for the brew’s effects finally elapsed, he turned off Astra form and flickered a personal version of his fields into being.

      The fields got rid of lingering demerits, after which Artorian ran a hand over his head and through his hair. “I really don’t s—”

      Odin laughed louder as Artorian fell silent, then looked at his hand. He flexed it, then brushed it over his head again, only to feel hair. “Huh?”

      Dashing over to the Cathedral so he could check himself in the reflection of the stained glass, Artorian blew his top. “I’m young? You abyss-blasted slab of pyrite! You made me young! I just fixed this!”

      Artorian unleashed a litany of insults that any verbose Dwarf would be proud of, but Odin just talked through it. “I always thought you were a loquacious kid! Ha. Actually, after hearing the story of how you got your actual name, why don’t I give you one? Now that you’ve had an Asgardian sip! Loquacious kid? That shortens to… Lo. Ki. Loki. I like it! I’m going to tell all of Asgard that’s who you are, you mischievous whelp!”

      Odin couldn’t stop hollering as tears wettened his cheeks from endless laughter, leaving Artorian unable to get a word in as the meatslab let slip what he’d actually put in the stein. “Unguents of youth are… are… so easy to make! I heard you loved these especially. Either… either way, I will uphold my end of the promise, for I am magnanimous!”

      With a crack of thunder, Odin was gone.

      Artorian’s litany died on his lips, his anger increasing to the point where he turned beet red and just about vibrated in place. Artorian fumed, his tea kettle boiling over. “Oh, you are on.”

      With but a few motions, Artorian decided there would be no playing coy, second fiddle, or keeping one’s head low for a while to learn about what all was new. He’d learn on the fly.

      Yuki’s wish needed granting.

      

      Quest Update!

      Quest: A Labor of Love.

      Third stage success! Your Divine has awoken.

      The fourth stage of this quest can now commence. Rejoice! None have ever progressed this quest this far!

      Notice!

      Your Divine was awoken by another of the pantheon, and is experiencing ‘a big mad.’

      Note from your Divine: Asgard’s keister needs kicking. Make it so.
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      Artorian’s anger remained in full swing after sending out the update. His red coloration made a few of the beachgoers pack their things and run for the hills, but a flock of pudgy red hedgehogs that communicated with erratic clicking noises were headed right for him. How were they doing that? Artorian momentarily pressed his tongue to the roof of his mouth, and made it go *pop*. This made the advancing pack of pudgy red ones slow and answer him en masse with an accent. “My bruddah!”

      He glanced at the one at the front of the pack, snapping off a quick Inspect for some basic information.

      

      Name: *click*ile.

      Character Level: 83

      Class: Pathfinder

      Specialization: Seeker

      Profession: Wayfinder

      

      Well, that was a name. Mapmakers, perhaps? That could be handy if the world layout had changed. He wanted to get to Jotunheim yesterday and check in with a friendly face. Without the Wisps around he couldn’t conveniently ask, and with his mana still on fire there wasn’t any Forum access. Strange how Click’s level was only eighty-three while being in Vanaheim? Well, he was cheating with DE conversions, so perhaps eighty-three was pretty high.

      He eased enough to take a breath, forcing a smile on his strained expression. “Hello there. Could you point me in the direction of the nearest Jotunheim Bifrost? I’m looking for the way.”

      The red crowd answered with an outcry of ‘Da wae!’ After which they all began to bend their knees to bounce while making that obnoxious clicking sound. *Click*ile, who must have been the leader, answered him in that strange accent. “My bruddah! It is not safe to go alone. Take this!”

      Artorian reached down to receive some strange emerald that the pudgy hedgehog gave, after which it shone, shattered into particles, and gave him a prompt.

      

      *Ding*

      Map updated!

      Last known Bifrost connection points have been updated in your minimap.

      

      Artorian found the method a bit odd, but he nodded thankfully at the clicking troupe. At which point he remembered Odin’s not remotely sunburned, irritating living grin of a face, and the anger all promptly returned. He glanced at the pudgy red hedgehogs, but they’d all gone quiet on seeing him mood shift.

      Artorian tried to diffuse it but fumbled over his words. “I must go, my people need me.”

      That seemed to be enough, as all the Pathfinders saluted him as a unit. While Artorian could find some appreciation that they didn’t add another kernel of sand to his current foul mood, the repeated flashing memories of Odin’s recent actions once again boiled over his already steaming kettle.

      Vibrating from rage, he threw his arms up just so he could throw them down, unintentionally adding in an echolocation burst as he yelled out. “Alakazam!”

      A massive swirling cloud of stars, glitter, and smoke puffsploded from his being as Young-torian swapped his natures. From the thick, obscuring cloud, a five-hundred and twelve foot long ‘Old’-class Long shot toward the sky.

      He snaked upward as notices blared at him for attention. He ignored them and kept going until he hit the cloud layer. At that point he opened the minimap, slapped the Jotunheim bridge location, and began to charge Power Launch. He didn’t give two coppers that he wasn’t on the ground when starting it up this time.

      The cone of heat built up around him, after which it formed a funnel, and then a tube in the direction facing away from where he wanted to go. When he took off, it was like he’d punched the sky. The sonic boom was instant, and everyone in the metropolis made of ever-expanding concentric circles below saw Sunny shoot away at blinding speed.

      Artorian barely saw the landscape. Vanaheim was made of blur, blur, and more blur. Only the shining dot on his minimap that he kept adjusting for had any of his attention, the notices ignored until one began to play music.

      He glanced to find the source while rocketing through the clouds, and noted that several hundred notices were all doing their utmost to chase him. Both vying for his attention and being entirely unwilling to let him outrun them. When he commented, his words boomed with grandiose effect. The dragon spoke with a voice fitting for his size and upgraded lung capacity. “Ah, there they are. Knew there’d be a bunch.”

      The screen thumping with drum and bass spoke to his percussionist heart. He loved a good repetitive thump in music. To his delight, the screen was Deverash-themed! This time the clean, angular lines were back. Must have been time for another dice phase!

      Pulling the notice closer, he tapped it to accept the requested Forum connection, though to his surprise he didn’t exit his body while the connection clicked in. He was partially present in both spaces, though he had no physical body in the Forum space. More of an observing role as he indeed saw an eight-sided die hovering behind a clean metal table.

      He spoke, but only his normal Artorian voice occurred. “Dev! Nice die form. Change of pace?”

      Deverash formed one of those glowing smiley-faces on one of the sides. “Always keep cycling! Keep life fresh! Bog down too much and you’ll bog down with it. Let’s get right to it. Did you notice?”

      Artorian had noticed a few things, but the first thing that came to mind was that his Wisps had not been around to greet him. “Where are the glow balls?”

      The dice spun triumphantly! “I destroyed the Observer Wisp Pylon! Well, scarabs did. I’m innocent. Alright, I’m not. I chucked literal buckets of them into the soup. Remember you telling me you wanted Wisp surveillance to be off your friends? Great success. You’ve got control of all your titles now, and since it’s been quite a bit, I have even more good news.”

      Artorian’s anger fizzled a little as he laughed. “Well, don’t leave me in suspense. After that run in with Odin, I would love the good cheer. I’m a little surprised to have a non-tiny dragon body. I just quaffed a youth potion.”

      The smiley face grinned wide. “We got that fixed. The unguent now only affects appearance and functional age, and no longer plays poorly with the Pylon tracking overall age. You look young, but no attribute demerits. Speaking of, wowza! Those are some numbers! Back to the good news. Still want that chi bar?”

      Artorian forgot all anger. “You have it? Oh, please don’t be pulling my tail right now.”

      Deverash did a little dancing jig in his die form, then showed an image of a Gnome blowing some air across the top of a steaming wrench. “I love it when a plan comes together. Eternium implementing soul forge gave us some new mechanics to work with. I’ll give you the quick of it. You’ve got a Monk skill you’ve never used called Body Mastery. Soul forge it with Flexibility, and Ki Arrows. It’s a big cost, but it means you solve Endless Mana Burn now instead of in Asgard. I’ve got a few other combinations for you if that one is to your liking.”

      Artorian hurriedly threw open his character sheet, scouring for the options Eternium had told him about. “Forging… forging. Aha! Soul Forging!”

      

      New system menu available! Congratulations! You have unlocked the ability to use ‘Soul Forging’! By meeting certain requirements, you can combine skills or even classes! Be careful, as combining skills with low synergy will lower the new skill’s efficacy.

      

      Artorian mentally rubbed his hands together. “Looks like there’s a section where I just drag things into it from this side panel over here. It says ‘combine,’ so I’ll just go ahead and… Yes. Like this, and like that, and that’s all the goodies.”

      The time, gold, and material fields didn’t change when he added the relevant entries. Those fields just showed a flat stripe, so Artorian didn’t think much of them and tapped the prompt.

      

      You are about to combine several skills and abilities: Body Mastery, Flexibility, and Ki Arrows. Are you sure?

      

      Artorian slapped the confirmation prompt.

      

      Are you sure you want to combine these? This is your last chance. After this point, you will need to relearn the skills from Novice level one!

      

      Artorian rolled his eyes and slapped the screen once more. “So what?”

      As soon as the Pylons registered his request, all the entries turned gray, and an icon of a cauldron appeared. The entries dropped into the cauldron, then a notice appeared.

      

      Time until skills have combined: Instant.

      

      *Ding*

      Skill gained! Chi Bar.

      This skill is passive, and comes with any Monk-based class. If this skill was gained later, then this passive skill becomes a toggleable option, allowing you to swap back and forth between a chi bar and your prior power source.

      

      Artorian didn’t waste a second and vehemently flipped that lever. A moment later, relief washed over him as Endless Mana Burn burned itself out, and vanished from his character sheet entirely. “Sweet celestial bliss.”

      Shaking himself from the haze since he was still in mid-conversation, he praised his friend immediately. “Dev, that was amazing. I feel worlds better. Before we get to the topic of more forging. Is there anything pressing?”

      Deverash chuckled. “Oh boy, where to even begin? I know you have no idea what you’ve just set in motion, Sunny; you’ve no idea what you just set in motion with that quest update of yours. All lower realm rulerships have allied under your banner. You hold well over ninety percent of all available followers there. Vanaheim is a celestial metropolis! Carefully put together from Alfheim arbor and Elven artistry, Svartalfheim stone and Dwarven engineering, Midgard minerals with human civil works and city layout, and Jotunheim metal with Jotunheim muscle.”

      Artorian choked on air. “Over ninety? How much DE have I racked up?”

      Deverash cackled. “You’re actually in the negatives! Not that you will be for much longer. Remember how the Divine screen says ‘up to’ twenty-five DE per follower? That number drops when you’re not active, at a loss rate of one per day that you’re not around. You’ve barely been staying afloat while giving out your entire skill and ability repertoire, save for the extreme ones like Artifacting, Mana Loved, and imported functions.”

      The Gnome felt his friend’s deep frown. Then Artorian spoke pensively, a hint of worry in his tone. “Entire? Does that mean my enemies have seen my repertoire and have become used to it?”

      Deverash nodded his die to confirm the bad news. “Most tricks of yours are common now. Using a ballista as a bow is still rare, but a few madlad Jotuns have done it. They’ve got the size. Possession resistance became very popular, though you’re actually Immune now. One of those screens badly wants you to update the skill to reflect that change.”

      Artorian grumbled. “There’s always minutiae. I might as well reforge my whole list while I’m at it. Any suggestions?”

      The die glowed bright with glee, like a researcher finally being asked about his niche field of study. “Oh do I. Take this list. The synergies aren’t always the best, but after so much time to talk, plan, and plot, we’ve come up with a selection of outcomes tailored to your liking. Or so we hope. The ones marked in red are from Dawn.”

      That got Artorian’s attention. He threw the Soul Forging window right back open after accidentally closing it, then started chucking skills in and slapping confirmation prompts. “Well, this one’s red. Let’s go~o~o!”

      Jogging, Running, Jumping, Swimming, Aerial Acrobatics, Cloudstep, and Platform were up first.

      

      *Ding*

      Skill gained! Freedom of Movement.

      This skill is passive, and can only be gained through Soul Forging.

      Freedom of Movement provides full range of movement in any environment, included but not limited to: land, water, underwater, air, high atmosphere, and vacuum. Your feet will always find purchase, surface or no. As a side effect, due to the inherent features of the Platform source applying to every step, tumble, or hand movement, you will no longer destroy landscape or buildings when launching from, or traversing over, these floor types.

      Elevation is a matter of choice, but can only be sustained so long as movement is constant. Standing still in the middle of the air will allow gravity to take hold.

      

      Artorian gasped at that beauty of a skill. FoM still wasn’t flight, but it abyss-near matched it! “I like it, another!”

      Calm Mind, Meditation, Speech, and Mental Manipulation Resistance were next.

      

      *Ding*

      Skill gained! Freedom of Mind.

      This skill is passive, and can only be gained through Soul Forging.

      Freedom of Mind provides full immunity to possession, mind altering states you do not allow, and grants a powerful boost to any speech-related activity. This does not provide a numerical change, and will instead put you on equal footing with any who use oration of a superior skill level. Regardless of your respective skill level.

      

      Deverash’s dice hummed with pride and glee as Artorian hollered, expressing outright joy at the results of the forging. That had been one of his compilations. Artorian fangirled aloud. “Immunities? I love not needing to worry about any of that nonsense! Celestials above, I’m enthralled!”

      “No, you aren’t, you’re immune to that.” Dev smirked. “More?”

      Artorian boomed, significantly happier. “More!”

      Coalescence, Mana Manipulation, Mana Affinity, Magic Knack, Mana Consciousness, Mana Mastery, Auric Field, Presence, and the title Mana Loved all went into the cauldron next.

      

      *Ding*

      Title gained! One with Mana.

      This title automatically replaces the original Mana Loved title in your character sheet entry. New description: You have moved as one with the will of mana, and it adores you for it above all others.

      Effect One: Due to the triggering effect of the character trait, Absolute Unit, all attacks, spells, effects, abilities, or direct manipulations of mana will be Shattered when targeting the unique entity holding this title.

      Effect Two: Shaping Costs and Spell Failure are negated entirely.

      Effect Three: Your mana regeneration is increased by a category.

      Effect Four: You may toggle the effect: Abundant Absorption.

      This effect replaces the mechanics of regenerating mana normally. Instead, you will gain any free or Shattered mana in the vicinity as a direct addition to your mana pool, equal to the base cost paid. Example: If someone attempts to bolt you with lightning that costs them 2000 mana, you will gain 2000 mana.
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      Artorian had to read that entry twice before the gravity of the new title bore down on him. “Oh, that is juicy. Plus, it includes one of my requested effects. I can’t wait to see what the next one will bring.”

      The next combination list was big. ‘No’ Style, Deny the Blow, Flow like Water, Breathe the Air, Impeccable Focus, Monk Weapon Mastery, Pantheon Style, Phalanx Breaker, Land Breaker, Sky Breaker, Reap, First Kiss, and Unarmed Weapon Mastery. Artorian took a breath before confirming the mixture. Soul Forging hadn’t let him down yet.

      

      *Ding*

      Skill gained! Martial Arts: Adaptive Style.

      Specific style: Formless.

      The Formless styles are only for the most gifted of geniuses, or most profound experts. The mainstay of this style is dueling, as the longer you face a particular opponent, the more effective you will be against them. As during combat you learn their moves, skills, tricks, habits, and weaknesses.

      This school’s color theme is white mana.

      This style has no ranks or levels. Instead, the duration of time during which you face a unique opponent determines your bonuses against that entity. For each minute you are in combat against a unique foe, all effects you cause against them increase in output, power, or effectiveness by 10%. Example: If you were to punch for 10 damage at the start of the battle, then after ten minutes, that punch would instead do 20 damage.

      Note: Having the Formless style prevents you from gaining other martial arts forms.

      

      What sold Artorian on the sunk cost here was that this skill appeared to be automatic, and triggered without any input from him. That made him feel comforted for the occasion he ran into a protracted battle again. Like with Urcan. This would have come in very handy. “Hmmm… well, I’m not unhappy with it. Another.”

      He saw the next list and winced; the single saving grace was that the entry was marked in red. “Ouch. All my archery? Dawn wouldn’t steer me wrong… but… Everything?”

      He glanced worriedly to the die, which hung implacably in the air like a passive rock. Dev expected his friend to make the decisions himself. He’d already done all he could from behind the scenes.

      Artorian considered it a moment longer, then steeled himself after coming to a decision. He threw them all into the forge and got to it. For a moment, he was honestly afraid to push the confirmation prompt. Even he didn’t like losing things.

      Bow Mastery, Close Range Tactics, Point Blank Tactics, Longshot, Overdraw, Multishot, Luckshot, Trickshot, Flurry Arrows, Zen Arrow, Mobile Archery, Siege Engine Mastery, Ballistic Bowyer Mastery, Successive Shots, Siege Engine Sizing, Critical Realism, Tonfa Weapon Mastery, Sunrise, Starfall, and Hurled Sympathy all went into the cauldron.

      He closed his eyes. “I trust Dawn with my heart. This is a trifle.”

      Then dropped his finger.

      

      *Ding*

      Skill gained! Supreme Weapon Mastery.

      This skill gives a significant boost to the use of all weapons in combat. By obtaining this skill, the user is immediately proficient in all weaponry, of all types. When using any weapon, including one’s own body, the user may act as if they were Sage-ranked in the equivalent weapon field.

      Instead of variable damage, all damage rolls are considered maximized. In addition, each rank of this skill will improve raw damage dealt by +25%. When using weapons of any type that impose a cooldown or ‘attacks per round’ limitation, that limitation is ignored.

      Attacks made with weapons or the body no longer cost stamina.

      Skills applied on top of this will still incur a stamina cost.

      You are now Immune to the following conditions: accuracy penalties, range penalties, moving while attacking penalties.

      The maximum range of any ranged ammunition is increased by a category.

      If you score a critical strike, your opponent dies.

      

      Artorian had to blink, then whistle. He glanced at the list and saw he wasn’t done, but his options to throw in the pot were becoming rather barren. Next on the chopping block: Mapping, Electrosense, Sonar Pulse, Divine Shell, Omnibreath, Sustenance, and the title Speedrunner. He pushed the confirmation prompts without trying to think about the sacrifices too much—the rewards had been stellar. Even if he was feeling the sting of loss.

      

      *Ding*

      Special conditions met! Luck attribute above 2000 points.

      Skill gained! Nascence.

      From within, you are made anew.

      You gain Electrosense and Echolocation as new empirical senses on a base level, alongside sight, hearing, taste, smell, and touch, regardless of current race.

      As a Nascent being, you are always considered Well-Fed and Well-Hydrated. You can breathe in any environment, and are immune to the effects of: Depth Crushing, Thin Atmosphere, Vacuum, harmful gasses, inhaled venoms or poisons, and cloud- or vapor-based attacks.

      A Nascent being is never lost, and always has a vague idea of where to go, regardless of what it is currently looking for.

      

      Artorian immediately lost his map and all relevant data. While that loss should have come accompanied by a severe wave of discomfort, he instead sort of knew the vague direction of the Bifrost that he was looking for. That knowledge soothed him, even if he couldn’t be sure of the exact location.

      A deep breath increased the liberating feeling that already washed over him. The air tasted crisp and felt plentiful, even up here in the cloud layer. When he felt good and ready to continue, he just stared at the prompt listing combination suggestions. He noticed from the corner of his eye that a grand majority of the notices following him had winked out. Their tasks were resolved with forging taking away their reason to chase him.

      Artorian grit his dragon teeth as he kept reading, and the discomfort broke up the Forum link. Deverash instead spoke through the screen that was keeping pace with his friend. “Everything alright?”

      His dragon friend made a throaty noise, then snaked extra wide curves on his flight path to try to shake the feeling off. “Sorry, buddy, didn’t realize the half and half Forum connection was so frail. I got shaken up by the next combination listed. I don’t know how to feel about mashing together my most useful toys. Empowerment, Resplendence field, Soul of Zen, and two titles? I don’t know… It’s not red, either.”

      Deverash thought for a moment, then had some words that might help put his friend at ease. “Zelia figured that combination out. I believe you’re on your way to consult her?”

      Artorian did indeed feel much better once he had that tidbit of knowledge. “I was going for a tackle-hug and clothing, but that is now certainly added to my docket. I think I’m almost there. Can you dismiss the trailing screens? I don’t want to deal with them just yet.”

      Deverash made the screens that weren’t just giving up wink out. “Easily done. I’ll be going for a moment, but my screen will hang around without being visible. Just call my name when you need me and it will turn opaque again. Talk soon!”

      The jovial tone of dice-Deverash made Artorian feel warm inside. It was good to have friends, and better still when they looked out for him. His gut feeling had been right on the nose. His big dragon nose. Testing one of the new skills right away, he flipped his titles and changed back into Young-torian before landing foot-first onto a cloud. He pushed off from the puff-floor like it was nothing, then continued running along as his speed slowly decreased and his altitude lowered.

      Changing altitudes was actually rather easy. He just ‘knew’ when he wanted his foot to hit something solid, and when that happened, his foot did. Simple as that.

      The guard station at the Bifrost must have seen him coming. By the time he landed on—oho! Paved road? Wow!—the guards were already saluting him and clearing the way.

      “Open the gates!” Loudly barked from the distance, allowing Artorian to pinpoint the location of the Bifrost. Including that a double portcullis and heavy-looking grated metal gate was rising from the ground. “Divine coming through!”

      Artorian hopped in place before replying with a booming shout. “I appreciate it! Great job holding the fort down. Coming through!”

      The sonic boom that followed him as he took back off made his followers cheer madly. To them, it was an honor to be near their Divine when he zipped away to take care of business. Hearing the stories of his straightforward examples when they were raised was one thing. Seeing the massive dragon pierce the sky, only for a boy to descend with pure purpose in his steps, heading straight toward their gate, made a tear come to the eye of many.

      He had come. Their Divine had come. Just like he’d promised.

      The guards, creatures of various races, had only ever seen Sunny through stained glass. Even then, he’d been so bright that getting a good look at him proved difficult. Even if they didn’t believe the stories, they could not look away from the boons and grants he gave out. Without asking a thing. Without demanding fealty. His arms and offers were open without restrictions, and small injuries were but ancient history so long as you remained in the Sun’s warm embrace.

      Even if you wished to leave, there were no repercussions. If you wished to return, it was like coming home to a warm fire, and a ready blanket. Those who stayed were given free access to skills and abilities of choice, many of which were rather useful and heralded whole schools dedicated to those disciplines.

      Sunny was responsible for realms uniting, people surviving, civilization thriving, and providing a hopeful outlook in many an eye that previously knew only light that was bleak. His stories went far and wide, going so far as to impact the unity between the lower realms during their earliest days.

      Within the realms, it was widespread knowledge that Paladin Yorn, Clanlord of Svartalfheim, Patriarch Yiba-Su Wong of Alfheim, and Katarina the Kind of Midgard, had a most memorable first gathering.

      Alongside a gaggle of advisors, several other Divines, Guild leaders galore, and even a small group of ‘friendly’ demons in creature form, the alliance had occurred before the first handshake ever passed. The three rulers had looked at one another once gathered, then broke down laughing. In unison, they had all asked the same question. “You too?”

      When more laughter occurred and they all sat around the table, negotiations of any kind never even happened. They passed a unity document, and signed it. Then they cheered when the Autarch of Jotunheim arrived and immediately joined up and signed as well, the second she heard what they were doing. Zelia the Argent added herself to their crew without so much as a request for concessions.

      The collective rules they came up with were beautiful. Open trade, open borders, free passage, assistance from local rulerships to travelers, no limitations on travel or goods, no taxes, no bans, nothing. If you had a problem with someone, you dueled them. The four great rulers made the Vanaheim Metropolis together, all because one kind soul just couldn’t bear to see even a single person hurt for longer than they had to be.

      Now Sunny was here. He was back. And throwing himself into the forefront without so much as a sightseeing tour of all they had made.

      He could see it when the tasks were done. The guards gripped their tonfa tight as emotions washed over them. They inhaled deep, stern breaths. Then all present at the Bifrost gate let themselves have a moment as they each reverently touched a piece of cloth hanging from the end of their bows. Each of which was embroidered with the tiny image of a sun. Each such image was unique and slightly different, made by the owner of that specific weapon.

      For the people, it was a reminder. To be thankful for their gifts, the lack of nightmares in their dreams, and the knowledge that Sunny, Sovereign of the Sun, would never abandon them. He loved them, and for that, they loved him in turn.

      Artorian saw part of this display as he crossed the bridge, having glanced to see what the sudden silence was about. He needed to look back to keep on track and not run off the side of the rainbow, but felt more warmth gather in the middle of his chest. He’d left too quickly from Vanaheim to see if the people there had acted with such silent reverence after their clamoring as well.

      The people of Vanaheim had very much performed this very same ritual after their capital-wide cheer. Artorian didn’t know, nor did he think the act particularly significant. The soft pink glow that began to build from all the individual handmade sun symbols might yet one day prove him wrong.
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      Arrival at the opposing side of the Bifrost came with surprises. He had company! Though not of the hostile variety. Artorian skidded to a stop on Jotunheim snow, stopping with a perplexed expression right in front of… Mahogany? Were his eyes broken? That couldn’t be right. “Old friend? Is that you? I thought you were tucked away in some leafy hidden mansion.”

      Mahogany smiled, clad in very fluffy cold-weather attire. He waved the youngster over before speaking in his usual majestic voice. “It is me, my dearest Starlight Spirit.”

      Artorian fell into Mahogany’s offered hug and tried not to squeeze the Wood Elf into a set of exotic splinters. The Wood Elf *oof’d* regardless, then needed to pat his lumbar afterward. “We haven’t been there in quite some time. Our… particular little issue, got resolved. We wanted to be somewhere less busy. Jotunheim jungles may have hungry dinosaurs, but most don’t chew on bark. Regardless of their fondness to bite.”

      Mahogany shot Artorian a big wink, but Artorian didn’t know what he meant by it just yet. Was there a hidden ploy in Jotunheim he’d been told about? He didn’t recall any, but perhaps Zelia would have answers. “Is—”

      A teleportation sound that struck his ears like gentle earmuffs being placed over them shushed him right away. He turned. Clad in rather similar winter attire to Mahogany stood a mighty pleased Zelia. She began to make a bowing motion and say ‘my Dreamer.’ Unfortunately for her, she got to about the ‘M’ of those words before Artorian slammed into her chest and commenced borderline rib-crushing hugs. “I’m so glad to see you!”

      Zelia *gllrk’d* from the pressure, hurriedly stealing a deep breath when her Dreamer let her rib cage go. “Im… impressive strength, Dreamer.”

      Artorian nodded at the statement. “Big numbers are big, also celestial buckets of heartfire. It is cold here!”

      He felt the freezing shudder right after he’d said it, his hands shooting to his arms to rub up and down. He didn’t understand why his teeth felt like they were about to clatter. Didn’t he just say he had big numbers? Didn’t his constitution help with this? What was this farce?

      A glance at his character sheet showed a ‘frostbite’ meter rapidly climbing. “That’s not good.”

      Zelia clicked open a small cube, then pulled free an entire winter clothing set. The cloak of which she draped about him as Mahogany hurried to help tuck in the corners. He chuckled, bemused. “Starlight, you arrived in a frozen land wearing desert attire. Let’s not be too surprised and get you inside. Hmmm?”

      Artorian glanced at Zelia for confirmation, yet she was already squeezing her hands around theirs before a smooth *pop* changed the entire surrounding space. Well, they had moved and not the space, but the cold had tripped Artorian up for a moment. He looked around at architecture designed like the inside of a temple, though a variant where people lived in great numbers, rather than some holy site.

      Turning his head left, the windows appeared to be made of see-through beeswax, or something equally strong and easy to mend. Either way it looked solid. The ceiling had gaping holes in it at first glance, but those made more sense when Artorian noted that half the races here were able to just walk on walls. The difference between wall, floor, and ceiling was minimal. Races that clearly couldn’t do this naturally all wore some kind of bracer with a marking on it. An item that allowed them to do so regardless.

      A quick inspection showed the bracers to be affected by ‘Spider Climb,’ something Artorian wouldn’t mind having himself. Or any gear really. He needed to ask Zelia.

      He decided to get right on that, as his chosen one had walked off to speak to someone while he looked around. He made it two steps before freezing in place, the face of someone dead stepping out from behind Zelia as she turned. Artorian went pale, and didn’t know what to do or say. He just gawked wide-eyed at the person who walked up to him, then wrapped him in a hug.

      She was as real as anything else here, and her petal robe was genuine.

      Artorian’s hands trembled as they moved to share the hug. His eyes watered and face scrunched up as complicated chest pain made itself known. When he squeezed around her middle, petal-wrapped arms tenderly wrapped around his head. When she whispered, he nodded passively before finally being able to look up at her and ask the question that made his heart feel so heavy.

      “Rosewood?”

      Rosewood, the Wood Elf with a passion for all things clothing, smiled back down at him while soothingly brushing her bark fingers across his scalp. Her voice hadn’t changed a single leaf. “Hello, my most favorite mannequin. Have you been well, oh great ruiner of all things clothing?”

      Young-torian broke down crying, but Rosewood said nothing and just held the boy. It was right to cry here, and Mahogany walked up to rub a hand over his back. When Mahogany received a questioning eye from his small friend, he nodded and filled in. “I told you, dear Starlight. Our issue got resolved. With the help of Deverash—who had a very similar problem—all of the Wood Elves of old that we could remember well enough to distinctly individualize… Well. Everyone you knew is back. That souls thing turned out to be a non-problem, not that I have the slightest understanding of how or why.”

      Artorian wiped his face with the back of his sleeve, but that had both Rosewood and Zelia glaring daggers at him for not using a piece of scrap cloth. He hiccupped out a smile, then sniffed. “I… I see. That’s amazing news. Mahogany, I’d like to catch up when we can. For now, if I don’t let these two do their clothing thing, the whole realm will burn down. I think they weren’t expecting my diminished stature.”

      Mahogany winked in understanding, and moseyed off while whistling a ditty. Rosewood hooked her arm around Artorian’s left, while Zelia did the same around Artorian’s right arm. People promptly got out of their way, but he did manage to get a few waves in at some very familiar faces. Each of which cheered and yelled when the duo carted him by. One even held up a wooden grading sign! There would be much rejoicing later.

      Once in a room that was obviously a paradise for those of the seamstress persuasion, he ambled up to the podium and just took the usual T-shaped pose. While measuring him, Zelia gave Artorian the run-down on the last century and a half. Including major events, politics, important developments, and a whole slew of things that could have just as easily been a written note. Still, she wanted to talk while she applied her profession, and if that was how Zelia wanted to work through some stress, Artorian wouldn’t stop her.

      He also discovered that Zelia and Rosewood were two peas in a pod, bickering only to measure something on his arm and then furiously descend in what he was going to term ‘crafter madness.’

      By the time they were done, he looked like a puffball. “Perhaps this is slightly too much fluff, ladies?”

      An explosion from the far hall turned all their heads to the left. Zelia threw down her bolt of fabric. “Kaw! I swear to Thrymm, if you are practicing fireball in my house again, I will pluck you and turn you into rotisserie! Kaw! Don’t you—right. Pag! Put down the fireball. I know it’s you!”

      Zelia vanished from Artorian’s side in the middle of Pag’s outburst. Artorian could hear the exact moment she appeared when the fire Mage abruptly changed his tune, his voice altering from chipper to forcibly despondent. “Haha, it worked! I mean, oh no, tragic.”

      The sound of things breaking followed suit as Zelia rampaged through Pag’s current room, who dove for safety and crashed through his barred door before she chased him around the foyer. A variety of goods went flying as Zelia hunted the tiny bird down. When her fussing finally ended, a small owl got flung into the chamber where Artorian was playing mannequin.

      Pag fell on his face on the way down, then skidded another thirty feet forward before the rest of him hit the ground with a dry thump.

      Artorian looked down, not breaking from his pose even a little as only his eyes moved. He knew better since Rosewood had returned to being fully absorbed by her art, so spoke through his teeth. “Causing trouble?”

      Pag moved a feathery digit to the air like a finger that demanded attention, his beak still firmly plastered to the tile. “I have kaw-sed many wonderful problems, and regret none! Fireball is a solution! One applicable to everything. It’s a blast to use, and takes charge of any encounter. It’s the hottest spell in all the realms, and anywhere that it’s in stores, it flies from all the shelves. This most glorious firecracker belongs in the pocket and repertoire of any Mage.”

      He then hiked his digit up higher, voice rising to a sales pitch to match the action. “But wait! If you order now, ev—”

      Zelia teleported in behind him, then furiously punted his hiked up butt through her crafting space in a single, swift, fluid motion. “No spells or puns in my house! You make pun, you get punted!”

      Rather than sail forward in an arc, Pag ungracefully slid across the polished floor with a sticky, drawn out squeak. When his face smacked into the bottom of the steps, physics flipped him over and sent him careening onto the raised platform where Statue-torian stood.

      He tumbled from the sudden kinetic jolt, then miraculously ended right on his feet at a complete stand-still. Regardless; a partially discombobulated Pag reached out his wing-arm, smirked, and slapped Artorian’s extended hand. He made an easy target for Pag’s rebellious mischief, since Artorian refused to break from his rigid ‘T’ pose. The resulting ‘clap’ caused a most interesting prompt to appear in Artorian’s vision.

      

      *Ding*

      Notice!

      Grandmaster of Fire Magic: Pag, the Pyroclasm, is attempting to speed-teach you the signature spell: Fireball.

      Do you accept?

      

      Artorian, of course, mentally smashed the confirmation prompt, then smiled wide as a new spell blinked to life in his ability list.

      Pag believed his goose to be cooked when he looked over his shoulder at Zelia, then looked back at Artorian with a scheming grin. “There are times when giving out free samples will bring me far more return than a sale ever could. It’s gotten rather heated here, so I better make like tephra and teeter out. See you in Muspelheim!”

      Artorian was about to ask how Pag was going to get to Muspy, but Zelia appeared next to him in a flash, grabbed Pag by the scruff on the back of his owly neck, and teleportation-hurled him to the other realm with a heated *vwumph*!

      She then turned her hands into claws just to hiss at empty air and squeeze them closed at the now vacant spot, like she was wringing a neck. This exchange was not an uncommon occurrence. “Go eat with a spoon!”

      Artorian was then about to ask what a spoon had to do with all of this, then saw the mental flash of Yvessa’s cross before his imagination. He promptly dropped it. He intended to just put it out of mind and read the spell entry, but a figure leaning in the doorway made him forget it all. Remaining a statue was a thought that crumbled to gravel as he slipped from the puffy clothing piece like a fish darting through water.

      He threw himself at the massive Wood Elf. Sequoia laughed, smiled ear to ear, and caught his old friend. Artorian was beside himself, tripping over his words trying to speak as his arms grew frantic with movement.

      Zelia and Rosewood thought to be upset that he’d moved off the pedestal, but they couldn’t. Reunions were important, and not all the Wood Elves had the patience to wait for later. They shared a look to silently communicate that Mahogany was likely responsible for this.

      Artorian finally managed to grip Sequoia by the hands and speak when he once again had footing, even if he was in the middle of a conversation only he had been able to understand.

      “But you died.”

      Sequoia nodded like that was barely an inconvenience, then, just for a bit, spoke in that squeaky tone of his. “Got one better for you. My class? It’s Lancer.”
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      After catching up with Sequoia for a short minute until it was obvious that this really could wait until later, Artorian shook hands with the Wood Elf before returning to the dagger-glaring seamstresses who each held a bit of cloth impatiently. He eased on a different robe for them to pin things to, then watched Sequoia leave the room. “I didn’t know someone had all of Sequoia’s memories.”

      Rosewood tilted him on his hip axis and filled in while her eyes were busy sewing the vestment in her mind. “Probably because I had them. We had to explain to him how he died, because our last melding was the year beforehand. He’s taking it very well. His class lets his bow shoot spears, and his next specialization will let him use lances. Sequoia is using it as a coping mechanism to recuperate, and we’re all happy just to have him around. Nobody fusses. Nobody that isn’t afraid of my needles, anyway. Oak will always be Oak, and he still tries to help by offering a toke. Remember not to accept this time?”

      The wording of that struck Artorian as odd. “I thought you were just friends?”

      A vengeful poke in the kidney stopped him from saying anything further. Then Rosewood gained a sharp glint in her eyes. “Just like you and Dawn are still just friends?”

      Artorian defended himself. “We are! Very good ones! A party travels at the speed of their slowest member, and I’m certainly not going to rush Dawn into anything, nor step on a piece of land where she finds no comfort.”

      Small-torian shot Rosewood a very deep and meaningful look, which made the Wood Elf give up and get back to crafting. “We’re almost done, don’t scowl. If you get to jab, I get to jab. It’s been too long regardless. Though… don’t tell me the amount. It was explained to me how time works here once, and the slowing up by speeding down concept… I mean. Just don’t talk about it. Makes my head spin.”

      Zelia moved her hands away from Artorian’s collar, then nodded in approval. “That’s everything I need.”

      Rosewood took a few seconds more, but shared the opinion. “Likewise. Alright, Starshine, you’re free. Go play. It will take us a good bit to finish all your equipment. Be back in a week.”

      Zelia nose-motioned for the door. “The Wood Elves are in one of the main rooms. They still like to huddle. You’ll also find old Katarina with Birch. He still likes taking care of people as much as he always has.”

      When Artorian didn’t leave, she looked to him with a question on her face. “Zelia, dear. I was informed that this particular combination of Soul Forging was your suggestion? Are you… are you sure?”

      Zelia looked at the prompt he made visible, made a silent sound of understanding, then rolled her hand to make a secretive ‘come closer’ motion. “Reforging those in that order will bundle the costs so you can use both at once, rather than one or the other. We found out afterward that it was best to also throw in the components for your Resplendence field, but couldn’t add it to the message after sending it.”

      This knowledge made Artorian stand up straight. He calmed as some stress vented away, then whispered and gave her a quick hug before silently leaving the room. “Thank you, my dear.”

      Wasting no further time or thought on the matter, he opened the Soul Forging screen and threw Empowerment, Resplendence Field, Soul of Zen, Heal, Cleanse, Clean, Revitalize, Restoration, Regeneration, Invigoration, and two titles into the cauldron. Losing Starlight Warrior and Sage of Resplendence hurt, but it was time for the new. He approved the required prompts, and held his hands for the results.

      

      *Ding*

      Ability gained! Astral Celerity.

      Astral Celerity provides speed beyond speed, alacrity beyond the limitations of agility, might beyond strength, and resilience unmatched by any constitution.

      This ability functions by investing your entire energy bar.

      When activating this ability, you will trigger effects equivalent to the Sage ranks in the abilities: Resplendence Field, Soul of Zen, and Empowerment.

      This ability has multiple functions, all of which happen at once when Astral Celerity is activated. Upon activation, the user will immediately enter a new and improved Astra form.

      Visually, Astra form only causes minor cosmetic effects, if desired.

      Mechanically, Astra form improves the Strength, Dexterity, and Constitution of the user by 100%, effectively doubling those statistics without any sustained or stacking stamina drain that the original version caused.

      Astral Celerity increases the time frame dilation effect by a full category, also considered ten times the speed any other normal person is going. This benefit includes having ten times the action economy.

      Unlike Soul of Zen, Astral Celerity will not cause undue strain during sustained use, nor will the user have ‘strained’ attributes. This function costs the user 1000 stamina per second while the ability remains active. Astral Celerity will wink out should the user’s stamina drop to zero.

      While Astral Celerity is active, several beneficial effects will coat the battlefield. These effects ignore terrain. Rather than a radius calculation, these beneficial effects instead affect the entire local hex you occupy. A local hex in this instance is a measured out section of land, roughly equivalent to one square mile, formed as an orb with the user at its center-most point.

      The user may designate anyone in this field to be included or removed from any of the effects, or all of them, at a whim. Beforehand, the beneficial effects will be limited to entities that the user would consider friendly. These effects also apply to the user, and trigger once per second.

      Cleanse—Status demerit effects are removed.

      Clean—Deleterious and cosmetic effects relating to anything ‘dirty’ are removed.

      Revitalize—Fatigue demerit effects are removed.

      Restoration—Attribute damage and pattern inconsistencies are removed.

      Regeneration—1% of total health is restored.

      Note: This will damage, instead of heal, dark-based entities and demons.

      Invigoration—Stamina regeneration is doubled for 1 second.

      

      Artorian whistled, but still felt a bit glum from the investment. He tapped ‘pattern inconsistencies’ to see what that meant.

      

      Pattern Inconsistencies:

      Entry: A pattern is the intricate design that makes everything in the universe. An inanimate object has a far less complex pattern than a living being. An inconsistency in this pattern is any alteration that a pattern is not supposed to have, such as: illnesses, recently lost limbs, or being turned into an item.

      Note: Artorian, if you check this entry, this will let you restore Urcan. I prioritized getting this done. Give him a few swings before you do? Love, Eternium.

      

      “Well. That’s that then.” Artorian shook his hands to get some lingering gloom out of his system, having appreciated yet another of Eternium’s kind gestures. His head perked up when his ears picked up a beat that sounded suspiciously like party music. Veering off his intended route, he then pushed open a big set of double doors that blocked most of the sound. Given they led directly to the hall with the crafting section offshoot, these were closed intentionally.

      His smile bloomed at the sights, sounds, smells, and general good-cheer atmosphere of a whole herd of Wood Elves having a great time. Throwing the doors shut behind him with a *clang,* Artorian got the attention of the partygoers long enough to flare his Astral Celerity sans cosmetics and make himself known. Several drinks were furiously spat out when they recognized the feeling rather than the person, then the room exploded with raucous abandon.

      The music only got louder, Young-torian suddenly mobbed by Wood Elves who dogpiled him, and when he was finally extracted went right to joining the group choreography on the dancefloor.

      Mid-dance, Artorian had a quick glance at the source of the music that originated from a sideways pit in the wall. A strange hel-cow that hadn’t bothered to humanize sported one of his trademark sunglasses, keeping a hoof to its left ear while the other helped spin some round plates on a flat table. Somehow it made sound.

      “Who’s the music man?” Artorian questioned Baobab, who had shot next to him for prime positioning on the dancefloor. “I didn’t think that race could do anything except graze.”

      Her smile could have started a forest fire when she answered mid-movement. “He calls himself Pitbull, and the world is made of exceptions. He’s great! All he wants is for people to moo-ve it. Plans to go worldwide and be known as Mr. Worldwide. I’m all for it!”

      Artorian couldn’t nay-say that at all, and tossed the question. There was no reason to stop the party, and the music definitely agreed. He lost all track of time. He traded some pointers with Baobab, who had him completely beat in the dancing department. Then again, she had the hips for it, which she loved to use. Particularly to knock Olive off-balance.

      Baobab tagged out with Birch, who clearly didn’t want to be in the spotlight. From the sidelines however, a one-hundred fiftyish-year-old lady in a wheelchair egged him on and hooted for him to move his butt. The lady herself moved her upper body along to the beat, her spirit not in the slightest dented. Katarina had aged gracefully, and the loss of her legs only meant more work for everyone else.

      Birch was ‘helped’ by Artorian and Baobab, resulting in some hilarious fumbles where Birch somehow managed to trip over his own feet. Artorian excused himself afterward and flopped down in the seat next to Katarina. She took one look at him, laughed, and then shook his hand. “Well, look at you! Last I saw you, you were the old geezer and I was the youngster. Shame I don’t have much mobility, I’d have lived on that floor. A lively place with people and activity easily holds the fondest place in my heart. I am at peace here, because it is so wild.”

      Artorian momentarily thought of Dev’s racing platforms for some reason, then felt a Nixie Tube pop up above his head. “Maybe we can do something about that.”

      When he motioned for the screen, it popped into visibility. Dev began to curse in Gnomish on the other end as the loud music poured through and knocked him from his stable, hovering orbit. “Sunny! What in the name of unbreakable bolts is that racket?”

      “Dev! Good to hear you! Barely. You’re going to need to holler over this music. I just wanted to pass an idea by before it swam away. Can you turn a racing platform into a pair of legs?”

      Artorian imagined the silence on the other end to be Dev blinking. “What?”

      “Legs!” Artorian repeated. “For moving!”

      “No, I understood that part,” Dev replied, then grasped the request when he used a viewing function on the screen and saw Katarina. “That makes more sense. I’ll look into it. Artorian, call me back when the decibel level near you can’t shatter glass. This is too loud for me!”

      The screen winked out, and Artorian shifted to face Katarina with his hands upturned. “Worth a shot. Honestly, I’m actually surprised you’ve lived so long. Not a complaint, mind you.”

      Katarina laughed, then smiled sweetly. “It’s your boon! It has a side effect since we stay in such good health all the time. Our lifespans are essentially doubled. I was expecting to reach eighty, so I’ve got a good ten years left in me! Old Kat won’t go down without a fight!”

      She mock-punched the air in front of her a few times, then looked around before touching him on the arm, her tone soft but clearly audible. “Sunny. It is wonderful to see you. It really is.”

      Artorian could feel ice melt as her gaze softened when she met his eyes. “Though you know that this isn’t where you’re supposed to be right now. You have all the time in the world to rejoice, and even all these people that can’t wait to meet you… Must wait. First, victory. Then, celebrations.”

      The old Queen deserved the title. Artorian felt Freedom of Mind trigger to match her oration skills, then felt his drive to keep being a party animal fizzle out. She was right, of course. He could spend a small eternity here, but other people deserved that time. People who were not as happy as the revived extended family huddled up here.

      He recalled Odin’s face, and his mirth dropped entirely. Katarina patted him on the hand for his attention, and clearly understood without any further words. The grandmotherly wisdom could be read like an open book from the wrinkles of her face. She flashed her eyes in the direction of a door, and without needing to repeat herself, Artorian was gone.

      Katarina looked back to the door after noticing he’d vanished. Just in time to see it close as someone sped away on the other side. A feeling of relief, elation, and the tender resignation of finally having been useful raced up her spine. She sighed, then winced and squeezed her fingers around her heart. Even if it hurt, Katarina felt content. “My last good deed. It seems I might be joining you shortly after all, my beloved Oswan. I go with love.”

      Her hand fell, and a new star brightly illuminated in the night sky.
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      He had a week. Or half a week, depending on how much time he’d lost in Jotunheim. He could have been at that party for hours, or days, and been none the wiser. Best not to think about it. Once outside, he alakazam’d into his dragon form and performed another high-atmosphere sky punch, straight in the direction of Niflheim. The heat from Power Launching kept him nice and toasty! He wanted to cross that nagging thought about cheese off his to-do list, or it would come up at an inopportune moment later to distract him.

      He made it to the bridge in record time, though didn’t see a welcoming committee. There wasn’t even a gate. He landed and made the usual impact crater as he forgot he could just smoothly transition, and hoofed it across the Bifrost bridge.

      Setting foot on the bottom most entry point of Niflheim, he could see one of his inactive teleportation platforms up ahead. The coin was identical to the one Gomei and company had chased him and the accompanied chosen off from back in Cal. Discomfort struck him at the thought, so rather than inspecting the entrance to Niflheim, which had the appearance of a gaping cave maw, he looked up. “Wonder if there’s still a tree up there. Alakazam? Alakazam!”

      The trip to Niflheim’s topside took barely any time at all while booming along at Mach eight. Artorian had more nagging screens wanting his attention—something about his dragon form’s age category evolutions—but they would need to wait for the current cheesy nag to go away.

      He overshot the topside by accident, needing to stop and U-turn. An act he thought might have taken longer than the trip up here to begin with.

      When his human feet stepped onto the rocky crag that was Niflheim’s topside, he scratched the top of his head. The only thing up here was a humongous block of cheese, and thousands of cow sculptures. “A’right, I’ll bite.”

      He threw an Inspect at it and read the entry out loud. “The Great Gorgonzola, Cheese Overmind, level ninety. Class, Overmind. Specialization, Da Brie’sniss? Is that supposed to be a bad pun or a misspelling of the word business? I thought I just escaped puns. Profession… Knitting?”

      He looked up for any sign of arms, or the aforementioned knitting implements, but didn’t see them anywhere. “Right, well, this is not what I expected at all.”

      “Intruder! An intruder in the most holy sanctum of the Grand Fondue!”

      Artorian tried finding the source of the high-pitched squeaking, but all he found was a small piece of moldy cheese with a mushroom cap for a head. Or a hat? Possibly a hat. “Yes, me, down here! I am Grand Pontiff Rochefort the Second!”

      Artorian blinked, then noted nobody was coming and no other cheese magically appeared in the vicinity. “Well, hello?”

      The Pontiff stomped his tiny cheesy foot. “How rude! How dare you speak down to me! Do you insult everyone you meet by hovering over them?”

      He sort of scratched the back of his head, not really able to get around this issue. This felt awkward, so he stalled for time. “I, uh, give me a moment. Maybe I have something.”

      The tiny block of cheese looked around, his tiny arms motioning outward as he looked from left to right. His body language said ‘where is everyone? I called!’ He then slapped his forehead. Or cap? “Right, it’s fermentation day. Those lazy pasteurizers.”

      At a loss for options, Artorian pulled the evolution options to the forefront and hoped there was something useful. He tossed all the flowery ones to get to the meat of the matter.

      

      Evolution Mechanic:

      Notice! This mechanic has updated since last you saw it.

      Notice! Only the Evolution option for Hatchling has been applied.

      Entries needed for: Wyrmling, Youngling, Juvenile, Budding Adult, Adult, Matured, and Old age categories.

      Evolution options:

      Breath attack: Rainbow Blast.

      Innate sense: Body Control.

      Mind: Improved Mental Attributes.

      Mobility: Improved Flight.

      Muscle: Improved Physical Attributes.

      Protection: Metal Scales.

      Residual Effect: Sleep Fog.

      Sensory advancement: Tremorsense.

      Sensory advancement: Truesight.

      Stealth: Camouflage.

      Upgrade: Advanced Bone Spellscript.

      Utility: Size Alteration.

      

      Artorian rubbed his beardless chin. This was more options than last time, and he did notice that there was now an upgrade as well. Did that mean choosing one option allowed an upgraded path to open up afterward? That meant not spending all his credit at once.

      He selected Size Alteration.

      

      Utility: Size Alteration

      Change your size at will, between any age-category size you have unlocked.

      

      He went ahead and nabbed that one, and left the rest for later. He popped into his dragon form, then altered his size with the difficulty of exhaling. He did flop-fly around as his body deflated like a balloon, complete with the *plbrrrrrt* sound.

      Once only a foot in length and able to be far closer to the ground, he moved his face nice and close to the two-inch-tall cheese-pontiff. Then showed his teeth as greeting! Because that was a good idea when meeting potential food, he’d learned so from sharks!

      The Pontiff was not amused. “Yes, well, you tried. I’ll give points for effort. Alright, since I’m doing this all alone, no thanks to anyone else, welcome to the Parma Plutocracy. You are in district San, and technically can’t enter without a permit, or good enough standing with the Plutocracy as a whole. Since you clearly don’t have a permit, you can lay your paw on that oooooorb on the seventy-second holy statue between those plinths over there. It will do all the measuring.”

      Artorian didn’t see the problem—except that ‘orb’ had been said with such elongation—so he passed by several of the most ornate domino-stacked bovine statues he’d ever seen, sat on the head of one, then pointed at the orb in its forehead. “This one?”

      The movement was miniscule, but Artorian could swear he saw the block of cheese nod. Good enough. He pressed his paw to it, then had the thought to ask a question. “Say, what does this measure anyway?”

      The Pontiff piped up. “The Parma Plutocracy measures outsiders that don’t know of our expensive ways based on merit. So of course, the better you have been to cows during your lifetime, the better your credit. The worse you have been, the more effort is put into a realm-wide effort to hunt you down.”

      Something Artorian had been told about ‘finding out for himself’ suddenly sprung to the forefront of his mind. A tiny Nixie Tube followed, but rather than flash a bright happy light, it blared angrily in his mind and blinked equally mad red flashes. “I… don’t suppose that includes hel-cows?”

      The Pontiff nodded to the affirmative. “It most certainly does! All cows are sacred, and the measuring orb does not make exceptions. As a proud cheese-based entity, I thank and give thanks to my ancestors, and revere them as I should. Therefore, anyone who would harm the glorious cow, well…”

      *Chhk*.

      The Pontiff made a rather obvious ‘cutting the throat’ motion with his wee little arm. “We never assume that, of course. Everyone is given the fair assessment of the oooooorb.”

      Artorian had the time for a flashback about his escapades in Vanaheim orbital bombardment, which stopped in time for the orb he was touching to make a sound suspiciously as angry and blaring as the one he’d imagined earlier. Just louder, and real. “Uh oh.”

      The Pontiff looked around at the noise, then received the prompt with the results. He clearly stared at it longer than was necessary. Then verbally exploded. “How did you get a score that is negative in the millions? That’s the number we like to count our Swiss coins in! Heathen! Blasphemer! Overmind, deploy barrier! Plutocracy, to Goudarms!”

      “Biscuits.” Artorian did not like the yellow-veiled haze covering what looked to be all of Niflheim. His Nascent sense told him the way out was the Bifrost bridge, but that meant he’d need to go all the way down, then book it across. “Well, no time like the present to tip the cow.”

      He pushed over a statue, that fell to push over another one, and another, and so forth. To create the tiniest distraction for himself as he reverted his size and *wee’d* off the edge of Niflheim. To his delight, Mach eight made the trip down take just as little time as the trip up, except that he remembered to slow down before hugging the ground. He’d had too much experience with that already!

      Landing human feet on the bottom-most platform beacon, he should have perhaps just flown across the Jotunheim bridge, because now a horde of mozzarella balls rolled toward him at speed. Or so that’s what Inspect said their names were. “Not staying. I’m out!”

      He briefly tapped a notice that told him his reputation with all of Niflheim had dropped to ‘Blood Feud’ status, but was too busy getting in motion to get the abyss out of here. He noticed he was tagged with several abilities, but didn’t bother checking until he was just about across the entire Bifrost bridge. When he glanced over his shoulder, the roving balls of mozzarella were all on his tail and matching his speed. “I don’t believe it!”

      Checking his current effects while on the run as he finally ramped up enough speed to break the sound barrier, he growled at something called Hunting Tether. Effect: ‘Tethered by mozzarella balls, times 24.’ When he tapped it for an explanation, he growled louder. “Of course they have an ability that lets them match speed with a target they can designate.”

      That meant he wasn’t outspeeding these fermented globs, which in turn meant going on the offensive. There was no way in the abyss he wanted to stop and punch one, because the cheese looked like it absorbed… what it touched. “Great.”

      With melee options off the table, that left dragon form. Which would not stop the chase even if he flew. Going buck naked into freezing cold just so he could make use of Context Sensitive was a recipe for disaster. He didn’t want to pull out his trump card because it was melee, and… “No, wait! I have a whole new specialization that makes weapons! What am I doing?”

      Accessing his new ability Spiritual Weapon, he considered a simple bow so he could shoot while on the run, and kite the enemy while checking if arrows did what arrows should do. While a bow did form into his open hand, the moment it did, the ethereal prisma-colored weapon violently shuddered and fragmented before reforming. Well, that was strange. He needed a word for that effect. He’d go with ‘glitch’ for now.

      While the bow was starting to feel extremely hot to the touch, and also began to turn rather reddish purple on the inside. He put it out of mind and paid energy for an arrow. That caused the bow to sputter, and something big to go *boff* in the background. The arrow glitched as well, but Artorian aimed it and fired.

      Or, he thought he fired it. Right as the fletching passed the handle, the arrow winked out of being without making a sound, or any sort of effect. His bow then glitched again, caught fire, and promptly flew out of his grip like a firework before exploding in the sky. “That’s not good.”

      Taking the moment mid-run to look back at his opponent, something appeared off about the background. Specifically, that it was moving. That *boff* noise happened again, several times in quick succession. Artorian gawked when he realized it was Niflheim that was moving. The whole realm. Not a piece. All of it. “I should run faster.”

      Doing just that, he glanced again to see giant Pylons on the underside of Niflheim on… well, that was fire. No two ways about it. The entire Pylon bank was going up in flame and forming one massive thruster that was shooting the entire realm much closer to… “Oh crackers, me. That giant hunk of rock is passing over Jotunheim and only getting faster.”

      Sure enough, the Bifrost connection between the two realms strained, failed to keep the realm in place, then buckled and snapped to shards. That suddenly put the word ‘velocity’ in a whole new perspective as Niflheim was coming at him way faster than it had any reason to. He was going Mach two, and that continent was keeping up with him? Plus cheese! “Abyss.”

      He was having serious doubts on how to handle this. “Well, when in doubt… fireball?”

      Pointing his finger at one of the tethered rolling death nuggets, he fired off a tiny red mote. When the glowing mote impacted the roving cheese, it exploded with glorious flame and pyrokinetic effect. With one little spell that he’d dumped a meager eighteen-thousand mana into, the cheese was no more! This caused all the remaining ones to collectively let out a warcry of “Oooooorb!”

      As triumphant moments go, this of course meant it was time for things to take a turn for the worst. So in proper fashion, this was the moment that all of the Pylons on Niflheim collectively saluted, blew their trumpets on the way out, and removed themselves from the realm of Eternia in an epic blaze of glory. Naturally, an explosive one. An explosive one that turned all of Niflheim into the equivalent of enthusiastic rubble, which was coming straight for Jotunheim with all the love of an incoming meteor shower. Chunky, bright, furious, and most definitely still on fire.

      The dinosaurs on Jotunheim felt momentary deja vu, then time stopped.

      Artorian realized nothing was moving. Not him. Not the environment. Not the Nifl-eors, and nothing else. He was frozen in place mid-stride, and gravity currently had no grip on him. How he was aware at all eluded him, but that B-rank one Mage speed frame alteration active in Astra form might have something to do with it? He guessed. No way to know for sure. Actually, very unlikely since Astra form wasn’t currently active.

      A much faster entity appeared on scene, though given the man had stopped within paces of his run, and right in the path of it, Artorian could see the human form of Eternium without much difficulty. The portly soul stood in the snow and just stared at the paused explosion, both his hands slowly moving through his hair. The sarcasm oozed from Eternium’s voice as he gazed at the calamity-in-progress to his progress. “Fffffff…an-tastic.”
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      Eternium covered his eyes with the flat of his hand, then spoke with the full expectation that Artorian could understand him. “Survive. Senate me after. You can, now that you have mana again.”

      Artorian felt the slow creep of time return the moment Tim popped out. His foot hit the ground, and just like that it was back to running for dear life. The Senate mention was gold! He threw a connection to Zelia right away.

      Zelia answered with a verbal-only link, her tone a mixture of suspicious and unenthused. <My Dreamer? What was that explosion?>

      Artorian didn’t waste time. <Zelia, I broke Niflheim! Meteors incoming to Jotunheim, move all your people! It’s about to get really hot and unstable!>

      The pause in reply resulted from Zelia taking a moment to look out the window, followed by a sharp screech and the connection slamming shut from Zelia’s end. At least he’d told her, but that didn’t end his current problem. Spells meant no Astra form, so he lived with not going as fast as he could. He kept racking up velocity as the burning, crackling, droning hum of large masses shooting down from orbit became too fast and too furious to ignore.

      A few more well-placed fireballs thinned out his escort that could keep up, but not catch up, so long as he didn’t slow down. Still, the moment the first of those Nifl-eors made landfall, he wasn’t going to be able to use the ground to keep running. “Crackers and toast, old boy! That stopped being a problem with Freedom of Movement! You have fewer toys now, at least remember what they are!”

      The quakes from Nifl-fall alone would force him to stumble, as the size of those rocks looked like they’d crack Jotunheim right open and smash hard into the beneath… into Jotunheim’s Pylon bank. Artorian felt the color drain from his face, and not because of the realm’s insidious creeping cold that was already getting to him. A few more fireballs removed the rest of his stragglers, at which point he alakazam’d, and shot to the sky.

      A quick charge of Power Launch temporarily solved his frostbite problem, but wasn’t going to do much against the realm-chunks raining down. He needed to get off Jotunheim entirely in case the Pylon bank here went up as well, so stowed his offensive repertoire and flashed on Astra form. He wasn’t going to make it to the next Bifrost even with his ludicrous speed. That meant going up! Into the fray. As he forgot to repress the cosmetic effects, his entire dragon form gained a golden hue.

      Artorian spared no thought considering the extra glow, as it was time to dodge Nifl-eors. A feat surprisingly difficult as the chunks of rock he was dodging weren’t some little pebbles that would burn up in the atmosphere. This was a whole continent of debris he was waxing, weaving, and dodging between while going at some horrifying speeds.

      Those same speeds were responsible for allowing him to dodge the burning chunks in the first place, and the small solace was that with so much burning molten rock around, he no longer felt cold. The air did smell oddly much like burned cheese, though.

      Evading everything was impossible. He got grazed, nicked, smacked, and gut-punched by plenty of shooting rocks. Astral Celerity kept him on his feet throughout the endless onslaught of all the debris causing damage, burning statues, bruising, occasional broken bones, and worse. When a continent came down, broken up or not, you’d get hit by something.

      Artorian was certain he’d pull through so long as he could use his dilation bonus to steer away from the truly massive and deadly chunks. He’d pull through. The Jotunheim land below… not so lucky. As he feared, the first big chunk of burning rock smashed into the frozen land faster than the speed of sound, and cracked the Jotunheim beneath.

      Pylons were strong. Very durable. Couldn’t be damaged by conventional game means. Unfortunately, a continent smacking another continent was certainly not ‘conventional.’ Jotunheim broke into loud, wrenching, painful pieces as Niflheim smashed to and through the realm. Luckily, no other realms were nearby that could take part in the domino effect. So as the two realms broke apart and fragmented further when Jotunheim’s Pylon bank exploded, no further gravity was locally present to draw them onward.

      Major chunks floated in the direction of Hel, but the majority of the old land masses would, given time, form an asteroid belt. Artorian wasn’t sure if that time would be provided if an iteration reset occurred, but he was just glad to hang out in space. Alive and ticking counted as a big win. It gave him a great view, but he was more focused on helping his heart rate go down as he undid Astra form.

      Added strain or not, he needed a breather. Alright, he was in vacuum and the breather would happen back on land, but still. He felt a mental connection from Zelia and accepted it with haste. Her tone sounded… amused? <Disagreement with the locals?>

      Artorian fumbled his response, having expected a lashing. <I, uh. Sort of? Are you safe?>

      Zelia eased his burdens. <I put everyone that mattered on Thrymm and teleported him to Vanaheim. We caused a stir, but the attention was thunderously stolen from us when the realms in the night sky commenced a lover’s quarrel. Are you well, my Dreamer?>

      <I’m alive,> Artorian sighed out, mentally kneading his brows. <I’ll be headed… well, I might as well come to Vanaheim and just… sit for a hot minute. My keister is pained and singed from dodging Nifl-eors.>

      Zelia understood, and exhaled in relief. <Good. We lost no one valuable from Jotunheim, I only ever had the elite strike team. Plus, I doubt Nif had anything worth salvaging. If anything, I must express deep gratitude at the catharsis you provided me from getting to watch that whole realm blow up. I had some lingering irritation left from… the old times. I have work to do here, my Dreamer. Get here when you get here.>

      Artorian felt the connection close, then turned his snout toward Vanaheim and let the bone spellscript do its work. He opened his Senate, and tried to connect with Eternium.

      Unlike the purely verbal connection Zelia had limited herself to, Eternium opted for the full immersion, luxury experience. Artorian appeared in his old man form, complete with lapis blue robe and matching attire, in a lovely green garden where flowers of all varieties bloomed. He stood in a pristine pagoda, a nearby chair available and clearly meant for him, as it had been pulled out nearby. Two other chairs surrounded the round table as well, but sat vacant.

      He took the moment to look around and take in the view, relaxing in the sheer, fresh spring smell mixed with the dander and pollen of over a hundred breeds of colorful flowers. He sneezed, then gave up and sat.

      Eternium scribbled on some papers while seated at the table, a fresh cup of tea steaming from a dainty porcelain cup nearby. He licked the tip of the quill, dipped it in some ink, and went back to scribbling.

      Artorian just kept silent, then felt embarrassed and apologetic. He’d sort of… blown up two realms. <I’m… sorry.>

      Eternium stopped scribing, then closed his eyes to exhale a sigh and put down his quill. He squeezed the bridge of his nose, then sat back and made his chair creak. <No, I did this.>

      Artorian rubbed his hands over one another in a nervous gesture, not sure what to make of that. Wasn’t it reprimand time now? He’d dodged it with Zelia, but one did not get lucky twice in a row. <I… don’t understand. I used the new ability, and think it made the Pylons pop.>

      Tim nodded, then slid the papers he was working on toward the old man. <Indeed you did, and who was it that made such a tool? Who decided to test and see if these Pylons could finally hold and transfer an Incarnate’s Spirit energy?>

      Artorian didn’t make a clever quip. He pulled in the offered papers, trying to give them a read. He didn’t grasp the language, but the schematics and scribbles of little drawings told him that Eternium had found the answer to his own question, and that answer was a resounding no.

      Eternium’s voice fell, clearly despondent at the pile of work he’d just gained. <Cal somehow managed it. For a short while. Then something went wrong and a patchwork solution was needed to keep things working, but that janky patchwork never allowed for Spirit energy. An inconvenience, then, that the rest of our system relies on that shoddy plank of wood being nailed where it is. I need to redesign Pylons from the ground up.>

      Artorian laid the papers down, then cracked a tiny smile. <Well, that might take time. Though that’s all it will take. You’re on it, after all, and it’s not like you’re alone.>

      Eternium, the Incarnate of Order, raised his head to regard Artorian tiredly. He then cracked a small smile himself, and chuckled at Artorian’s freely offered positivity and belief in him. <I forget, at times, who you are. Ascended of Love.>

      The old man gave a grandfatherly smile matched with a smooth ‘hands turned up’ shrug. <I am what I is, and I is what I am: A codger, schemer, and grumpy old man.>

      He winked sneakily, his hands making the action of adding some salt to a cauldron of venison stew. <With just a dab of care for other peo—Oops! Who dropped the bottle?>

      Artorian looked under the table as if searching for a culprit, but Tim was already laughing, his fist hitting the table as a good belly laugh snuck in and attacked him from behind. <Aaaah, you’re a treat when you’re friendly, Artorian.>

      The old man let the amused expression stay on his face. <You’re not much of a sour lemon yourself when people get to know you, Tim. Feeling’s mutual. Now, if you’re not here to yell at me, what can I do for you?>

      Eternium pulled up a screen showing Artorian’s current specialization, and Artorian recognized the deep system access menu he’d used when fixing broken items. He knew well what all that angry red text meant. <Ouch, that looks terrible.>

      Tim just nodded and raised his chin to hiss in a breath at the screen while showing his teeth. <It’s certainly been better. The short of it is that we have to toss this specialization. Summonable Spirit weaponry was a pleasant thought in the moment, but this is entirely unusable now. I do appreciate you’ve been using forging to use the new Pylons instead of the old ones. I was highly amused by all your friends breaching my security to sneak out the effects to certain skill and ability combinations. They all tried very hard to have something for you, so you could be happy.>

      Artorian smiled weakly, feeling emotional and touched at the consideration. <They’re good souls, but I’m just here to do a job. I’ll do it with my usual flair, of course. But I’m just here to fork-ify Barry, and then head out to fall right into Dawn’s arms. After a good nap, I’ve more students who want lessons, and a whole host of family to decant in a world that is hopefully done enough to fit them.>

      He held a hand up. <Don’t get me wrong, I adore all the new people I’ve met, but celestials above, do I miss the old ones.>

      Tim patiently let Artorian speak, then eased back into his chair. <I understand. I felt much the same about the Wisps, and making sure I had a physical strain of every race and species in my vaults. Well, I began life as a dungeon, so my view is somewhat different.>

      Artorian gave Tim a complicated raised-brow look, as he had trouble making the connections between missing family and storing creatures. <Alright? Having some trouble there, but if you say you understand, I’ll believe you. Can’t say I know much about dungeon-genesis.>

      Tim raised his teacup at the man, then tipped it and sipped it. <In my case, you’d likely hate it. We’ve actually met before, though the event makes little sense time wise. My apologies it took me so long to connect the dots and recognize you, canvas-painter. I have the suspicion that higher powers were at play, moving pieces like pawns on a puzzle board.>

      Artorian grew even more confused, but Tim leaned over the table with his hand extended. <Let us have introductions once more, my dear child of luminous air. I will say it is my good honor to meet you, and that my name… is Grant. I eat only those with hearts of granite, and those whose minds are dark. Thank you for the color smeared onto the great canvas. May you grow to paint ever-widening skies with your spirit.>
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      Artorian shook the offered hand, at which point his copper fell. Understanding bloomed on his face, and Tim could see the moment Sunny made the connections. <My… tribulation? Merli, in Morovia, suffered corruption from pill cultivation due to not having an affinity channel. Grant is… the one that removed it, and let me live.>

      Tim pulled his hand back when a wonder-eyed Artorian released it. <There is order in all things, and if events must be adjusted for that order to come to fruition, regardless of the wibbly-wobbliness of the path, then so be it. Amusing, then, that you are the one who is here. Granting me my future.>

      Artorian gained an expression denoting seven different cake-layers of confusion. <But, you’re so much older than me. You can’t… we can’t… not at the same time? Huh?>

      Tim looked over his shoulder at the flowers in the garden. <Perhaps it’s about Time you returned to the table, Adjudicator?>

      From the flowers, a human in heavy gardening attire rose and wiped his forehead. He turned to the pagoda to regard the other two, then smiled before speaking like he was projecting from the back of his mouth and tongue. <Teagan Conaghan is the preferred name, but please, call me T.C. for short. I’m the T.A. for Time.>

      Artorian turned to Tim, who laced his fingers before motioning at T.C. <Were you ever told that we had more Incarnates around, except that some were being kept on ice?>

      He nodded, but frowned and motioned at Teagan, who pulled out a chair to take a seat. The gardener answered the unspoken question. <T.A. stands for Temporal Adjudicator. Not that it means much these days. I just help Cal go faster and smoothen out the dilation issues. I’m not any sort of fighter, so don’t come looking to me for fisticuffs help. Don’t gawk, Incarnates just be that way. Before you ask, no, time don’t go backward, and no, I’m not inclined to make it so even if I could. There’s rips in space-time where it can happen, but a surprising amount of them are regulated trips.>

      Teagan nodded up at the sky as an example to reference Cal. Artorian turned back to Eternium for a more in-depth explanation. He hoped. Tim just shrugged and kept it simple. <Your friends Chaos, Discord, and Entropy are worlds of fun.>

      Tim sipped his tea. <Why Cal didn’t explode, vaporize, or suffer any other kind of detrimental effects from existing twice in one timeline, I just don’t know. I just know he’s fine.>

      Sunny needed both of his hands to rub and squeeze the top of his bald head. <But in Morovia during my ‘cleansing’ as a child? I met Grant, not Eternium. It sounds like you become Eternium long before the point where I meet you.>

      Tim smiled, but shook his head no. He wasn’t a time-travel case. <Do you know that dungeons can place their perspective in any creature they’ve made? Essentially ‘taking the creature for a ride’?>

      Artorian flopped back in his seat and threw his hands up. <My dungeon lore is essentially nonexistent, Tim. I know nothing.>

      Eternium made a lightframe setting appear on the table. The moving pictures filled in with sound, color, and details. More than enough for him to recognize Morovian bluegrass with certainty. In the scene, some massive creature fought… his father? The patriarch was entrenched in a deep battle against his foe, when suddenly it appeared that the creature just flung itself onto his father’s blade. The creature looked to whisper something at his old man, then the monster perished on his sword.

      <You… sacrificed yourself, and gave yourself to my father?> Artorian was still trying to puzzle it out.

      Eternium dismissed the scene. <This was during the time where I was under constant attack from a little nuisance called Xenocide, who either wanted to crack my Core or use it for far worse, far more nefarious purposes. He succeeded twice in my earlier day, but…>

      Tim motioned at the space where the moving image used to be, and Artorian finally caught the line he’d been thrown. <But you made backups and, much like Dev and my Wood Elves, the soul will jump to the appropriate tether point of the mind?>

      Eternium and T.C. looked at each other, both making an impressed facial expression before slightly nodding in approval. Teagan smirked. <Right clever you are. Close enough for the truth without going into the complicated details of why you’re a little wrong. Though not wrong enough to argue.>

      Teagan then looked back to Eternium. <I think that’s all you needed me for? I’ll be going back to my tulips now.>

      Eternium assented, and they watched T.C. return into the vanishing thicket of green. Then he spoke. <That backup ended up not being needed. That Morovian Core was destroyed by the elders of your old household when the Guild attacked. They went out with pride, and a big boom. Does the timeline make more sense now?>

      Artorian threw his hands up. <I guess.>

      Eternium snickered, then motioned at the screen of angry red error text that was Artorian’s third specialization. <Back to this? I was thinking of giving something archery based, but after taking a look at your Soul Forging, those are some barren lists. Your remaining skills are Power Launch and Artifacting. Remaining abilities are Fireball, the Senate, the Someone Else’s Problem field, and your Obliterator. The new forged toys are: Chi Bar, Freedom of Movement and Mind, Adaptive Style, Supreme Weapon Mastery, Nascence, Astral Celerity, then a new mana title. That’s not much.>

      A screen appeared next to Eternium, taking his attention. He attended to it, then scratched his eyebrows. <Well, so much for the Resurrection ability line. Hope you weren’t planning on bringing anyone back, because the option is off the table even if it still worked. Anyone who dies now is going to become part of the new Pylons. I can’t wait for the day where the synthetic version works and we can let all these souls have lives again.>

      Artorian agreed with the statement, but given he wasn’t going to resurrect anyone constantly, like Henry during early testing, he paid it little mind. <It’ll be fine. On the earlier topic, Fireball is actually a decent bit of fun. Shame if I have to choose between an energy bar for tricks, or no energy bar for kicks.>

      Tim frowned a moment as he repeated those words a few times in his mind to grasp what was said. <As in, you’re either effective in combat, or you’re playing around with tools that are fun? Not both?>

      Artorian loved how Eternium was sharp and so quick on the uptake. <Indeed. Using Fireball to disintegrate a few rolling balls of cheese was amusing in its own way… but it was used as a trick to pull myself out of the current fire, and little more. With Astra on, I don’t have access to either Fireball or Obliterator. Not that I’ve really used the latter. Good Soul Forging food now that I think of it. Fireball too. I liked being able to dump my whole bar into the spell, even if for some reason my mana bar became smaller after my attributes increased.>

      Eternium frowned again and made a ‘show me’ motion, pulling up his own information screens for reference in the event his information and Artorian’s were different. <That shouldn’t be the case, but it is never good to assume.>

      

      Attributes: With racial and luck modifiers active.

      Name: Artorian

      Character Level: 1000

      Class: Generalist

      Specialization: Zen Archer

      Profession: Dream Weaver

      Hit Points: 24,190 / 24,190

      Mana: 18,000 / 18,000

      Mana regen: 6,000 / second

      Stamina: 24,190 / 24,190

      Stamina regen: 1,217 / second

      Characteristics:

      Strength: 2,424

      Dexterity: 2,424

      Constitution: 2,424

      Intelligence: 2,424

      Wisdom: 2,424

      Charisma: 2,424

      Perception: 2,424

      Luck: 3,300

      Karmic Luck: 0

      

      Eternium fiddled with a few more menus, his frown falling away as he’d found the problem. Or rather, solution. <That issue with a deity being considered a cleric was taken care of, so that doubling went away. You also forged all your skills and titles that could have increased the maximum capacity. Not that I think it matters when you have One with Mana. Look at that regeneration value! Good stuff. Ah… Now I see. Good stuff that you can’t use.>

      Artorian nodded enthusiastically when Tim grasped the problem, and filled the dungeon in for a moment. <Astra form means no energy bar. Doesn’t matter if it’s chi or mana, and neither does whatever the regeneration value is. Regenerating an infinite number of points to a maximum of zero, is zero. Only helps if I’m in the negatives, and I doubt that’s happening again.>

      He then motioned to his stamina bar. <Now if there’s anything that uses that playbox, color me more interested, but I already barely had to deal with stacking attack costs. I flat out don’t worry about fatigue values and the like, and my reforged toys say that my normal attacks essentially won’t cost any stamina. So I’ve got a lovely big wheeze bar that… I can’t do anything with. Also no good.>

      Tim crossed his arms and waggled his foot after crossing one leg over the other. He mulled it over, then asked a question without looking away from his screens. <Tell me what you’ve been having a good time with?>

      Artorian inhaled slowly, needing to look away as he laced his fingers together. <That’s system-based? Very little. I’m happy that most of the time I could do what I needed to, backchannels or no. When it comes to enjoying myself…? I’m sorry, Tim. I got there a few times but it was fleeting. Like I explained during our month together, I focused on archery for my mental health and well-being. The ability to lose myself in the focus of a task, is liberating in a way?>

      Eternium deeply nodded, very much understanding what that felt like. <I’m following, please do continue. Or would it be alright if I pull in a third person?>

      Artorian made a hand motion for Eternium to do as he pleased. A moment later, a platinum die hovered in the middle of the table. Deverash spoke as if this was a brand new experience. <Oh, wow. The big man himself? I’m… so sorry. Allow me to…>

      The die popped into the form of a small Gnome dressed in the utmost description of dapperness. He extended a hand, which Eternium shook with a single digit. <Charmed, Deverash. Would you be interested in joining the conversation of remaking our old boy’s specialization? He looked like he could use another friendly face.>

      Dev turned, and now noticed old man Artorian was present. They mutually shot each other finger crossbows, and Dev immediately walked toward the end of the table. Eternium made him a little chair and table set—with its own miniaturized tea options—so the Gnome could join the talks and be comfortable.

      Eternium shared the red text screen with Dev, who choked on his first cup of tea and commenced a litany of aggrieved gnomish curses. <This is painful to read. Is there a fix?>

      Tim motioned at Sunny. <Plenty, we just need to find out something that would work. Specializations are supposed to be a refined niche of the prior niche someone was in. Much akin to Laws in the Tower, we’re trying to get people to become experts in one tiny field.>

      Deverash motioned while looking over the screen that he knew all of this already. He then perked up and looked to his friend. <Sunny. Did you like…? No, wrong question. What are some aspects of the game that have annoyed you the least? I’ll try that.>

      Artorian rolled his head while making a throaty noise of contemplation. <When it comes to the toys? I suppose overdraw on bows was nice, it let me do a lot more with the limited resources available. I was rather happy when the ballista had such a hefty allowance for it.>

      He cleared his throat. <Skills-wise, Artifacting is letting me make the most interesting of toys, that’s a good time. Abilities-wise, I like the reforged options. My Starlight Aura is a staple, so having an improved version does me good. I liked the skills when I developed them, but then… I never used most of them again. Cy’s tonfas are still buried in a field in Midgard somewhere.>

      Tim drummed fingers on his upper bicep, thinking of solutions. <How would you feel about dropping Power Launch, Fireball, Obliterator, Spiritual Weapon, and Chi Bar into a reforge cauldron?>

      Artorian winced, and slowly moved his head to regard Tim with more than just a small degree of discomfort. His voice was even a bit squeaky when he spoke. <I really like Power Launch… The get up and go thing works out for me. The rest are… alright?>

      He warmed, Artorian’s expression easing to form a smirk. <Spiritual Weapon really blew up in my face, though, I could do without that one.>

      A snort followed by laughter went around the table. Everyone had some tea, then got to thinking. Artorian sighed and rubbed the back of his head. <I can do it. It’s not like I need Power Launch. Fireball was nice to have for the moment it lasted.>

      Dev put his finger in the air. <Say, Sunny, did you like the Mass Driver? The old thing from Cal. It put strain on you, but you said you liked the bow strain mechanic.>

      Artorian slapped his hands onto the table. <The crab killer? Celestial-blasted right I did. Now that was a problem solver! Hurt like the abyss getting it put in place, but hurtling a chunk of metal filled with teleportation mana was heaps of fun. I felt so good afterward, but possibly only because that thing gave me so much grief.>

      Dev crossed his tiny arms. <How about that as a specialization replacement? Mass Driver. Infinite overdraw that pulls from stamina? Could keep all the growth numericals the same, salvage some Pylons.>

      Artorian wasn’t sold. <Like, from my hand? I’m just going to say no if those carvings have to go back in. Twice was twice too much.>

      Eternium finished some math on his screen, then went hmmm, getting their attention. <Cauldroning those skills I mentioned, we could get you Orbital Rail Palm. I see you liked raining doom onto hel-cows from orbit. I was considering a hand-shaped emanation without a range limit, that perhaps pushes or explodes on impact. Depending on the type of damage you’d like dealt. Could easily be stamina-based as well, with some alterations. Alternatively, you get to your target extra quickly. Like Power Launch, except with an attack at the end.>

      This was starting to sound better, so Artorian threw his hat into the mix. <Let’s work on this some more.>
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      Creation took some time, but the trio came up with something functional.

      

      Specialization: Mass Driver.

      This specialization replaces Spirit Ballista, due to system errors.

      Due to the user being archery focused, this specialization builds on the niche of applying big blows in small packages. Any bow that the user utilizes has infinite strain, allowing the user to overdraw up to 1000 stamina per shot, adding 1000 damage to the output. This is considered raw damage, part of the base formula. The point of this specialization is to ‘drive mass’ into one’s opponent. Conditions such as ‘Brittle’ and similar are ignored.

      Mass Driver shots travel in a straight line, without deviation, equal to one meter per point of invested stamina, after which physics applies normally. If this shot eliminates an opponent during Mass Driver time, it will go through them instead of stopping. Any new opponents suffer the full damage of the original formula, repeating as many times as necessary during the arrow’s travel while Mass Driver time is active. These effects are called the line, piercing, and damage domino qualities.

      Every two levels of this specialization, you will gain a +3 to every attribute except for Karmic Luck.

      Note: You may choose to have Supreme Weapon Mastery affect the Mass Driver travel distance time with the allotted range increase perk.

      

      Artorian began with Tibbin’s expression, but ended with one of Dawn’s burning smiles. Or Baobab’s, as it was now clear where Dawn had picked it up from. He rubbed his hands together. <I think I can work with that. I’ll Artifact Context Sensitive and we’ll have a winner.>

      Dev cut in with some bad news. <Afraid that won’t work. C.S. is a Dani-quality item. Artifact rarity is lower in the value tree. So that skill can’t affect the piece.>

      Artorian groaned, then looked to Tim who was patiently waiting for Artorian to use the forging function. <Alright, I’ll get to it. Goodbye, Power Launch. I’ll miss you.>

      Eternium and Deverash shared some side-eye at the dramatics. Had the codger forgotten he could just gain the skill again? No, he was just hamming up the performance. Or talking himself into Soul Forging.

      Artorian opened the menu, dropped Power Launch, Fireball, Obliterator, Spiritual Weapon, and Chi Bar into the cauldron, and slapped the prompts without really needing to look.

      

      Skill Gained: Orbital Rail Palm.

      Obliterate your foes by casting fist, slapping them senseless from far away, or closing the distance to them in order to send them flying! This skill can be fueled by either your energy or stamina bar, and has doubled effectiveness against dark-based entities and demons.

      Orbital Rail Palm has three modes.

      Regardless of the mode used, the user may pay an additional 1000 mana or energy to ‘detonate’ an evoked palm. This will cause the attack to deal its damage in a 100-meter radius, at the point of impact.

      Mode one: Palm.

      By striking forward with your palm, you release a damaging palm-shaped evocation.

      For every point of energy or stamina invested in an attack made with this skill, the evocation can travel one meter, and deal two points of damage.

      Mode two: Rail Palm.

      Propelling yourself forward, you may strike the enemy with incredible might. Launching forward from standstill as if between a pair of rails.

      For every point of energy or stamina invested, you may increase your equivalent launch speed in feet per second. Setting your launch speed from a standstill position to one hundred feet per second costs one-hundred stamina. Invested cost cannot exceed your current health point total.

      On impact; you will deal damage equal to the average of your strength, constitution, and luck attributes. You may choose to assign this value as ‘raw’ damage, or convert it to ‘charge’ damage in order to send an opponent flying.

      Mode three: Orbital Rail Palm.

      Combining modes one and two, this allows the user to both charge, and apply a ranged palm at the same time at the point of impact. This will deal Palm’s additional damage, plus transfer the one meter per point kinetic travel time onto the opponent.

      This has a chance of sending an opponent into orbit.

      Note: This skill can benefit from the Mass Driver specialization.

      By paying the full Mass Driver cost, the line, piercing, and damage domino qualities will be added to the palm attack. Choosing this option will change the visual evocation effect from a palm to a fist. Using this feature increases specialization experience.

      

      Eternium took Artorian’s contemplative reading and rereading to be a good sign. He turned to Deverash. <That’s a wrap for now. We should do this again sometime.>

      Dev stood and performed a bow complete with flourish. <It would be my pleasure.>

      Goodbyes complete, Deverash vanished from the setting. Artorian had been too deep in napkin math to notice. <I think this might even be better than Power Launch on a straight grunt to zoom tradeoff. Good effects too.>

      Eternium agreed, then heard a whistle from the flowers. He saw T.C. tap an empty spot on his wrist, then nodded in understanding. <I’m glad you’re pleased, Sunny. It’s time to go for now. Are you all set?>

      Artorian figured he could read this over some more later. <I suppose I am. Good show helping me sort this bit out. I wish you the best of luck with… the space rubble.>

      Tim nodded, and Artorian was back in his dragon form. There was never a dull moment when things needed doing. He received a knock from Zelia immediately, which he accepted. She got right to the point. <Oh, success today? Wonderful. You’ve been circling Vanaheim for a week, my Dreamer. Have you changed your mind and chosen to become a sky ornament and rally point for your followers? That double realm fracture caused quite the tale.>

      Artorian didn’t feel like a week had passed, until the tiredness began to set in. <A week? Oh dear, I better land and get some quick shut eye before the demerits mob me like over-enthused Wood Elves. I’ve been deep at work with the bigshots to mend some of my inabilities to proceed. Where can I land?>

      Zelia’s dissatisfaction could be felt through the connection. <No need. I’m coming to grab you with a quick teleport. Just be human.>

      The connection closed, and he figured to just go with her plan. He lost his ability to fly in his High Human form, but hopped in a circle to keep steady until Zelia popped him into the temple. He didn’t see her since her relative position had been behind him when she arrived, but it was fairly amusing to see him hop in a circle on the temple floor when he didn’t realize the trip was over.

      “Sleepwalking, my Dreamer?” Zelia held her hands smoothly while keeping them in front of her, her prior fluffy coat replaced with her trademark kimono and paper umbrella. “The room for rest is to your immediate right. Do contact me mentally when you wake? You have gifts to unwrap.”

      Artorian spun on his foot, and realized he’d been a silly rabbit. He played it off like he’d meant to do that, then strolled right into the designated room. “Hmm? Yes, of course! Thank you, my dear.”

      Once in the room, Artorian fell face first into the bed. He was gone in an instant. Zelia had expected nothing less, then pulled her sleeves up. “At least tuck in, brat.”

      When Artorian woke up, half of him was hanging off the bed while his arm draped across the majority of his face. His pillows were mostly on the floor, and the blanket had somehow become an entangled sphere of knotted rope. He ground his face into one of the few remaining pillows on the bed, then stumbled out. Exemplifying the grace of a drunken squirrel, he opened a door only to end up outside.

      “Why does a door lead outside?” His sleep-addled eyes looked upon the breath of the Vanaheim metropolis, then caught the glint of the stained-glass structure. Including the massive pond of water it rested seamlessly upon. “Mmm… dip sounds sound.”

      Without thinking about it twice, he kicked off from Thrymm’s blue outer shell and jolted the entire crab just a little. In a single bound, he arced up into the air, then thundered down into the water with a belly-flopped *skadoosh*. The plume of water that burst skyward got plenty of attention, including Zelia’s.

      Artorian spat out a stream of water once he was floating on his back, playing at being a waterspout as his Arachnae knocked on his mental door. <My Dreamer. Did you crawl out of your window, then leap into the sacred pool, while in your pajamas?>

      Floating, Artorian recovered enough senses to see how this could be problematic. <I might have.>

      Zelia’s tone turned dangerously sweet. <In my freshly made pajamas?>

      Artorian looked down, then noticed he was wearing a red and pink set of strawberry print jammies. <Awwww, they’re so cute! Rather heavy when wet, but doesn’t prevent me from floating. Wait, how am I floating?>

      Zelia *vwopped* in place next to him, and just stood on the water. Her voice wavered with barely hidden amusement. “I’m sure it’s entirely unrelated, my Dreamer. Shall we return before the mob of your adoring fans comes to drown you via sheer number of bodies?”

      Artorian made the Tibbin’s expression when his ears began to pick up the sound of a stampede, and raised his hand to the air so Zelia could take it and *vwop* them back out.

      After acquiring a new set of clothing and sharing a quick meal with the Wood Elves, Artorian checked himself in a full-length mirror that Olive and Baobab were holding up. Youth-torian did a little jig in it, being all chipper. “I look positively leafy!”

      Rosewood sauntered by while holding the next few sets in her arms, laying them on the table so Mahogany and Birch could organize them. “That design is made entirely from leaf patterns we discovered in the local flora, though the material is spider silk. The tensile strength of it is just… oh.”

      She kissed her fingers and blew the affection into the ether. “It’s good you only slept for a day. Final alterations are important before you run off to go galivant. Here, this set is done. Shove it into your storage ring or put it on.”

      Artorian accepted the clothing bundle, having a look at it. All these items seemed to have the same method of function. They each said:

      

      Duration: Five minutes per charge.

      Charges: Three

      Resets: At dawn.

      

      “How interesting.” He noted that this was meant to be an item set, but that there was no listed set bonus. “Perhaps I can do something about that.”

      

      Item Set: Shadow’s Creed.

      Set Rarity: Special.

      Pieces: Boots, Pants, Shirt, Gloves, Robe, Scarf.

      Set Effect: None.

      

      Satisfied with his pending scheme, he laid the items out on a bench so he could Inspect each in turn. The design was Zelia’s, and her personal touches could be seen all over the laid-out gear. So could Rosewood’s method of layering, and the clear influence that a variety of other hands had all banded together to work on this. Artorian suspected that the Wood Elves had all chosen to become crafters. “Can’t say I mind having such a hefty support network.”

      

      Item: Boots

      Name: Silent Steps

      Material: Spider Silk

      Rarity: Special

      Effect: The user’s movements and clothing make no sound.

      

      Item: Pants

      Name: Up is Down

      Material: Spider Silk

      Rarity: Special

      Effect: Gravity temporarily turns a blind eye and provides leniency. The user may walk on walls, ceilings, and other slanted surfaces without penalty.

      

      Item: Shirt

      Name: Less Than Three

      Material: Spider Silk

      Rarity: Special

      Effect: Exist comfortably in any temperature. Temporary immunity to temperature-based conditions such as: Frostbite, Heatstroke, Hyperthermia, and Hypothermia.

      

      Item: Gloves

      Name: Feather’s Edge

      Material: Spider Silk

      Rarity: Special

      Effect: Conjure a ‘Feather’s Edge.’ This arrow generation effect is temporary. All arrows created by this effect will vanish at the end of the current charge’s duration. There is no limit to the number of arrows that can be conjured during a charge, but the effect will not allow a new arrow to be created if the prior one was not used. A ‘Feather’s Edge’ is a unique arrow that can be fired from a bow of any rarity, while keeping its special effect.

      Arrow Special Effect: Elegy. Elegy prevents struck targets from ‘playing dead.’ The feather fletching on any embedded arrow will whistle with the wind when a foe is downed, but is not dead.

      

      Item: Robe

      Name: Somber Shroud

      Material: Spider Silk

      Rarity: Special

      Effect: Camouflage to blend in with your surroundings. Over the course of one charge, or five minutes, this item will change in color and pattern to make the user indistinguishable from the local landscape.

      

      Item: Scarf

      Name: Fluttering Chirp

      Material: Spider Silk

      Rarity: Special

      Effect: The user understands all languages or spoken words that happen within earshot, whether they know the language or not. This does not grant the user knowledge of how to speak those languages.

      

      Artorian thought this was all pretty celestially neat! Time for him to add his own personal touches for flair. He opened his Artifacting skill but paused when Zelia laid her chin on his shoulder. “You’re being all suspicious hunched over like that, my Dreamer.”

      He chuckled, straightened, and made the skill visible to her. She perked up right away when taking in the details. “Oh, well, I’d love to see that in action. Or could I play with it for a moment?”

      Artorian delightedly took a step to the side. “Be my guest!”

      Zelia’s form smoothly and gracefully hovered across the ground in her kimono. She looked the screen up and down, and rather than take the complicated route, she just touched it and injected her brand of mana. Artorian stepped back in with some worry when fields began to populate. He shouldn’t have worried. When the likely results came up, his heart warmed. “Well, I can’t say no to that, now can I?”

      He pressed the confirmation prompts, then let Zelia rename the item. Which she did with a huge smile on her face, before cheekily enjoying a placid smirk when she was done. She pressed the finishing prompt, causing Artifacting to kick in. Artorian excitedly pulled the new description close when it was done, his warm heart showing in his expression. “I love it.”

      

      Item Set: Arachnae’s Affection.

      Set Rarity: Artifact

      Pieces: Boots, Pants, Shirt, Gloves, Robe, Scarf.

      Set Effect: Charge system removed. All effects are permanent and toggle on or off at the user’s whim. This can be controlled by the individual item, or effect all at once.

      Set Effect: Short Range Teleportation. Once per minute, the user may teleport to any place they can see within fifty meters. This effect does not have a cost, only a cooldown.
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      Young-torian looked good in the item set. Approving nods made the rounds as he posed with Context Sensitive held in glaive form, but the merriment was interrupted when Hawthorn—the original Hawthorn—whistled for attention after rushing into the chamber. “Company! The followers in town have figured out he’s here and they’re about to break our door down.”

      His attention turned to Artorian, his grin widening. “Old friend, party time!”

      The loud *boom* originating from the front gates where zealous—incredibly friendly—fans clamored for attention was plenty convincing. Time to leave. Artorian’s gaze snapped to the *vwop* of Zelia appearing. She understood the hurry. “Muspelheim Bifrost, the quick way.”

      She extended her hand, teleporting right away when Artorian grabbed it. The heat differential on arrival was obvious and notable. His new gear might cut down the negative effects, but it still felt hot. “That much heat from this side of the Bifrost?”

      Zelia basked in the oppressive warmth, clearly not sharing his discomfort. “Mmmm. Mus is currently particularly close to Vanaheim, so the desert heat bleeds over. When I’ve my own gear in order, I was going to go hunt for special materials. A call went out ages ago for a party that you could travel with, but so many people answered and banded together that they ended up going ahead without you. They should all be in Asgard already.”

      Artorian bounced on his toes. “I best get a move on then. Keep in touch with news?”

      Zelia nodded gracefully, already looking over her shoulder to go back to the Wood Elves. “Always do. When it becomes convenient. Now… Three. Two. One. Run!”

      Sunny took off with the speed feature of Orbital Palm, relishing how much cheaper it was to accomplish the same effects. It lacked the flair of the heat cone charging up, but maybe he could sneak that detail to someone and have it added later.

      The trip to Muspelheim was breathtakingly short. He stepped foot onto the hot sand, and got caught up in battle right away. There was a local fight over bridge control! “Well, I have all my new toys, time to pick an enemy.”

      The scene was maddening to understand. Koalas threw trees that appeared to be on fire, and those trees exploded and spat seed-shrapnel all over the place. Goblins of varying kinds in a smattering of mismatched outfits all threw themselves on… piles of sand? They all looked to be attacking nothing.

      He was missing something, and quickly found details that looked out of place. A horned hare dressed like a delinquent directed her Basher boys at a foe he simply could not see. Hamster mages conjured tendrils of sand to grasp at the feet of these hidden enemies to keep them in place. Caracals hung mouth-first from figures clearly trying to shake them.

      “I can’t help if I can’t see, and I know who I’m helping.” A thought struck him, and he swiftly pulled up his dragon evolution options. “Wasn’t there something in here for that?”

      

      Sensory advancement: Truesight.

      See all as it actually is; ignoring all forms of obfuscation, guise, and illusion.

      

      Having found what he was looking for, he accepted the adaptation and hoped it worked while in his High Human form. The invisible creatures blinked into existence right away, so he shot a hurried Inspect at once. “Darkstalker? That sounds suspiciously much like a dark-based entity. Oh, those sneaky abyssalites, there’s a whole gaggle of them about to flank the Goblins!”

      Out came Context Sensitive, which quickly took shape as a bow. Artorian sped forward, whistled for Feather’s Edge, and unleashed. He immediately counted that five arrows per second was the magic number he did not seem able to exceed. The whole ‘rounds’ mechanic must have been ditched. A fancy new screen did get his attention.

      

      You have hit: Naroth, Darkstalker of Hanekawa, with a Feather’s Edge.

      Bow Damage maximized: 100 Kinetic.

      Mass Driver Damage: 1,000 Kinetic.

      Total Raw Damage: 1,100 Kinetic.

      Multiplier: Novice Supreme Weapon Master, +25%

      Multiplier: Demonbane, +100%

      Total Multiplier: +125%

      Multiplier Damage: 1,375.

      Total Damage: 2,475.

      

      Artorian paid minimal attention to the small hovering tally off to his side, but he was plenty happy to have it around as a reference. He liked doing things the old school way, and when three arrows took down Naroth, he had all the base math he needed. That the Darkstalkers hovered around six thousand health and had a bit of armor and protection didn’t factor in. Three arrows for a kill. That was math he could stand on.

      Even better, since he wasn’t in Astra form and using energy for this, the five thousand mana he’d spent was back in a flash. Finally, that six-grand regeneration statistic did something. The arrows flurried from his blurring upper form so fast it looked like he was shooting a line of death into empty space.

      Except that not a single shot of his missed, and they definitely hit something solid. Artorian marked invisible targets with one feathered arrow each when he paused his death spree to tag the ones hiding in the melee. An arrow sticking right out of an invisible opponent did a great job of giving their location away.

      After tagging, he downed an advancing Darkstalker, then turned to shoot his fifth arrow at a fleeing one. The arrow pierced right through his enemy and struck the one running ahead. Then pierced that one as well and just kept going to slay two more.

      That deserved a cheer. “Woohoo!”

      “Behind you!” a catlike voice called out with the sudden warning, making Artorian spin to see a Darkstalker had managed to slip by and flank him. The dark crescent blade swung down, but it was too slow. Artorian shot into his palm stance and, with a glorious *boom*, sent the remains of the pulverized stalker into orbit.

      He checked the math on that one right away, remaining steady in his post-strike pose, as he hadn’t expected a palm strike to just erase an opponent. He hadn’t even charged it any!

      

      You have hit: Erlang, Darkstalker of Hanekawa, with a Rail Palm.

      Palm Damage: 2,716 Kinetic.

      Mass Driver Damage: 1,000 Kinetic.

      Total Raw Damage: 3,716 Kinetic.

      Multiplier: Novice Supreme Weapon Master, +25%

      Multiplier: Demonbane, +100%

      Multiplier: Orbital Rail Palm, +100%

      Total Multiplier: +225%

      Multiplier Damage: 8,361.

      Total Damage: 12,077.

      

      Artorian decided then and there that he liked this! “I don’t need special tricks or status ailment inflictions. I have damage! Glorious damage!”

      He vanished from his spot with a small explosion and a major shift in the local sand dunes. He roundhouse kicked a Darkstalker that had crept up from the sands behind his informant, and sent the divided chunks into the distance. Twelve-thousand damage for a kick was no joke!

      Sunny praised the C’towl person holding partial humanization. “Good heads up earlier! They can move beneath the sand?”

      The C’towl frantically looked between where Artorian had been, where he was now, and where the still flying remains of the stalker that would have stabbed him were going. Some cogs clicked in his mind, before a sudden answer exploded from the cat’s mouth. “Yes!”

      “Good to know!” Swapping back to his bow, he looked for the thickest spot of the melee and dashed right for it. His eyes scanned the ground for odd bumps, and stuck an arrow in the mounds he thought looked suspicious. On the way to the hectic middle, he also flagged enemies that didn’t have an arrow in them yet, or smart stalkers that had removed them with a new one.

      There was a particularly tall dune he needed to jump up and launch from, but the high vantage point gave him such an amazing command of the battlefield that instead of landing, he just kept zipping along on the air via his Freedom of Movement skill. It was far easier to rain arrows from above, and he didn’t need to hold back his shots because a friendly might be behind one of the stalkers.

      It felt a little odd to run in a circle, aim down, and turn enemies into glorified pincushions. So Artorian made a game of it! A little one of his own making, just to make it fun. Since the Darkstalkers just kept coming, it seemed reasonable that this was a big attack. The defensive force also looked rather meager, even if they knew what they were doing. “Someone planned this well.”

      Two minutes into the melee, Artorian had killed somewhere in the ballpark of two hundred Darkstalkers, give or take a few from piercing kills that he just couldn’t track. So he tracked the ones he could and yelled out the new number of total kills each time he could confirm to have gotten another one. The numbers frequently spiked by more than one when he couldn’t speak fast enough to kill count. Eventually he had to just do it by tens.

      Even shooting as fast as he did, the friendly forces incurred losses. Stab wounds bled. Injuries necrotized. Wear and tear was starting to stack up, or had been stacking up and was now showing in the desperation of the half-animals trying to hold the Bifrost border.

      Two minutes was also enough for whoever was in charge to denote Artorian as a serious threat. The Darkstalkers changed their tactics and began to hurl spears of black flame at him. Artorian dodged them well enough, but what went up came down, and unsuspecting friendly forces were not paying attention to spears from above.

      Artorian considered slipping back into the role of Tzu, but would any of these creatures listen to him? Would they even understand him? Would they want to if they could? “Too much thinking! Dale it!”

      Pretending that there was a ceiling right above him, he turned and pushed off with a foot to impact one of the larger sand dunes below. Before the flooding wave of sand that filled the air had a chance to clear, Artorian stopped his antics and played for keeps. The air around him tensed, and Astra form flickered to life.

      Arcs of lightning zapped between particles of sand where he stood, but the visual effect was lost on the world as all the dark-based entities within a significant radius of him started screaming. The friendly forces all felt considerably better a mere second after Artorian became visible, with his bow flowing into the form of a large, fierce axe. Which was about all the clarity they got before the glowing entity became a literal blur and slashed through the battlefield at ludicrous speed.

      This new Astra form allowed Artorian to go ten times the speed that everything else was going, and with full statistics and prowess at that. The world felt like it crawled, and his enemies couldn’t defend. That was fine. He’d never been here to play fair. Only to win. Only to achieve success. He repeated the words that laid like a supportive palm on the back of his shoulder. “First, victory.”

      Artorian found the leader in charge easily enough. All these Darkstalkers looked identical, all save one. One of them—nestled cozily in the back—wore significantly less armor than his compatriots. He also seemed to be mid-progress of creating ten more of them from the very sands he stood on. Well, abyss, no wonder there’d been so many. His foes could just make more and toss them out!

      Artorian fired off an Inspect.

      

      Name: Kod, Elite Darkstalker of Hanekawa

      Character Level: 120

      Class: Sculptor

      Specialization: Garrison Commander

      Profession: None.

      Hit Points: 24,000 / 24,000

      Characteristics:

      Strength: 500

      Dexterity: 500

      Constitution: 1,200

      Intelligence: 800

      Wisdom: 500

      Charisma: 300

      Perception: 300

      Luck: 200

      Karmic Luck: 0

      

      In front of Kod, a small legion had already been assembled. While they were all unsheathing their weapons on having noticed the threat, the relative speed at which they did gave Artorian more than enough time to send a Palm evocation their way. One charged with the detonation effect. He jumped over the radius just in case of friendly fire, then flicked off Astra form to let time play out. He wanted to see the effect in real time as he landed on a sand dune a good two hundred meters behind enemy lines.

      Since he’d aimed for the middle, he was confident all visible enemies would be caught in the blast. The palm evocation looked prismatic as it traveled. See through and ethereal, yet with the appearance that bouncing light was trapped within the shape.

      

      You have hit: multiple foes, with a detonating Palm.

      Palm Damage: 4,332 Kinetic.

      Mass Driver Damage: 1,000 Kinetic.

      Stamina invested: 1,000 Stamina.

      Bonus Palm Damage: 2,000 Kinetic.

      Total Raw Damage: 7,332 Kinetic.

      Multiplier: Novice Supreme Weapon Master, +25%

      Multiplier: Demonbane, +100%

      Multiplier: Orbital Rail Palm, +100%

      Total Multiplier: +225%

      Multiplier Damage: 16,497.

      Total Damage: 23,829.

      Note: Damage dealt in full within a radius of 100 meters from point of impact.

      

      The detonation was beautiful. The palm struck the middle of the formation, then burst. Cascading prismatic luminance flooded outward in a gorgeous reflective sphere, trailing wisps of color that bounced against the outer ‘shell’ of the effect as it expanded. All Darkstalkers within the effect evaporated in flashes of rainbow light, leaving only the Elite behind to fall to its knees when the show ended.

      The math had not been calculated beforehand, so Kod’s survival came as a complete, and yet somewhat pleasant, surprise. A hundred-thirty remaining health was a pittance in Muspelheim. You could lose that amount by stubbing your toe too hard.

      Artorian eased his hands into his pockets and swaggered over. He yelled since he wasn’t near convenient conversational earshot. “Do you like fish, Kod?”

      Kod was wheezing too hard for a reply. By the time Kod was back on his feet and able to start putting a dark recovery spell together, a young, unyielding foot bore down on his knee. The bone broke and shattered with a loud *crack*, forcing Kod to hit the sand without managing a cast. The Darkstalker then coughed out some sand as he looked up. Kod glanced at his health, and noticed the piddling twenty health left in his whole bar.

      His voice was raspy, like there was sand in his throat. “What… what are you?”

      Artorian leaned over so they could clearly see each other’s faces. “The only reason you’d ask is because someone else must be listening in. Hello, Hanekawa. I’m coming for you. Better make like Kod here, and swim away.”

      Artorian stomp-crushed the Darkstalker’s skull. He wasn’t interested in a reply, or some sort of verbal battle. Kod died immediately, though didn’t disintegrate. Artorian figured it would be better to get some answers, so threw the body over his shoulder and moseyed back over to the bridge. He felt a tingle in his nose that the death of Kod had also dusted all his minions.

      Artorian loved it when he was right.
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      Information about the Elite Darkstalker didn’t come easy. The border guards were more than willing to tell him, but they just didn’t have good information. This was even the first time the body of one had been recovered. While the half-animal folk were thankful for their timely rescue, and definitely for the flawless patch up after Artorian had hung around the huddle for a while, they couldn’t really help.

      He was directed to find someone called ‘ElCazorro.’ This individual, and someone named Ogden who’d been described as a chonky lizardman, resided in an establishment near oases called ‘The Warm Sands.’ May they welcome you home. The latter, he was told, was part of the official greeting.

      When Artorian had enough information to head out, the C’towl he’d been talking to made a motion with his paw, then spoke the words of parting. “May your road lead you to warm sands.”

      He thanked the catman, was pointed in the most accurate direction from this point, and took the straight route. Finding The Warm Sands did not prove difficult. Plenty of activity occurred in its vicinity, and almost all of it was some variant of madness that needed a week of hanging around the area to provide the full history.

      Between a crab called ‘Snips’ floating around in a bubble, Pag going by ‘Kaw’ and testing questionable blood magic, a sign planted near the door with a loudly written ‘NO DEER’ in all capital letters, a skeleton in a captain’s outfit who was doing their best to appear mortal, and doing a good job, and a stealth-hunter wyvern with striking avian features the size of several horses napping on the roof where anyone could see it, Artorian felt hard pressed to find a focus.

      Inspect called that last one a ‘Diegen.’

      Then there was a mouse, actually, a kangaroo rat, wearing a wizard’s hat and holding a small stick while sitting by its lonesome, that half the gathered were clearly yellow-pants scared of. A few whispered the word ‘entangle’ before taking the wide route around. Maybe he should just enter the establishment.

      Pushing open the doors, Artorian dodged a hurled bottle by ducking his head. A quick glance at the dark green bottle that cracked when it hit a rock revealed a stumbling yellow gecko. How had he wiggled into the…? Never mind.

      It took one whiff to know that he was in a tavern. The rowdy, backwater kind. A truly vast lizardman scowled at him from behind the wide bar, with a different small blue gecko sitting on his shoulder. “That must be Ogden.”

      The large one must have heard him, because he replied with a thick voice when Artorian entered and ventured toward the bar stools. His initial steps made the floorboards creak, causing several of the other patrons to look over with Dwarven scowls. “Am Ogden. Welkom to Warm Sands. I see you newkomer! Did not know about kreaky panel. No diskount for you.”

      Artorian let out a singular ‘ha,’ and sat. “That’s fine. I’m here for directions, not drink. Or rather, the border guard directed me to find someone called ElCazorro.”

      Ogden scoffed, his heavy lungs allowing for a hefty nose-in-the-air exhale. “Why Ogden direkt you to establishment owner? Ogden does not know you. Ogden running legitimate potato juice business. Ogd—”

      The barbarian lizard’s eyes shot wide open, his face swooshing down to see what had just stumbled over his feet. “No steal Ogden’s sock! Shoo!”

      A pair of sock foxes darted out from below the counter, one of them wriggling between two wooden pegs before popping free and scrambling along. They both had a sock in their mouths, though only a left one. Ogden glared at them all the way out of the door while the small gecko on his shoulder explained the problem to Artorian. “Sock foxes come into our house like they own place. Raid laundry! Left sock so rare, it currency now!”

      Artorian nodded, then checked his own only to meet the gaze of a tiny fox trying its utmost to appear innocent, while its little paws reached for his left sock. The sock was still on his foot, but his left shoe appeared to be lying on the floor. He didn’t recall taking that off. “Mhm.”

      He eased his foot back into his shoe, then pulled his legs up to sit cross-legged on the stool. “Friendly atmosphere you got here.”

      That comment made Ogden beam out a wide smile. “Warm Sands most welkoming! Especially at night. When it kold. Good for keeping magik animal parade safe. Some as dumb as they fluffy, and some very fluffy.”

      He moved his thumb over his shoulder, motioning for a door with a placard on it. The sign read: ‘More Door. One cannot just walk in here.’ Ogden looked up before Artorian could comment, his voice booming. “Well, look who stumble in! P’dunk. You here to pay tab? You no pay tab this time, Neb the Muscle throw you out.”

      The tiny blue gecko on Ogden’s shoulder cracked his knuckles at the Goblin when addressed, who skipped over the creaky floorboard. “Not quite, I…”

      P’dunk was interrupted by the sound of several chairs pushing out from their tables, and Ogden shaking his head. “Dunky, dunky. You owe many patron here many spice. Pretty kitty lady with big hat not happy. Scout, the Merch-ant, very hard working! Also no have time for your pish.”

      The gecko followed up by counting on his tiny digits. “Then, in order, you owe spice to the clans of: Sugar Glider, Otter, Beaver, Bat, Moth, Squirrel, Red Panda, Rabbit, Weasel, Mouse, Turtle, Crab, and Caracal. The only reason you not have debt with Anubite and C’towl is because soft spot.”

      Ogden placed the clean mug down onto the bar. “Plus, if Skorpion hear you visit, he not be happy. You think I want that kind of trouble?”

      P’dunk put both his hands up. “Hey, there’s no need for such hostility! I’m just here for a drink!”

      A whooshing of sand surrounded the Goblin who was doing his best not to smile so nervously that his pants forcibly changed color. The arm of a Tiger eased around the back of P’dunk’s neck, a heavy fanged grin following as a striped red, orange, and black face formed from the sands. Tan and dusty robes fell over his form, his eyes focused solely on the Goblin as a blue sash formed about his waist. The glint in his gaze made clear that he was constantly looking for an angle to get more coins out of his patrons. Or spice, in Muspelheim.

      ElCazorro spoke with the smooth pitch of a salesman, his body language wide and open. “Dunky! Zo good to zee you back in one of my eztablishments. Come, come, to the bar. You will have a drink with me, yez?”

      P’dunk nodded so fast his head might dislocate, then saddled up next to Artorian, the Goblin’s skin color now a few shades of green lighter. Artorian mused an opening. “Related to P’dink, by chance?”

      P’dunk flashed a big smile right away, and the bardic lore was clearly about to spill forth as he moved to laud his ancestors. “Y—*Grlk*.”

      His answer was replaced by the squeeze of an arm around his throat, ElCazorro nothing but smiles as he pulled the Goblin close. Big, toothy, Tiger smiles. “Now now! We talk buzinezz first. Zo you coming to front line against ztalker, or you mopping floor?”

      P’dunk’s expression fell with the realization his basket had no more eggs left in it. He hung his head and weakly moped out his words. “I’ll mop the floor.”

      Artorian smirked and leaned an elbow on the table. “I’ll take the front lines!”

      ElCazorro shot his head up, his wide smile widening even further as his nose smelled opportunity. “You are new to The Warm Sands. May they welcome you home.”

      Artorian looked around the place. “So I heard. I was directed to find ElCazorro, but it seems you’ve been rather kind and come to me. That makes my request easy. Where is Hanekawa? I need to put his head on a spike. For some reason, I’m not getting a vague imprint of my heading.”

      Half the personnel in the bar spewed their drinks all over the table as a fine mist, then wiped their mouths and drew their weapons. ElCazorro tutted, his own claw resting on the scabbard of a serious-looking scimitar. Artorian recognized an Artifact when he saw one. “That iz dangerouz name to just drop, my young friend.”

      One of the patrons coughed out a joke, some of the drink still in their nose. “Why not just clear the Dungeon of the Lost, maybe he’s in the back.”

      Some laughter did the rounds, but Artorian just kept his gaze locked to the Tiger’s as he crouched next to P’dunk. “Why don’t you run off with Ogden. Begin new job? ElCazorro has new buzinezz.”

      The Goblin vanished from the stool, rolled across the bar, and hid behind Ogden’s massive muscled leg. The lizardman rolled his eyes and put his towel down. “Yes, yes. Kome. Ogden show how make sandwich.”

      The silent standoff with the crouching tiger and hidden dragon put enough pressure on the barfolk to make them sit. ElCazorro did not break his eye contact, expecting the youth to blink first. “Who are you, that runs into open mouthz filled with teeth? You smell like the gentleman, Mr. Addamz.”

      Artorian quirked a brow. “Who?”

      The doors to the tavern just barely did not blow off their hinges as a figure briskly stepped forth with a heavy, expectant expression on his face. When he saw Artorian and ElCazorro, his hands shot to the air. His improved voice was modeled to be nearly identical to the great Aardwolf fencing legend: Raul Julia. “I knew it! Brother! We meet again. Finally!”

      It took Artorian a moment, then he forgot ElCazorro existed and exploded from his stool. He shot upright and headed straight for Mr. Addamz, who was the picture of stateliness. Mr. Addamz, dressed in a refined suit, complete with a dark, black vest and red undershirt, instead pulled a fencing blade free from his bone walking cane, then took a stance. “En garde!”

      Rather than skid to a stop, Artorian freed Context Sensitive from his storage ring and connected blades as he formed his weapon to be a matching copy of his opponents. “Ha-ha!”

      The duo fenced at a speed that made sparks fly with a heavy enough frequency to convince many patrons that fireworks were being lit inside of the tavern. Ogden came by momentarily, but did not appear to be phased. Things like this just happened in The Warm Sands.

      Mr. Addamz remained an unbridled bundle of glee. “Brother! I have a creed now!”

      Artorian laughed, parried, thrusted, then parried again as Supreme Weapon Mastery carried him through the motions. “What would that be, brother?”

      Mr. Addamz backflipped over a table, then slashed his blade through the air before answering with a wide, toothy grin. “We gladly feast on those who would subdue us.”

      Artorian couldn’t take it. He threw his head back and madly cackled at the ceiling from sheer amusement. “How fitting! New family? New name at the minimum!”

      The fencing clash resumed, complete with the second verse of the fireworks show. “I wished to begin from the bottom, then found a member of the old world whose social credit was so in the dumps, nobody would mind if I took it! A Thomas ‘Adams’ of a kind. Had a grand disagreement with your disciple at the time, if my ancient lore is up to snuff! I wished for the worst of names, so I could prove to one and all that no social values can stand before me, and break my title of the greatest bon vivant!”

      The fencing match broke as a particularly hard impact pushed them both away from one another. Mr. Addamz just posed with his weapons. “I merely added a ‘D’ and a ‘Z’! Because you know me, brother!”

      Artorian copied the weapon pose, which they both decided then and there was a new greeting. A sword held right before the face, with their hands covering their mouths while firmly gripped on the hilt and protected by the fancy guard.

      He beamed, flourished, and bowed. “Indeed I do, my dearest Decorum!”

      Blades were sheathed, and finally they hugged as only reunited family members could after ages lived apart. Gomez of Decorum, nicknamed Mr. Addamz, squeezed extra tight. He knew the man could take it. “How I have missed you, Father. How do I look?”

      Artorian’s expression, regardless of his young face, beamed grandfatherly pride. “Like a thousand good souls packed into one. Ready to bring culture wherever he treads.”
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      ElCazorro wasn’t sure if he should believe his senses. He was easily one of the top ten best combatants in Muspelheim, while Mr. Addamz lived in the top three. Then this kid comes by and bumps his number down? “What?”

      After a serious reunion with more whispers and back-patting, Gomez smiled wide and sauntered over to a stunned Tiger, who could not escape the vivacious hug coming his way. “ElCazorro, I would like to introduce you to my father, brother, and best friend. Depending on need and occasion.”

      Suspicious as all abyss, the Tiger shook a curious paw with Artorian when the handshake was offered. ElCazorro then shot questioning looks at Mr. Addamz. Gomez leaned on his bone walking cane and filled him in. “This means good tidings, my friend. The stalemate is broken! We advance in force! Prepare your blades against the return of the roving hordes from the north. I expect Darkstalkers to cease being an issue altogether soon enough!”

      Artorian nodded like that was just a fact.

      ElCazorro had to believe Mr. Addamz, but more than that, he wanted to believe. The roving hordes of sand worms from the north meant spice. Spice meant wealth. His teeth were showing with the smile that crept on his face. “Then may the Realm Wyrm bless our passing, as we tread lightly, and carry a sharp scimitar.”

      The youth perked up at the mention of ‘Realm Wyrm.’ “Oh, he’s here too?”

      Gomez winked at his brother. “We live in interesting times! Though he sleeps long, and deep. I hope he shall be allowed to do so for longer?”

      Artorian calmly nodded with his hands pressed to his hips. “I doubt anything here would require that kind of extra mass and muscle. I’d rather shatter Ragna, one of my favorite rocks, before waking that sweet noodle. Dawn would be so mad at me if I caused a crick in the end of his tail.”

      ElCazorro didn’t follow, too busy doing the mental math on spice income. His mind snapped back to the topic. “Central desert. Hanekawa the Haunted hides in the central desert. Where it is hottest, difficult to travel, and heatstroke is a constant danger. No water is available on the topside route, but we are unable to breach via the tunnels. His Darkstalkers are twice as powerful and effective in the dark.”

      Artorian nodded, then looked to his brother. “Can you point me in a direction, or are you going with me?”

      Gomez flashed a wide grin. “Come now, brother, you know I will rush to your aid on even the most minor matter. Let us journey outside and speak of the topic. Also, it will allow you to meet my family! Or the newest member of it. She’s the cold blood in my heart, brother.”

      Artorian raised his eyebrows with interest. Matters of love were his tea, kettle, and assorted jar of cookies. His eyes glinted with a gossip-loving shimmer as they began to walk out. “Do tell!”

      Gomez and ElCazorro shared a look, causing the Tiger to spring to action to see to his end of the tasks.

      Once outside, a lovely pale lady in a dark dress held a very large, equally black umbrella to blot out the sun. Gomez changed the way he walked the moment he saw her, and Artorian could feel the pull of his heart. He adored the knowledge that their affection was mutual from the moment the pale lady turned. Gomez took her hand, immediately kissing it. “Tisha, my love. My apologies for rushing ahead. I met my oldest family! It could not wait.”

      The pale lady pressed her cold hand to his cheek, her face melting seamlessly to form a beaming smile as she pressed close. “Gomez, my tortured sweet. I will never hold you from your passions. It is so endearing to see you pursue them. May I meet them?”

      Artorian walked up when prompted by Gomez.

      He shook her thin, dainty hand, and understood several things with a quick Inspect. He needed that inspection because her face was jarring. Not that she wasn’t anything but the picture of beauty, but that she was the spitting image of Brianna. “Artorian, a pleasure, my dear. I’m many things to Gomez, but I leave it to him to decide on which is needed at the moment.”

      Tisha sweetly nodded her head ever so lightly, doing her utmost to keep out of direct sunlight. “Tisha. I have abandoned my other names, but I am hopeful that I will perchance gain a new one, should my darling dark soul truly desire my hollow, nightwalker husk to store his heart in. A romantic, he is.”

      Artorian nodded in turn, then contemplated the name. The lady noticed and sweetly added in a detail. “My profession is Mortician. I took Ticia from it, and spoke the word softly. You are most kind to notice that I am a vampire, and not to mention it. I felt your brush over my mind, yet your lips remained sealed and stance collected. Ask your questions, I shall not judge. My Decorum had dulled the edge of my knife… in polite company.”

      Artorian was very appreciative of her locution. “You are the spitting image of Brianna. I’m not sure if—”

      “Mother? You know my mother?” Tisha’s eyebrows rose, clearly surprised.

      The youth matched her expression. “Oh. Oh. Then, yes. I do know your mother. We work together.”

      Tisha blinked like the dead. “Then there is no hiding any detail. You saw everything, and my obfuscation skill is an amusing trifle. Yes, I am the child of Brianna. I am an albino Dark Elf, and thus tells the story of why my skin color is the palest it could be, and why my irises are so red. I came into being on the realm of Midgard, where I escaped a very toxic political climate. Though not before being afflicted by… unpleasantries. I seek liberation from my curse, you see.”

      Artorian had a second look at Tisha’s character sheet, and saw the entry: Suncursed—Dampened.

      He checked his DE, managed to not choke on the number of points available now that he was back and gaining full credit again, then waved his hand to solve the problem. “Done.”

      The curse instantly vanished from her character sheet. A golden-edged prompt appeared before Tisha that only she could see, her gasp making her drop the umbrella. Artorian beamed out a smile as she spoke part of the new-title prompt out loud. “Welcome to the family. Daywalker.”

      Decorum rushed to grab the falling umbrella, but failed to cover her with it when he saw his dearest wasn’t burning, or on fire, or in horrible pain.

      His eyes snapped to his brother, but Artorian just smiled at him with a little shrug. “What good is being a Divine if I can’t do some good with it? She clearly didn’t deserve that curse. Not when I can so clearly feel the shine of her heart. No matter how dark she enjoys the sheen to be.”

      Decorum took her hands back in his right away. “Tisha, this is wonderful news! We can see all the worlds as we’ve dreamt!”

      Tisha recovered from gaining her sudden freedom with a speed that would make Brianna proud. “That would be lovely, my sweet thorn. We could whisk away in the dark of night. Guided only by dead stars whose guiding light yet shines bright.”

      Decorum was so lost in her eyes that he’d forgotten Artorian was there. He turned and felt his heart go somber. “My brother, I…”

      Artorian held a hand up. “Go. You deserve it, and I need no help. Not here. Only a direction, and that is the difficulty of pointing. Later, when it is necessary, when it is important, I would love a timely rescue. I’m sure to run into trouble should I have to face Odin. If you can at all make it to Asgard, that would be a wonderful boon.”

      Tisha pulled Decorum close. “My poisonous blade. We could go slaughter the darkness in the west together. A fitting beginning to a glorious unlife. It would gain you the strength, and I long to see your prowess unleashed like the howl of a wild beast.”

      Decorum couldn’t say no. To either of them. He kissed Tisha on the forehead, then embraced his brother in a bestial hug. Squeezing the youth after having dropped to a knee to really get both arms around him. “Until our next reunion, brother. I will see you when the hour is most dire.”

      Artorian nodded, squeezing back with his eyes tightly closed. “Until the hour is most dire, my dearest Decorum. Thank you for letting me see the family grow.”

      Rising, Gomez pointed to the distance where the heart of the central desert lay. “The demon lord has a dark spire, one that pierced the earth and flooded the landscape with deep, dark, shadowy sand. Beware not to venture into the beneath, as it is collectively known as ‘The Dungeon of the Lost.’ All that is lost ends up there, and some of it makes little sense, even to me. There are contraptions there only the most maddened of minds could have conjured, and creatures of nightmare so vile that I, even I, have run away.”

      Artorian turned in the direction, and took a running stance after nodding in understanding. “Excellent advice, brother. Count me down?”

      Decorum looked to Tisha, who was honored to be given the chance. “Of course, friend of my mother. If you see her… Her daughter misses her. Three. Two. One.”

      At the end of the count, thunder clapped.

      A small figure sped forward without having displaced any of the sand he stood on, but the gust of wind that hit the duo rolled along with an extreme backdraft, which very much did move some sand dunes.

      Tisha smiled and leaned into Decorum. “So, Father? I believe that was a blessing we were just provided. I certainly didn’t hear any objections. Even with my condition.”

      Decorum swung his arms around his dearest love, and whispered as only a deeply enthralled heart would. “Your only condition, my dearest, is that you are the love of my life. Wonderful beyond comparison. Let us journey to the west together. I, too, hunger to see your claws work their delicate magic.”

      Tisha flushed, a tiny smile curling up on her features. “Oh, Decorum. Let us away.”

      He nodded, had one last look at the dot vanishing into the distance, and was ever so glad to have such a loving father, brother, and best friend. “Hunt well, my luminous kin.”
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      Artorian had company when the dark spire came into view. This time, clearly not as friendly. Darkstalkers jumped out from the proverbial woodwork and chased him through the sand. Their jumps were attempting to cut him off. “Might have worked if I was slower, but I gotta go fast. Still. Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth! I see free experience.”

      The bow was out and Feather’s Edges were flying in record time. Aiming slightly behind him wasn’t the easiest, so he mopped that group up with a detonating Palm, then focused on the ones still in front of him. Missed body-blocks or not, a stalker in his path would slow him down or knock him off course. Worst case, he took a tumble and got surrounded. Shame he couldn’t just speed up and go through them. “I miss that mithril plow on the racer.”

      Getting bogged down in a field of fodder would not help him cross a name off the kill list, so he needed to find the local Elite and pin him down. Nascent Senses warned him with Electrosense, now that he knew what to pay attention to, when one of the stalkers tried getting him from a blind angle. Nascence whisked his senses to the left, so left he went, avoiding the stalker and bee-lining for the Elite. “Trust the nose!”

      Leaping over a dune, he surprised the Elite by somersaulting over the caster as the Darkstalker pulled new troops from the sand. “Mornin’!”

      

      You have hit: Barabum, Elite Darkstalker of Hanekawa, with a Feather’s Edge.

      Bow Damage maximized: 100 Kinetic.

      Mass Driver Damage: 1,000 Kinetic.

      Total Raw Damage: 1,100 Kinetic.

      Multiplier: Novice Supreme Weapon Master, +25%

      Multiplier: Demonbane, +100%

      Total Multiplier: +125%

      Multiplier Damage: 1,375.

      Total Damage: 2,475.

      

      A flurry of arrows pincushioned the unsuspecting Elite. At five arrows per second, a three second travel time worth of clean, clear shots erased the enemy outright. Barabum fell over dead, and so did his entire cohort of created soldiers. Artorian kept tally. “One down! I wonder if I can get this done even faster. I’m here to clean house!”

      Speeding off to the next location where Nascence told his nose to go, he quickly checked an overview of recent damage done. “Two thousand five hundred is pretty good. Higher would be even better. Weapon Master at Novice? Don’t I have a backlog of skill points stocked up from all that leveling? How do I use those?”

      Artorian replaced Darkstalker brain matter with arrows on his jaunt, but didn’t remember accomplishing the skill spending feat without the help of a Wisp. He’d have to pull one in. Knocking on the Senate, he just tried to contact ‘a Wisp’ rather than his known options. Just to see if it would work.

      *Pop*.

      A blue light popped into his vicinity, then yelped in surprise as it got dragged along by the tether that forced the Wisp to stay in conversational range. “Not you again!”

      Artorian laughed. “Invictus! What a voice to hear! How have you been?”

      Invictus was in no mood to play along. “As if I would tell you what color the sky is at this point! I have no interest in being here. You have caused me so much grief! Tell me what you need so I can do it and be released.”

      Artorian didn’t understand what kind of mechanism Invictus was on about, but he didn’t need to. That it worked was enough. “I need skill points dumped into Supreme Weapon Mastery. As many as will fit. Then feel free to head out?”

      Invictus worked furiously, then snapped out his response before blinking out, the blue hue vanishing from the ambient light. “Done!”

      *Pop*.

      Artorian didn’t question the sequence of events and considered asking later, and possibly doing something nice for Invictus. He had, after all, caused that Wisp some grief by wiggling all-important Wisp information out of the lad. What did Wisps even like? He contemplated it until another Darkstalker came into view. He aimed his bow at it, and let a feather fly before checking the output information.

      

      You have hit: Gort, Darkstalker of Hanekawa, with a Feather’s Edge.

      Bow Damage maximized: 100 Kinetic.

      Mass Driver Damage: 1,000 Kinetic.

      Total Raw Damage: 1,100 Kinetic.

      Multiplier: Master Supreme Weapon Master, +175%

      Multiplier: Demonbane, +100%

      Total Multiplier: +275%

      Multiplier Damage: 3,025.

      Total Damage: 4,125.

      

      “Well, that’s certainly better. Now it only takes two arrows for a stalker. Improvements!” He nodded, moved the screen out of sight, and eliminated two more before he thought about experience. “Do these temporary warriors even give me any specialization experience?”

      It appeared he had the first level unlocked, but nothing had changed on his sheet. He shot another Darkstalker, and then numbers updated. His attributes bumped slightly, and Mass Driver’s ranking raised from a one to a two. “There it goes!”

      Some gears clicked into place. “If I get experience from an enemy that doesn’t run out, should I maybe wait for them to be grown, then go on a reaping spree? Sounds a lot like farming. Do I farm some enemies?”

      The answer was easy. “I farm some enemies! Not like I really need to put a lot of effort into planting when the closer I get to that spire, the more that pop out of the sand. I might as well sing a tune! Not like this isn’t going to be anything except the one-sided mop-up that it should be. Not until I encounter something interesting. Though my friend was wrong, I believe. I am so not worried about the wildlife.”

      Whistling a jolly tune, Artorian broke into a sea shanty as he metaphorically sailed the desert. Ignoring the few local boss monsters and clusters of natural creatures that he just ran right by. There was no real trouble until nightfall, when he reached the spire while taking the occasional detour to remove an Elite from Muspelheim. Enemy density remained just as thick, but he figured that if those fallen Elites had remained, he’d be swarmed right about now.

      His actual problem was that he was tired. Sleep was a mechanic he hadn’t found a way around, and it was biting him in the eyes. Artorian needed to blink strongly to fight the weariness. He was currently running circles around the spire to decide which of the holes he wanted to chance as a way in. He tried for a random one, and smashed his face into a dead end. This wasn’t an entrance at all! Just a dimple in the structure! “Ow.”

      Rubbing his nose, he kept low to the floor of the dimple as his momentary pause in troop diminishment had allowed the stalkers to repopulate. He didn’t need to poke his head out for Echolocation to hear that the numbers grew at frightening speed. Like they were all crawling out of the sands below before hurriedly looking for him.

      Electrosense told him many were diving back into the sand in order to explore the spire, and the big open cavern below it. He pulled his robe over himself and willed the item’s effect to start working. If his enemies were fooled into thinking he’d made it inside, that afforded him the time for a short nap.

      His skills and gear prevented him from being culled by the environment, and with the cloak’s camouflage adapting to the dark stone, he’d soon be little more than another odd bump. Even then, he was in a dimple and pressed to the ground. Something would need to be right next to him or above him just to see him normally. The camo was overkill.

      Artorian whispered, trying to get cozy for some shut eye, “Too bad for you lot. I like overkill.”

      When Artorian woke, it was to the sounds of a battle. Peeking an eye out from under his robe, he understood why his other senses were so on the fritz. The spire was besieged! He must have nixed more than enough Elites to put a serious dent in the stalemate. Stretching to get some blood flowing, and particularly to get the crick from sleeping on solid spire rock out of his back, Artorian got up. “Next time I’m getting a camo cover for my pillow, too. I want an Artifact-quality pillow case. Haven’t had sleep that bad in ages. Crackers, I hurt.”

      Checking his status, he discovered some pretty unpleasant looking demerits. “Oof, those aren’t great. Hold on a tick, can’t I just remove these?”

      He flared his Astra form, then stretched with considerably greater comfort. “Oooh, yes. That’s the stuff! Now what’s with all the sudden screaming?”

      Not bothering to flick off his Astra form, he leaned out from the dimple and had a proper look around. Organized forces from the Goblin Empire launched attack after attack, matching the Darkstalkers point per point in numbers as formations crashed into one another. Other races, such as C’towl—and hey, there was ElCazorro!—were making their way to key locations in order to engage in combat with Elites. A fighting Elite meant one that wasn’t pulling new troops from the sand.

      As a bonus, the local friendly forces were bolstered by Sunny being present, while the dark-based entities slowly fractured as they took two percent health damage per second. Artorian enjoyed that Demonbane worked on Astral Celerity. “Honestly, I want to do something, but just sitting here and looking pretty may accomplish more at the moment. Might as well pick off some key targets.”

      Forming his bow, he pinpointed the location of several Elites and removed them from the board in short order. When he ran out of targets he could see, he hopped out of the dimple and sky-danced to the other side of the spire. Sniping from above, he then performed a full three-sixty perimeter sweep to make sure he got them all.

      Loud cheering rang out each time an Elite hit the burning sand. Artorian thought his job was done until one of the bodies on the ground began to whistle. His attention was drawn to the sounds of an elegy being played with wind instruments, then understood what the effect of Feather’s Edge did. He plunked one more arrow into the back of that stalker’s head, and that ended the chiming song. “Now that is handy!”

      A tired, exhausted, and drained voice half-yelled from the base of the spire, though there was no energy in it. “Why isn’t it working? I had to go all the way up the stairs. Just to arrive at my Elites being lost. That was so much effort! My Lethargy Aura is going at full blast. Why are you all fine?”

      Artorian stopped perimeter bounding from sky step to sky step, and thundered down into the sand. He replaced a shadowy sand dune, but the darkness in the grain slowly cleared up the longer he was down. “You must be Hanekawa.”

      The exhausted demon in High Elven guise held his forehead. He sighed deep, then whined. “Can’t you all just leave? Just… leave. Maybe surrender? That would be so convenient.”

      Artorian wanted to smite the demon on principle, but he was just so confused that he had to ask. “Hold… hold one moment. Are… are you whining?”

      Hanekawa sighed, raised his arms, and dropped them. “Abyss, you sound like Minos. It’s fine, I already didn’t like you anyway. Whatever. Abyss, you’re such a downer. No, I’m not whining.”

      The words were spoken in a tone that made nobody who could understand the demon believe him. “I have had to do work. I don’t like doing work. Then this entire time my health bar has just been evaporating, and there’s nothing I can do about it. I’m pretty sure that comes from you, huh? Thanks. I hate it.”

      Artorian pulled a scrutinizing face. “Definitely whining.”

      Hanekawa sighed extra loud. “My entire ability set revolves around making nobody want to do anything. Do you even know the meaning of the word lethargy? Sloth? Sitting in your chair and staring out into the black because nothing’s good, nothing works, and you don’t have the energy for it anyway? I do that to people.”

      The demon then motioned his arms toward the general vicinity. “It’s working great, isn’t it? I can really tell from all the murderous glares that I’m doing an amazing job. So… yes. Can you surrender and just mosey off?”

      Artorian blinked. “Y’know, I’m half tempted to not shoot you, and just walk away.”

      Hanekawa brightened, not having expected that. “Wait, really?”

      Artorian cocked his head and smiled like Dawn when she was secretly upset. “No. I’ve just never seen what happens to a demon downed by the Resplendence effect. It’s been about forty-five seconds, based on what I can see of your health.”

      Hanekawa attempted, with his last remaining braincell, to grasp what that meant. Then it hit him, and he chuckled with a tired smile on his face. “Oh… wow. You’d make a great demon.”

      As the number of seconds Hanekawa had spent in the Astral Celerity field hit fifty, he was brushed from existence as if a particularly good eraser wiped him from a sketchpad.

      Artorian drearily went ‘huh.’ Everyone else exploded in wild cheers as Goblins hugged C’towl and vice versa. They were all so darn happy that they’d won, and with minimal casualties!

      For Goblins, those numbers were still counted in the thousands, but that was nothing in comparison to what they’d been reduced to overall. An important-looking one yelled loudly. “The Empire can rebuild! This time, with allies.”

      ElCazorro met Artorian’s gaze, and nodded with a victorious expression. Artorian nodded back, but didn’t feel like staying. Those parting words from the demon hit him in a bad way. He zipped up the spire, launched off from the top, and found somewhere else to be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Finding the Bifrost to Asgard was a piece of cake. Specifically when it came to how easy it was to eat cake. A vast, golden, ostentatious armada of Valkyrie longboats had been parked in the river that spread to both sides of the entranceway. The entranceway itself was no small item. A set of torii that Artorian didn’t want to count, all plated in gold and adorned with some white plaster for designs? That entrance just couldn’t be missed, not with the flagrant spread of red-canopy trees around to really let the reflections show off.

      The shine of the place was visible from leagues away. Asgard wanted this connection to be known, and especially notable. A small town had popped up a few hundred feet from the main path to the Bifrost, with that very street used as the main artery in and out of the compact fortress.

      Artorian checked his specialization, then grit his teeth with just a bit of anger.

      

      Third Specialization: Mass Driver.

      Level: 9/10.

      

      Even with farming, he was one short. Just one measly specialization level short of being able to barge into Asgard and give Odin an old one-two for Yuki. He grumbled, sighed, and closed the windows. “A pleasant dream. He still out-stats me, and I saw him without gear or abilities active. Now what?”

      He considered his options and scratched his chin. “I could… I could do a quest.”

      Saying the word made him wince, the taste of bile filling his mouth at the thought. He spat on the ground just to clear the feeling, then shook his head to the negative. “No. I’m not starting that mess. It’s speedrunning or bust.”

      His ear twitched to some chittering, and his scarf chirped translations. Artorian pretended not to look, but turned enough to overhear a conversation in… Raccoon?

      The Raccoon nested with two other creatures between some piled rocks spoke up. “Alright boys, here’s the plan. Smellums, you’re the Skunk, so you’re on distraction duty. When they come after us, lay down a smell screen that makes them think twice about breathing. Pif, I need you to possum it up if our cover is blown, you fall into action. When they shoot arrows at us? You pretend to be dead so they think they’re winning.”

      There was some counter-chittering in Possum, to which the Raccoon took an affront when he answered. “What am I doing throughout all this? Protecting the goods! I’ll see you at the safehouse at the docks when it’s all said and done.”

      More angry chittering in Possum quibbled, to which the Raccoon had another rebuttal. “No, we’re not doing it so we win, we’re doing it so they lose. It’s being smuggled in from Asgard tonight. Don’t be late! Bring some extra muscle if you think it’s all gonna go to the squeakers.”

      A Skunk’s confused voice pitched in. “Where do we find more muscle?”

      The Raccoon threw his tiny paws up. “I don’t know! Where does one normally find muscle? The Fat Flagon tavern? Just get some if it makes you feel better, but don’t. Be. Late! Package comes in at moonrise, sharp!”

      The animals split, and Artorian took a second look at the town. He mused to himself, interested by this amusing little ploy he’d overheard. If there was a way to smuggle goods out of Asgard, was there a way to smuggle things in? Like people? Either way, this sounded like a marvelous opportunity to discover some valid targets for his specialization. Those with… questionable ethics would not be missed. “The Fat Flagon tavern? Hmmm. What’s the currency in Mus again? Spice? Where can I get some quick spice?”

      “Guess I’ll make it up on the fly!” His Nascent sense pointed him to the town. Turning in the direction of the compact fortress, he whistled his way to the south entrance. On arrival, two bored out of their mind Goblin guards leaned on their spears.

      One of them spoke with rote practice when Artorian sidled up. “Identification.”

      Artorian scratched his head. “As in, you want my name?”

      The Goblin placed a hand over his eyes, the lean on his spear intensifying. “The piece of paper given to you by the Empire as a writ of travel or mercantilism.”

      “Don’t have one!” Artorian beamed a smile as he put his hands on his hips.

      The Goblins looked at each other with a pained expression. They played a quick game of rock, paper, scissors, and the loser hung his head. “Sir, I’m going to have to detain you in the name of the Empire until an Arbiter of the law can check your case, and see about replacing a lost card or issuing a new one.”

      “No problem!” Artorian walked right up to the Goblin, who was pulling out Runed manacles.

      The Goblin was confused when the youth seemed raring to go to jail. There didn’t seem to be a need for manacles. “I… Alright. This way, sir. Your cooperation is appreciated.”

      “Anytime!” Artorian was let in, then looked around at Goblin architecture. He immediately knew this was a town for lowlifes and laying low. “Wow, what a shoddy mess! How is anything standing? I think that one building is being held up with the three around it by some twine and a leaning tower of cards.”

      The Goblin had no salt to give the situation. “Please don’t touch the cards, sir. You’ll collapse the district.”

      When the Goblin fumbled for his keys and opened the door, he looked behind him. “Please enter here, and…”

      The youth was gone. The Goblin slowly pressed his hands over his eyes, closed the door, and sauntered back to the gate. When he passed the other guard and stood back in his position, he looked over to speak. “I never left my post.”

      The first guard winced. “Oh no, another one?”

      The second Goblin nodded. “Another one. Good luck to him, I guess.”

      Artorian did not overhear the guards, but came face to face with the problem in question right away, the moment he wandered his first alley. A group of cats dressed as burglars surrounded him. Or had him surrounded. Either way, there were about forty of them hanging from all sorts of positions from the shambled of a construction. “Mwell, mwell, what have we here? A lost mouse, wandering into the lair of catnappers? Tsk tsk.”

      The youth clapped his hands together, in a great mood. “Splendid! I’ve found some ne’er-do-wells right away. That saves me a heap of trouble. You all should have plenty of spice on you!”

      Angry meowing and hissing erupted as retort, but an attack didn’t come. From nowhere, the child had procured a bow. A one-eyed cat wasn’t intimidated. “Oooh, a shiny toy? Don’t mind if I nab that, do you?”

      The thieving cat promptly gained an arrow to the noggin, and fell over dead from a critical hit. Some steam rose from Artorian’s fingers, given it was a bit humid within the walls of the town, and he’d been speedy. “I’ll take all your spice. I’m sure you’ll hand it right over, since you’re all so nice!”

      Thieves did not enjoy or entertain the thoughts of giving away goods like presents, which offered Artorian plenty of targets as he kept mowing bandits down. He wasn’t getting the Demonbane bonus, and these sly cats actually knew how to dodge, so the task didn’t conclude quickly.

      Regardless of suffering a few scrapes, Artorian scraped together a hefty sack of spice! There was plenty once he’d gathered it all up. Unfortunately, he was still level nine in the ol’ specialization. He was almost sad to think he’d have to let this one go; Mass Driver was actually pretty good! “I just noticed I’m not having a horrible time using this. Maybe Eternium’s game is finally rubbing off on me the right way.”

      He loosed an arrow at a downed bandit cat once the fletching began to whistle an elegy, then moved on to wander through town. Finding The Fat Flagon took five minutes. He sauntered in, ignored the stink eye from the Goblin patrons since he was upholding a truly fantastic humanization, and found himself a booth.

      Several larger scorpion men in matching outfits crowded his table right away, the biggest one clearing their throat. “That there table be reserved, see. Best be leaving.”

      Artorian stretched on his seat, then leaned forward and placed his elbow on the table, hand outstretched as his fingers opened and closed. “Tell you what, boys. You all look strong. One of you beat me in an arm-wrestling contest, and not only will I leave, I’ll give you all my spice. Just like that.”

      The scorpions looked at one another, sharing an amused chuckle. “You don’t look like you’ve got so much as a gram on you.”

      Artorian procured his ‘appropriated’ pouch and let three kilos of spice thunk to the table on his right side. So they couldn’t just lean over and take it with ease. Artorian sneered at them like a practiced trickster. “I’ll sweeten the deal. You match my bet, and I’ll give you ten times this amount. If you beat me. In arm wrestling.”

      Since the youth had brazenly just dropped several kilos of fine grade goodness on the table, the seriousness of the matter got some discussion. Just beating the kid and taking the loot was great and all, but ten times? They all looked back to the sack just to remind themselves it was real. The biggest one then slid to the table while two others removed themselves to fetch some spice. The scorpion spoke like a typical bruiser. “You got yourself a deal, tiny. I’ll be takin’ ten times that loot.”

      “I’ll try not to break your arm, Tiny.” Artorian winked. Several broken arms, prides, and emptied pockets later, Artorian was the not very proud owner of fifteen kilos of spice. He didn’t even know what to do with the stuff as yet another scorpion whimpered and scampered off, their arm in a less than optimal state.

      Finally, Artorian was getting the attention he was after. Whispers and rumors did the rounds, and soon enough a poorly humanized Skunk wandered into the tavern. Looking around suspiciously for something, or someone.

      How humanization wasn’t flawless by the time a person got to Mus, Artorian didn’t understand. Maybe migration wasn’t as big a factor as he thought? That, and there was a rather ugly stalemate until very recently. That likely didn’t help personal growth. “Plus, those that were good with skills likely threw themselves at the war effort already. Right, that makes some sense.”

      Not realizing he said that last bit out loud, he sat back in his seat and motioned for the barkeep to get him another fine glass of purified water. The most expensive drink on the menu by a long shot. The barkeep had no complaints! This newcomer tipped like he was swimming in spice.

      Artorian handed the Goblin a whole kilo when he came by. “Put this on my tab. Name it ‘Tiny.’ I’m hoping to meet someone stronger than me with some real muscle. Otherwise, I’ll be bored all night.”

      The use of keywords got the Skunk’s attention, who looked around, then sidled up the side of the kid’s table. “Hello! Uh, well I was going to ask if you wanted an opportunity to make a bit of spice, but it seems th—”

      “I’m in,” Artorian answered before taking a deep swig of his water, draining the cup.

      The Skunk stumbled over his words, hands pressed together. “I’m sorry, I’m not sure if you—”

      “I said I’m in. What’s the job?” Artorian pretended to pack up, though he was really just stalling for some time, wondering what to do with all this spice.

      The Skunk hadn’t realized finding muscle was this easy! “Just some… dock work! Yeah. We need to move something heavy. I think. So… muscle. Yeah. Right away.”

      “Good enough.” Artorian stood, then looked around the bar. He clicked his tongue behind his teeth, and improvised. “Alright, everyone. You all want this spice and you’re not intending on letting me walk out of here with it. Are you? I bet plenty of you have called in all your friends.”

      Artorian was asking rhetorically, but his senses had picked up heavy movement in the walls, behind the walls, on the street, in the rafters, on the roof, in the floor, below the floor, and in the sewer equivalent below that. All from creatures with different walking gaits. Artorian picked up a shard of wood and stuck it between his teeth. “So I’m gonna leave it here. I don’t want this trouble. I’m out. I’ve got a job to do. If someone wants to stop me from leaving… well. What’s one more broken arm?”

      The patrons in the building puzzled out that the reason ‘Tiny’ had accepted the job was so he could split in a hurry. Leaving the spice… well. That was just the cost of doing business in this town. Granted, they did get out of his way. The story of what happened to the scorpions had done the rounds as well, and not including the strong one in the brawl was just good business sense. Not when he was offering to up and get out of their way.

      Artorian made a noise for the Skunk to get a move on, and left the man behind to enter a very crowded street where a variety of creatures were all trying to check their knives inconspicuously. All at the same time. The patrons inside of the tavern had all begun to eye up the others in the room.

      Artorian delightedly added fuel to the fire as he stuck his hands into his pockets. “That spice is just lying there. First one to nab it is gonna get it.”

      That tiny comment commenced pandemonium.
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      Raccoon impatiently tapped his foot, checking his sundial non-stop until the expected Skunk traipsed around the bend, flanked by some small noodle looking thing. “Who’s the baggage, Smellums?”

      Smellums shrugged and hopped into the raft. “You said I could go get more muscle to feel better, I found some muscle. This here’s Tiny. He broke a few scorpion pincers by arm wrestling.”

      Raccoon pressed his tiny claws together, studying the tiny limbs hanging off the noodle thing with intense scrutiny. “Alright, Smellums, if it’ll make you feel better. Is Pif with you?”

      Smellums froze in place. “I thought he was with you, Rack?”

      Rack clicked his tongue and checked his sundial one last time. “Well, we planned for a crew of three and we got a crew of three. We can’t be late, push your end off the docks. I bet he’s playing dead too soon. Just means no spice cut for him on delivery, and more for us. Well… the same three-way split if your new friend Tiny can pull his weight.”

      Smellums looked to Tiny with worry. The noodle maintained direct eye contact with Rack as he moved his tail to the dock, then pushed off so hard the entire raft gained instant momentum.

      The Skunk and Raccoon scrambled for a handhold, after which Smellums shot Rack a big abyss-eating smile. “Told you I found muscle! I feel much better about this not going to the squeakers.”

      Tiny raised his head up a bit at the mention. “Squeakers?”

      Smellums plunked on his butt as Rack worked the navigation paddle on the raft. “Mice. They run everything around here, even if you never see ‘em. Their boss is just called ‘The Mouse.’ Don’t challenge The Mouse. Don’t test The Mouse. The Mouse, like the house, always wins. Be especially wary of any with blue hats.”

      Rack snapped a salty comment. “They always want a cut of the profit, too. Makes it hard to run our legitimate operation around here. Tails down, we’re passing a floater.”

      Smellums hid in a box, so Artorian went ahead and did the same. Not like he needed to see to know what was going on. Rack pulled up near the floating buoy and whispered to the guard perched on top of it. “We weren’t here, ya see? Here’s your hundred grams. Don’t give me that greedy eye, raven.”

      A flutter of wings signaled a raven flying away with some loot, and Rack pushed the raft along. “We’re clear. Smooth drifted until the rendezvous point. Tiny, you able to fend for yourself if things get dicey?”

      Tiny chuckled with amusement from his box, which was enough of an answer for Rack. The Raccoon covered his bases. “Did Smellums tell ya what the job is, Tiny?”

      Tiny smirked, remaining laconic. “Heavy lifting.”

      Rack snorted, making a particularly loud wave happen in the water as he pulled his steering paddle too hard. “Sure. Heavy lifting. We’re… receiving a package from my Raccoon family in Asgard, then taking it back to the docks. It’s inconvenient for the package to stay in Asgard, see. I’ll be delivering it to my… sickly uncle. All you gotta do is keep it in our hands ‘til we get there. Satchel of spice on arrival at the docks. Easy, quick, in and out, five minute adventure.”

      The Skunk poked his head over the rim of his hiding spot. “I thought you said the drifting alone would take four hours?”

      Rack hissed. “Shaddap, Smellums. It’s a metaphor… I think. Or maybe it’s ironic. That… that one thing where you say a thing but it means something else because you’re just saying it to be… never mind. Take a nap. Just don’t mess up my duster or my hat. You always jump in my old clothes’ box.”

      Smellums wriggled around. “It’s soft!”

      Rack hissed again. “Shaddap, Smellums!”

      The trip did take a long while, and the dark of night provided little stimulation for staying awake aside from offering a fantastic view at the canopy of stars. Artorian nearly dozed off before Rack kicked their boxes. “We’re here. Just let me do the talking… I speak the dialect.”

      Artorian poked his head over the rim of his box to see a mostly humanized Raccoon in a large brown duster and matching hat. From his hip hung a dangerous looking crossbow, an ectoplasm bolt already loaded. A scarf wrapped around his neck obscured half his face, and still anyone could tell that the man was grinning. “Y’all’dn’t’ve had an exciting trip now, wouldja?”

      “What?” Artorian narrowed his gaze at the speaker. Was his own scarf broken? He’d heard sounds that could be mistaken for words, but that didn’t sound like language. More like… quick rambling or actual words squished together.

      He chanced a questioning look at Smellums, who leaned over from his own box. “He said: You all would not have had an exciting trip now, would you? Which is really him asking if we ran into trouble or were followed.”

      Artorian cocked his head at the Skunk while his jaw hung open. “You understood that?”

      Smellums weakly smiled and shrugged. “Occupational hazard. Just let Rack do the talking. He’s one of them, even if he talks like one of us.”

      “One of whom?” Tiny rested his chin on the edge of the box, attention on the Skunk.

      Smellums did not, in fact, know when to stop talking. “Oh, see, Rack is a really good smuggler. Like really good. I heard back in the early days his family used to steal tent stakes from the early settlers, and when they were found, his family would just maintain eye contact and keep stealing the stake anyway. Along with… most everything else that wasn’t pinned down. Until they learned how to take the pins.”

      The Skunk giggled, covering his face with his paw. “Those adventurers woke up in their skivvies while staring at the sky. Then had a back and forth where one got mad at the other, because the second fella didn’t at first realize someone had stolen their tent.”

      Rack jumped back into the raft after temporarily hopping onto the Asgard shoreline to have his chat. Artorian found that particularly interesting. “People can just skip the bridge and take the river it’s built on to Asgard? What about squish?”

      The Raccoon wore a complicated, unhappy expression, then placed two, not one, packages in the middle of the raft. “Only for two minutes. Unless you take the bridge, it’s still squish. I heard this whole river and bridge wasn’t even here a century ago. Don’t ask me how that works. Either way, we have a complication.”

      Rack looked back up to the duster-wearing Raccoon on the shore. The man tipped his hat, looked around shadily, and mouthed a ‘good luck’ before melding into the shadows behind the bridge supports.

      Artorian grumbled. So much for his smuggle-onto-Asgard idea. Back to finding targets for that last level of the specialization then. He eyed the packages, and had wonderful thoughts. “Want me to keep those safe?”

      Rack scratched his head with both his claws after pushing off, getting to the other side of the river, and starting to drift back. “Can ya? One was doable, but two? Two’s trouble. I only have one dampening blanket. That’s not gonna hide the glow from the second one from anyone lookin’. It’ll be too bright for the Valkyries not to notice. They’ve already got a bead on the border town, just didn’t have a reason to flatten it. Again.”

      Artorian mused, remembering the haphazard construction. “Is that why the place looks like it’s about to fall down from a stiff breeze?”

      Rack scoffed. “You try puttin’ new buildings up without any crafters around for landscapes. I mean leagues. I mean… Well, there’s no crafters.”

      The noodle slid from his box, then surrounded the items by curling around them to hide both packages. Sneaking them into his storage ring when they were no longer visible, he then slid back into the box. “Done. No need for the magic hiding-cloth.”

      Rack’s eyebrows shot up as he sat straight on his haunches. “Well, color my stripes a bright shade of impressed. Wish I had you on every trip.”

      He looked at Smellums with a grin before turning back to the noodle. “Good find! Alright Tiny, that might save us an altercation or two. So I’d say you’ve earned yourself a bit more payment. Ya also don’t look as dumb as ya lettin’ on. Not with a skill that lets you hide two Legendary items. So yer payment is information.”

      Rack looked proud of himself based on the grin and pose he was holding. “Yeah, ya heard me right. Odin somehow made them, and rumor says he was supposed to hand it in somewhere. Then refused! Ain’t exactly takin’ it to an uncle, neither. This here heist? It’s funded by the Rock Squirrel family. Feller named Hulk got serious beef with the big guy of Asgard.”

      Tiny visually became significantly more interested in this entire plot. He, too, wanted to stick it to Odin. “Alright. What are we doing with the goods?”

      Rack laughed hard. “We’re just dumpin’ ‘em where nobody can find em! See, there’s this strange patch of land between some rocks where the ground is—get this—fake! It’s actually an endless hole in the ground. A pit with no bottom, just looks fine, like it’s normal grass.”

      Artorian considered that, but nodded to play along. He’d be inspecting these packages beforehand at an opportune moment. “If this all goes to the squeakers, where’s the hole in the world, and how do I get paid? Not like I’ll have proof I tossed the goods.”

      Smellums looked to Rack, also not knowing that answer. Rack had experience in the matter. “There’re three freestanding menhirs kinda leaning on each other not too far from town. There. The Rock Squirrel family has an Orb of Truth. You gotta touch it when ya declare to have finished the job. Hulk got big beef with liars, see.”

      A spotlight shining brightly down on their location cut all conversation, an unannounced Valkyrie hovering menacingly above them with a multi-elemental trident in hand. The business end pointed right at them, and then was hurled.

      Rack spat out a quick order. “Split!”

      The trio dove from the raft before it electrified, caught fire, then froze. The raft ended up in shattered shambles, and the remains became flotsam. Rack and Smellums both had to come up for air, only to get plucked from the water by the Valkyrie. “You have stolen from the mighty Odin. You will return what was taken. I know you had it last.”

      Rack sputtered out his excuse. “Had, lady, had! It was on the raft! It’s under the water now. I can’t swim that deep! Don’t hurt me, I’m just the raft operator!”

      The Valkyrie sensed no lies, so looked down at the water. She blinked hard, returning to being the origination point for large cones of strong searchlight. When after a few minutes she couldn’t prove the Raccoon wrong, she growled at him, flapping her wings to keep afloat. The general area smelled rather awful as Smellums fulfilled his namesake. Not that it helped here.

      The Valkyrie scoffed, then dropped them into the water as she didn’t want to deal with a dredging operation. Someone else would have to come do it. “Not worth my time.”

      Smellums and Rack hit the river rather hard, but managed to scramble onto some flotsam and pull a few more bits together as the Asgardian let them be. Rack spat out some water. “I hate how good the security is in this place. We got lucky you brought a friend, Smellums, but I didn’t see Tiny come up.”

      Smellums dejectedly thunked his head into his piece of flotsam. “I forgot to ask him if he could swim.”

      Rack clicked his tongue, trying to get to Smellum’s flotsam so they both had more floating space. “Don’t let it eat ya, buddy. Tiny might be sleeping with the fishes, but we got the job done thanks to him taking one for the team. Let’s just get back to shore, ey? We got spice waitin’ for us.”

      Smellums nodded, peering down at the water in the hopes Tiny would magically come up, but nothing happened. “Yeah. You’re right, Rack. Ya usually are. Let’s float home. This job went to the squeakers.”
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      When Rack and Smellums got back to the docks, that was all they came back to. They helped haul each other onto the shore, only to be helped by Hulk himself. The powerful Rock Squirrel patted their backs, sitting in front of them when they both collapsed onto their butts, exhausted from the paddling trip. The Squirrel had grown since the early days, no longer limited to angrily scowling from Yuki’s shoulder.

      Hulk spoke with depth, amused. “You must be Rack and Smellums? Heard you two might be back around this time.”

      The Skunk nodded before Rack could tell him to keep quiet. They both looked around at the wreckage, and Rack asked the burning question. “So uh… where’s the town? Valkyrie?”

      Hulk opened his pouch and handed both of them a satchel of spice. “No Valkyrie. Just an old acquaintance who needed to be sure he could flatten the place. Didn’t want to remove any ‘innocents,’ you see. Luckily for him, this place didn’t really have any of those.”

      Hulk’s voice boomed after handing the duo their payments. “Congratulations, boys, you’re both retiring. Find your way to The Warm Sands. This place is done, and Asgard is going to be very busy, very soon.”

      Smellums and Rack shared a look, deciding between them that a big sack of spice and a ‘request’ to get out was better followed than questioned. Rack responded meekly, stumbling over his own tongue. “De…uh. Okay.”

      Hulk nodded, then got up and whacked some splinters out of his large bushy tail. “Good lads.”

      Pleased, he pressed his fists into his hips, exhaling with pride and relief as he watched the distance. His ears focused in time to hear the warbling sound of air tearing—similar to a shuttered clap of thunder—then see something flying away from an Asgard tower at ludicrous speed. From afar, it appeared to be a chunk of building, and that chunk quickly closed the distance toward them.

      The stone balcony covered in a layer of gold smashed into the Muspelheim realm several hundred feet away from the trio, then remained there, unmoving. The building piece stuck out from the sands like some sort of malformed desk ornament.

      Hulk nodded, knowing that was only going to keep happening. “Figured as much. Better get a move on, boys, it’s about to be raining buildings.”

      The Skunk and Raccoon decided rest could wait, and booked it with their remaining stamina. Hulk instead closed his eyes and reminisced fondly.

      About three or four hours prior to this event, Artorian had shown up at his hideout. Finding the Rock Squirrel family had, according to the man himself, not been difficult. An audience with Hulk had been even less so. He had essentially just walked through the Squirrel’s guards, gates, and personal office doors. Then he’d stated: “Yuki sent me.”

      Those three words had been enough for Hulk to overturn all his plans. Forget a slow takeover of the criminal underground, and overworld. With a straight up Dreamer in his camp, solving all the problems in this ramshackle town would be cinch. Even better, Artorian wanted to mop them all up and call it a day!

      Hulk hadn’t heard news that good in years.

      The Rock Squirrel had scrambled for maps and information, then pointed out where all the major criminal elements were hiding. Two hours after that, Artorian was back in his office, having removed them all. A feat Hulk had been planning to spend a small decade on!

      Artorian had needed ‘just a bit more experience,’ explained by the youth squeezing his fingers together so very little space remained between. Hulk shrugged, took a bite out of a nut, told his operation to pack up and leave town, and asked Artorian to just flatten the whole place.

      An act that made the Dreamer exceedingly happy when it was all said and done. He’d danced around and hooted. “Ten! I hit ten! I can get number four! Eternium, it’s time. Let’s gooooo!”

      Hulk had then watched Artorian stand suspiciously still for a few minutes, before life returned to the boy. The Dreamer had given him a mighty salute, winked, and took a stance to run across the Bifrost. He informed Hulk of Smellums and Rack, then finished with the most important message. “Yuki said to kick Asgard’s keister! Join the fray when you can!”

      A clap of thunder later, and a bolt of light zipped over the Bifrost, straight toward Asgard’s gates. Hulk, much like Rack, had also just let his arms flop to his side and sputtered. “De…uh. Okay.”

      Hulk then received a quest update, dropped his worries, and pushed up his sleeves to get nut cracking.

      

      Quest Update!

      Quest: A Labor of Love.

      Fourth stage success! Your Divine desires music.

      Note from your Divine: I’m in Asgard. Start the party.

      

      Artorian, too, was in a great mood. He’d made sure the animals were alright after the Valkyrie ambush, having stayed behind long enough underwater to have confirmed their wellbeing, then sped off back to town. He’d broken down Hulk’s door to acquire suitable targets for his specialization, and ended up removing a single card from the town’s tenuous building-balancing act in order to collapse the whole area.

      That Goblin had not lied!

      Collapsing the town brought all his targets out of the woodwork, after which he ‘went to town.’ He’d released a singular: “Ha!”

      Eternium was ready and waiting for him with the fourth specialization, and the moment it got slotted in, Artorian burst into motion and took off to Asgard. He’d just made landfall, sent off a quest update, and heard the music kick up as the party began at Asgard’s Muspelheim gate.

      Artorian found the source with ease.

      On opposing large towers, a band of Valkyries were having a music-off with the hel-cow named Pitbull. His hoof was once again to one of his ears, the other spinning a disc on that strange turntable. Thumping tunes brought life to Artorian’s heart, and smeared a smile on his face as he ran right into a crowd of familiar faces. Familiar faces who were all engaged in combat with the local guards, trained elementals, and Valkyries.

      Henry and Marie laughed as they broke the first barricades, flanked on either side by high level Midgardians. All in order to break through the many blockades, and breach opposing lines to carve a path toward the big, tall mountain. Dale and his party could be heard clearing one of the towers, with Hans making his usual questionable quips.

      Brianna leapt from the shadows, then zipped in close and squeezed Artorian with a quick hug as her dagger dematerialized. The elation on her face was palpable, yet her voice remained smooth as she spoke. “I heard from my daughter! Thank you. Now do not linger. Take the side path down that corridor; we are making a commotion for others to sneak in and get by.”

      Artorian was surprised at the hug, but neither said no, nor stopped her. She beamed, all the feelings about her reminiscent of a heartfelt ally. Brianna had done well, and Tisha had beaten him to the punch.

      The youth snuck in a question. “Why the big hurry?”

      Brianna’s pleasant looks fell. “You did not hear? Odin is being a piece of spit. Barry is breaking out. He is breaking out now, and that big thundering oaf in his gilded bathhouse is refusing to let any of us pass without a fight. He set his whole realm up as one big blockade to slow us down and force us to funnel neatly toward his shiny castle in the sky. We initially tried to break through from the Midgard gate, but met an unassailable impasse. When your followers told us of the quest update, Soni gated us to this one instead.”

      Brianna pressed her hands to his back. “Now hurry, to the tunnels. Caro waits to smuggle you through to the other side, so you can rush straight to Hel, and the moon. We will face Odin, we were just waiting on the signal for the gates.”

      Another push from Brianna had Artorian nod, mouth a ‘thank you,’ and run off to the designated location. On his way through the pristine, grand architecture, Artorian had plenty of time to take in the sights. Asgard was a realm made from the word ‘ostentatious,’ if that word was turned into brick format and used to build a realm.

      There was nothing that didn’t gleam, or reflect light in some way, or wasn’t covered in some precious metal hue. Even the ground outside in the not particularly main areas had buffed mosaic floors. There wasn’t a wall that didn’t have inlaid metal artwork, and concepts like ‘dust’ appeared foreign here.

      He hustled along until more friendly faces came into view. They were guarding a cracked vertical slit in one of the walls, and the loud rushing of water made Artorian think of a sewer system. Or perhaps an underground river.

      An ancient Yorn and Yiba-Su Wong threw their hands up when he came into view. In unison, they barked out in surprise elation as he sped toward them. “Sunny!”

      Artorian slammed into both of them for a three-way hug. He was stopped outside as Yorn’s boots didn’t move an inch from the ground, the Dwarf as immovable as a mountain. Yiba cut to the chase when they all let go. “Do you need us?”

      The youth shook his head no. “I heard something about being smuggled through?”

      Yorn, nearly gray-skinned and with a beard that made Artorian proud and miss his own, gruffly head-motioned to the hole in the wall. “Aye. Ye’ll be the last we smuggle on through. Was waitin’ on ya, we were. We’ll be collapsing the passageway behind ya, then joining the fray. Our best people are already out an’ about. Pickin’ at the defenses. Fancy distraction if ya ask me, but it’s keepin’ ol’ one-eye busy and his gaze locked on us.”

      Yiba agreed, the Elf clad in significantly fancier, higher quality robes than what Artorian remembered. What he also remembered were the well-worn Artifacts carried by both his old friends. He wasn’t sure why, but knew the weapons felt content.

      Yiba spoke up. “This path will take you to an opening that leads onward, through tunnels that control the flows of the artificial rivers added to this realm. Take any gondola. Others are inside to guide you through. Tell them you are the last.”

      Yorn fished out a cloth-covered item from his pouch, and shoved it into Artorian’s hand. “Also, take this. It’s been burnin’ a hole in me pocket.”

      Artorian nodded, stored the item in his ring, and gripped them both by the wrist as a parting gesture before squeezing his way through the opening. Yorn punched the wall after he was through, collapsing the passageway. Raucous Dwarven laughter could still be heard through the rubble, including Yiba replying with a flat quip: “Show off.”

      Artorian giggled. Those two had become the best of friends.

      The passageway wasn’t as glamorous as the bits of Asgard people were meant to see. While the crack in the foundation had provided a way through the bedrock, the interior of the waterway was all focused on function. Flourishes were nowhere to be found.

      What he did find were two more friendly faces! Rip and Tear leapt from the water like huge bruisers. Artorian was wrapped in their arms as they both spoke over one another. When they let go, neither could wipe the massive toothy smiles from their faces. “Hello, boys. It’s good to see you. It’s been a long time. I’m to tell you I’m the last one? I hear we should get a move on.”

      The Hammerhead and Tiger Shark wanted to spend several days catching up, but a rumble rocked the foundation above them and cut their schedule short. Rip motioned at one of the gondolas down below. “Get in, we’ll guide. We have to go very slow in certain water flows as we’ll be passing through the underside of some security effects that work as a bubble. Their range is just big enough to include some key sections of the aqueduct. Speeding through, as much as we might want to, is bad juju.”

      Tear confirmed with a nod, jumping back into the running water after Rip. Artorian picked a gondola at random and settled in. The sharks went underwater, and bumped the boat to make it move along like it was a piece of debris just floating along the water.

      Artorian sat back in the gondola, easing in a deep breath. The air was surprisingly good down here, though that may just have been his skill at play. Since this trip could take a bit, and couldn’t be rushed, he checked some prompts.

      It was also high time to learn what those Legendary items were, and it wasn’t like he could do much else while it was so dark. These tunnels did not have any natural lighting, so he was glad that the sharks seemed to know where to go when the waterways split, and that information screens had a glow.

      First, Yorn’s pocket item.

      

      Item: Ragna, the Rock.

      Description: Fully charged Immaculate Core.

      

      “Cuzco finished, wonderful! Well, I suppose he had plenty of time.” Artorian approved, checking the gorgeous item over as it gave off a dim light all by itself. “Grand, back in the ring you go. Now what’s in these packages?”

      

      Item: Gjallarhorn.

      Rarity: Legendary.

      Description: The call from this horn can be heard across every realm. This will alert all creatures, and give them knowledge of your location.

      

      Item: Skidbladnir.

      Rarity: Legendary.

      Description: Skidbladnir is a grand skyship. This vessel can be folded like paper to be stored in a small pocket. It is able to sail on the water, in the air, and overland.

      

      “Neat?” Artorian read the short descriptions again, but honestly wasn’t convinced. “These things are Legendary? Odin must have made them with DE or something. I can make socks with better effects than this. A horn that toots for all to hear is a very Odin thing to make. The ship… well, he probably likes to show off and travel the way he built Asgard. Ostentatiously.”

      Just because he thought about it, he pulled out Context Sensitive and wondered. “Can I really not Artifact this? Just because I haven’t tried and someone else told me doesn’t mean it’s true. Worth a shot.”

      Triggering the Artifacting skill, Artorian heard an error bleep. Though a screen with the option to rename the item did come up. “Ha! It’s something. Well, this will beat having to say what Dani called it… How about… this?”

      

      Item: Context Sensitive.

      Renamed: Laevateinn.

      

      Artorian felt content. “That’ll do.”
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      Now that Artorian felt like he was in a position to do some reading, it was time to study up on what exactly all the effects of his fourth specialization were. Also to read Eternium’s attached note. He rubbed his hands together excitedly, and pulled up number four.

      

      Specialization: Accelerator.

      This specialization improves upon Mass Driver, by removing the bow limitation.

      Accelerator, unlike Mass Driver, can be applied to anything. This includes one’s own body, attacks, spells, objects, and opponents. All objects and entities are considered to have infinite strain, where the mechanic applies.

      Conditions such as ‘Brittle’ and similar are ignored.

      The cost and output formula has improved by a category, allowing the user to spend up to 10,000 energy or stamina per shot, adding 10,000 damage to the output. This is considered raw damage, part of the base formula.

      On activation—calculated at the point of payment—the user’s personal frame of reference will slow by a category, allowing for 10 seconds of relative time where the user may freely alter the vector of any valid target they wish to apply acceleration to. If the user is under an effect that has already altered their personal frame of reference, this feature will still apply.

      Accelerator-affected entities will travel in a straight line, without deviation, equal to one meter per point of invested energy or stamina, after which physics applies normally. If damage incurred eliminates an opponent during acceleration time, then the line, piercing, and damage domino qualities will activate if the accelerated entity counts as a valid target for those qualities.

      Every two levels of this specialization, you will gain a +4 to every attribute except for Karmic Luck.

      Note: You may choose to have Supreme Weapon Mastery affect the Accelerator travel distance time with the allotted range increase perk.

      

      Artorian folded his hands together, keeping both his pointer fingers pressed over his tightly squeezed mouth. He hushed out several concerns. “Including opponents? What, so I can just play the ‘throw people off the mountain’ game, and skip needing a mountain? Why would it matter that opponents have infinite strain? Maybe so they don’t turn into shrapnel on launch? I bet with full investment they’d take that ten thousand right away.”

      He read it again. “I notice it says energy or stamina now, instead of just stamina. Very useful. That extra flavoring of dilation is a pleasant addition, and I did like the damage domino effect.”

      After a third read and pondering the creative wealth of options this could be applied to, he felt content with the knowledge and traded the screen out for Eternium’s note. The message, as was usual, narrated itself in Tim’s pleasant voice.

      

      Private note, from: Eternium.

      Artorian, good news.

      I’ve come up with something that I feel strikes your fancy. Let us endeavor to make this specialization fare better than our prior attempts. In my review of the logs, I kept finding Mass Driver—as enthused as you may have been with it—limiting.

      Mass Driver did not offer you a wealth of options to allow for cleverness, rather serving as a straight point-to-power conversion. While this is giving us great number balancing data, and some unnerving news that building effects directly from the main attributes is not optimal, I am not content. Mass Driver was powerful, but that is all it was. I found it is not the offered power that bothered me, but that the specialization felt so… single purpose.

      On one hand, that is in a way exactly the measure for refining specializations. On the other: if I am to build a system where people want to engage with this game, and keep engaging, then I must tailor options so that they are attractive.

      I have known you to enjoy speed, my friend. Deverash has even provided me some recorded materials of his ‘Yellow Line’ racing platform concept. Honestly? Enthralling.

      You enjoy archery, and reportedly had a great time with Mass Driver. I heard you even gave it a compliment? I shall take the moment to feel some pride. So in that vein, I considered the options. Multiple choices were laid on my table, and the ones I felt did not fall in line with your direct goals were moved. You may yet encounter them in your dragon evolution options list, which I have once again updated.

      I am sad to inform you that your old request for ‘Homing Shots’ will not be available. More Pylon trouble, I’m afraid. The rest you will find neatly tucked away in a place where you can reach them, as getting Wisps to you is difficult.

      When you first deploy Accelerator, your new specialization, I expect some trouble in applying its proper use. Therefore, I have attached a helper that will be very frank with you. You may call him ‘Frank.’ This addition is experimental since it’s attached to a specialization.

      Teagan is tapping his wrist at me again, so that wraps up my time.

      Best of luck with number four!

      

      Had this been a letter, Artorian would have neatly folded it and tucked it away. Instead, he dismissed the screen, then leaned over the edge of the gondola and tapped his hand on the water a few times. Rip and Tear both came up, wrapping up their conversation. “Two, if hide armor gives an increase to your sneak modifier, why doesn’t iron give you luck, or steel provide pickpocket modifiers?”

      Rip replied to Tear. “You mean because of ‘irony,’ and ‘steal’? I don’t know, maybe the Voice of the World doesn’t actually like puns. You need something, Sunny?”

      Artorian wanted to say it was because Cal was knocked out cold, but refrained. “Just general duration expectation. If it’s minutes, I want to be alert, but if it’s hours…”

      Tear roughly knew the answer. “Another twenty minutes to half an hour, depending on today’s current.”

      Artorian leaned over and rubbed both of them on the nose. “You’re good lads. I’ll lay back then. Enjoy your conversation.”

      Both sharks adored the momentary petting, then seamlessly slid back under the water and returned to task. Artorian twiddled his thumbs while checking his inventory, and quickly grew bored looking at all the numbers. “I’ll Forum call Yuki.”

      Yuki answered like a cozy duchess lounging on a chaise, using a voice-only connection. <Yes, my Dreamer?>

      Artorian opened with a joke. <Just checking in on you. I’m in Asgard. Met that old squirrel of yours. I’ve never seen arms that beefy, and I know barbarians.>

      The snow lady remained reserved. <All is well, my Dreamer. I have no news, unless you wish to hear my fan poetry on Fenrir biting Odin in the rear during the fight at the end of days. I would say I delight in hearing how his face gets dragged through the mud, but from the look of those lime green cracks in the moon… do as you need. Perhaps call Zelia?>

      Yuki felt her Dreamer nod through the connection before speaking. <I’ll do that. Pleasant writing!>

      Artorian felt Yuki close the connection, and initiated a second one with Zelia in mind. She, too, answered right away. Again, with a voice only connection. Was something wrong with face-to-face Pylons? <My Dreamer. Checking in?>

      Artorian once again tried opening with a joke. <Indeed, my dear. I just heard from Yuki that the moon’s looking a bit green these days.>

      Zelia took the amusement in stride. <A case of indigestion, my Dreamer.>

      The Arachnae smirked when she heard him lose it with laughter on the other end. Point for her. <In seriousness, the moon looks as if it’s breaking apart from the inside. I suspect another Moonfall may be upon us soon.>

      <Oh, how nice. Great sky-gazing opportunity.> Artorian felt concerned about the news, but tried to keep his response lighthearted.

      Zelia saw right through it. <Kindly do not give me indigestion with jests like that, my Dreamer. Find safety when that egg cracks. I have an unpleasant feeling much of the debris will aim for Asgard.>

      Artorian thought it best to get off this realm as soon as possible. That targeting seemed deliberate, and he wasn’t about to question’s Zelia’s gift concerning insider knowledge. <Here I was wondering what the smuggling was actually about. That’s plenty of reason to sneak by Odin and rush to Hel. I’ll get to this new demon I haven’t met yet, though I’m not sure how it will help.>

      Zelia had that answer too. <Guttersnipe Caro has been undermining Odin in Asgard for a very long time, and knows all the sneaky in and out passageways to move without detection. She’s the reason we can smuggle key figures right under Odin’s nose to begin with. For a Raccoon, I’d say she’s earned her loyalty stripes.>

      Artorian let it go. <Understood. I’ll give the demon a little bit of leeway. I’m starting to see some light at the end of the tunnel we’re in. Time to go, I think.>

      Zelia said her parting words, and clicked the connection closed. Rip and Tear stopped the boat, then both came up. Rip grimaced, his tone unpleasant. “That’s not good.”

      The sound of skittering, like claws on stone, rushed toward them. A Raccoon Artorian had not heard before called out to them, sounding panicked. “Get out of the water, we’ve been made!”

      The brightness increased at the far end of the tunnel, and Artorian felt the urge to flick on his Astra form. He did so without hesitation, and it let him dodge the now ten times as slow projectile heading right for his face.

      In slow motion, Artorian veered left as the trembling lightning-coated spear still barely nicked him on the cheek, even with his speed bonus. He instantly lost twelve thousand health from that tiny cut, experienced pain that made him think he’d just shoved his whole face into a bonfire, and staggered.

      The sound of slow-humming electricity snapped him to his senses, seeing the slow, arcing, crackling lines of lighting skip over the surface of the water. The arcs were aimed at the sharks and his boat, so while benefiting from a dilation effect, he pulled Rip and Tear from the water and tried to be gentle when tossing them behind him.

      The lightning arcs slammed into the gondola, pulverizing it, then Shattered against his One with Mana effect rather than travel along and turn his two favorite sharks into fried fish sticks.

      The sound of metal scraping against stone made Artorian swiftly look behind him. The spear, now no longer coated in electric death, spun and took thick gouges out of the wall as it flew back toward him. Artorian ducked, and the weapon soared overhead, returning back to the bright end of the tunnel. The skittering still rushed for him, and the added light let him see the panicked Raccoon using one of those wrist bracers to run on the wall.

      Guttersnipe Caro repeated herself in a hurry. “Get out of the water, we gotta go!”

      Artorian leapt from the sinking gondola, willing his pants to turn ‘down’ into ‘up’ as he snatched the Raccoon mid-run and booked it toward the light. Once free of the tunnel, the scenery explained the problem. This piece of the internal river was—in this section of Asgard—an overland aqueduct in order to keep the water level at the right height. Part of the roof had been ripped free, giving Odin free reign to do as he pleased. He’d somehow found their smuggling route.

      Odin’s face was red, his Legendary spear clutched tight in his hand as it slowly recoated in that dangerous lightning. Artorian wasn’t sure how to quantify arcs of zappy zappy, but twelve thousand damage sure felt dangerous!

      The ruler of Asgard boomed with rage as he yelled. “You dare attempt to circumvent me? Again! I will have you skewered before the sun has s—*Huuu*!”

      Artorian had no time for Odin. Leaping from the opening in the aqueduct, he aimed right for Odin and planted both his feet right in the ‘great one’s’ face. Odin’s mug was then used as a brand-new launching platform, sending Artorian flying one way while Odin sped off in the opposite direction.

      “You take ten thousand damage to the face, see how you like it!” Young-torian snapped on the way out. His first use of Accelerator had not required much vector help. His legs had done all the aiming for him, but the extra time to adjust his bearings had been most helpful. Both as a momentary mental reprieve, and a chance to cherry pick a destination. Which he got to very quickly after the sonic boom brought him straight up to Mach speeds.

      Caro returned to her senses when Artorian hit the ground running. His speed slowed down significantly, but he could handle it with his bonuses. She could not, and he seemed to understand that without needing to ask. He dropped to conversational speed, but no slower. “Where to?”

      The Raccoon was not yet on the same page. “How… how did you go that fast? You didn’t even use the bread buff!”

      “The what?” Artorian didn’t understand the reference. “Explain.”

      Caro hurried out the answer as her mind caught up, and her small arm pointed north. “You run faster if you have a piece of bread in your mouth. Even faster if it’s coated with jam! It’s an exploit we’ve been abusing to increase our speed!”

      “Understood!” he snapped out. “What am I looking for?”

      Her answer gave Artorian a sudden wave of nostalgia. “Gazebo!”
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      “Where is this gazebo?” Artorian hurried out and looked around as if he could see it from his position. “I’m not getting a good sense of it.”

      “Valhalla City!” Caro shot back, her small Raccoon claw changing the direction of its point to a single large structure that appeared to be its own private mountain in the distance. “It’s where Odin sends people after he uses them as a broom on his floors. His chosen, Valhalla, runs the place. People refer to it as the ‘Hall of the Slain,’ like some macabre joke. Can’t say I dislike that.”

      “I could say I do,” Artorian harrumphed. “It looks like one big building. What do you mean city?”

      “The city is built inside that structure,” Caro snapped, unenthused. “Many little passages, alcoves, and the like. Great for sneaking Odin’s Legendary trash out via the river. Just avoid the main arterials, as Valkyries and ‘Heroes’ traverse those.”

      Artorian didn’t understand. “Heroes?”

      “People forced into Odin’s service after he defeated them in battle. There’s some big story about how they’re all great warriors, but really it’s a group of people under contract to him. The slain all try to get stronger so they can breach Hel, get materials, and return them so Odin can do more crafting. We don’t even know where he keeps getting all the crazy ideas from. It’s not characteristic for him.”

      “Could you clarify?” Artorian prompted.

      Caro happily obliged. “Odin is a loudmouth with pride so thick it couldn’t even fit in his mouth, and he loves to gloat. He’s not the type to sit down for hours in solitude and make something. When I’m looking through the eyes of my pied piper animals, and I spot him, it’s like he’s possessed. Singular focus. No boasting. No drinking. When he’s done, he laughs at his creation, and then starts being Odin again. I only say it’s ‘like’ possession, because I know for sure there’s no demon in that meatwall of a man.”

      The Raccoon changed her tune and pointed to the river, which rushed into the side of the mountain-sized supercity. They’d arrived here much faster than Caro normally did. “Enter there! Ignore the metal bars, just go under them through the water. We cut a hole ages ago.”

      Artorian plunged into the freezing river, rushed through fast enough to displace half of the stream, then popped up into another underground aqueduct. The water fell from his being like his very clothing and skin threw it out like unwanted bar patrons. Caro, on the other hand, was an unhappily soaked Raccoon.

      “You’re early.” The amused voice of Corvid forced Caro to turn and snarl. Which, as a wet Raccoon, managed to appear extra frightening.

      Soni stepped from the shadows behind Corvid, his solar tabard still worn proudly even after a century and a half. The piece was even clean, with hand-stitched repairs clearly visible. “Just means the timetable gets sped up. Corvid flew me in not too long ago.”

      Artorian released Caro, and dropped a knee for a quick one-finger handshake with Soni. “Well, it sure is good to see you again! I’m surprised you kept the look.”

      Soni tugged at the outfit, visibly proud and conflicted at the same time. “Well. After you vanished for a bit, your followers began flocking to me with questions about what to do, since I saw you last. I had to learn about your character, history, adventures, and how you answered questions. Can’t say it was easy, and I still feel some bile when considering ethics and morality, but I gave the speeches. I answered the questions. I…”

      Soni flinched, forcing out the word. “Helped.”

      Caro and Corvid snickered. “He had to answer questions about what was ‘good.’ Th—*Urgh*.”

      Corvid was clearly intending to snark more, but retched after getting the last word out. Demon physiology still didn’t do so great with the entire notion of positivity.

      Caro felt vindicated, then shook herself dry. “Right. Plan A might be early but it’s still the same. I work this one through the city and get him to the pagoda at the center of Valhalla’s private garden. I want to avoid that bossy fighter. Soni, plan B?”

      Soni saluted. “I’ll prepare the planned stability portal with Hel as exit, and a quick-snap scorpion-type one to open up when needed. I’ll need to be standing on the toes of who I’m transporting if it has to be instant. My portal set up will take a while, but they’ll be ready.”

      Artorian liked this plan so far, then wondered how Soni was going to let him know. A thought struck, and he retrieved the horn of noisiness from his item ring. “Soni, toot this when you’re ready. The instrument will wake everyone up, but it will also tell me your exact position, should things go to the abyss.”

      Soni understood, then accepted Gjallarhorn and slung it over his back, after which the tiny bat looked to the raven. “Corvid?”

      The raven regained control of herself after some serious breathing. “Yes. Yes, I’m still on distraction duty. The others that we’ve gotten through already confirmed with one of my ravens that they’re just waiting to cause a ruckus and get the commotion going. I’ll fly over and tell them to start. When you hear the gong, run. Also, if you see ravens overhead, those informants aren’t mine. Those are Odin’s.”

      Caro nodded. “Good. Odin is likely on his way, if not already here. Let’s split.”

      The demons rushed off to differing aqueduct exits while Artorian hurried behind the Raccoon. Keeping up was rather difficult in the tight passageways, but Nascence didn’t steer him wrong. He was right on the Raccoon’s tail when the waterways opened up into the main inner-city structure.

      Artorian had to double take to grasp several features of his environment. “What is this stacked madness? This place is a megacity! Did the designers just shove everything together? Those stairs over there lead straight into a wall!”

      The ceiling cracked with a rumble as bright sunlight poured through the new opening. Odin hovered smack in the middle of the newly added skylight, and stared with his crackling lightning eyes right down at the youth. “Found you.”

      Artorian balked, then barked out, mid-run, “How?”

      Caro booked it. “Run!”

      Artorian followed, ducked, and jumped hurdles to keep a tight trail behind the much more agile Raccoon, who was choosing evasive pathways great for her. Not so much for Odin or Artorian, though the latter still had hope. Artorian worked contingencies. “If I lose you, what am I looking for?”

      Caro worked out words between panicked breaths. “There are several halls in here! The hall you need has a golden tree in front of it called Glasir, and the hall’s ceiling is thatched with golden shields. That’s the garden one with the gazebo in it!”

      “Is that where you’re going?” Caro and Artorian dove right when Odin appeared in front of them as a gust of wind took form and assumed his shape. A second clap of thunder followed when he hurled a fancy spear right at his foe. “You’ll never make it, Administrator! I will have my battle! Go, Gungnir!”

      Artorian dropped into his Astra form and dodged out of the way of the incoming pointy stick. Then he made the most uncomfortable face as the trembling spear tracked him in relative time. Like the darn thing could not miss. Even with his attempt at getting out of the way, Gungnir cleanly pierced his calf. “Ow!”

      The shock and searing pain knocked him right out of his Astra form, and he stumbled forward and smashed against the polished surface of a statue of a Valkyrie. Just like Asgard, the visible craftsmanship of Valhalla was all about show. Artorian’s arrested momentum forced him to collapse into a crumpled heap. Momentarily stunned, he flickered Astra back on as soon as he could to benefit from his healing.

      Through squinted eyes, Artorian saw the sizable dent in his health bar. Then he saw the spear fly back to Odin’s hand, who finally smiled as if ready to gloat. Odin did no such thing, and instead hunted with one eye to find the fleeing dot that was the demon acting as Artorian’s guide.

      Artorian had heard it before, but now that he saw Odin was actually wearing an eyepatch, he had questions. Was Odin actually missing an eye? Or was it for something else? The Administrator did not get a chance to ask as a clap of thunder silenced his attempt. The following squeak made him turn his head, realizing that the trembling spear had once again failed to miss.

      Unfortunately, this time it had speared his guide to a wall. He then watched the spear discharge as if a lightning bolt struck. Caro dissolved into dark particles as the damage burst that attack dealt was far greater than her total health points.

      So much for his guide.

      The strike of a gong prevented Odin from beginning his serenade when the spear flew back to his hand again, his gaze turning toward the overpowering sound that washed over them. He winced, and Artorian took that as an open invitation to get the Celestial Feces out of here!

      His shoes kept him deathly quiet; his clothes began blending to the color of the reflective brown-orange marble right away, and he used his first ever item-based teleport as he popped fifty feet away to have a clear shot at new alleyways.

      Artorian booked it, then heard the thunderclap and knew that Odin was already right on his tail again. His injury had healed in a hurry, but it still stung as his legs pumped. The sound of that trembling spear charging up didn’t exactly comfort him either. Just how was Odin finding and tracking him so easily? He’d arrived in a gust of air earlier and…

      Artorian blinked, mouthing out the words. “Air. Odin has an elemental channel of air.”

      Sucking in a deep breath, he darted left through a housing district and cut two more sharp left turns around easy corners before occupying the entryway to one of the housing chambers. He flipped up the hood of his robe, then turned to face the door to press himself into a corner that didn’t look any different from the rest of the inner structure.

      Odin’s presence was easy to track. He *whooshed* where he went, arriving with a thud. The Divine of Asgard had no issues pinning down where the Administrator had gone, but stopped in his tracks on arrival. Odin’s voice filled with venom. “What trickery is this? I know you are here, Loki.”

      Artorian didn’t move a muscle, hearing the large meaty wall saunter on by while scanning his surroundings. Echolocation made tracking easy, and Electrosense picked up when the large meatslab paused at the door’s passageway, then ambled along. Artorian silently cheered without any physical equivalent. <Success! I knew it! He tracks active changes in airflow! I bet he can follow someone’s exhale too. Mmm… tricky. How do I get out of this?>

      <Get out of what, my Dreamer?>

      Artorian had not realized he’d opened a Forum connection, so he jerked when getting a reply from Zelia. His movement, of course, turned the meatslab around like a bloodhound. “Biscuits!”

      A clap of thunder and a *pop* later, a trembling spear occupied the patch of empty space Artorian had been in. Some visible blood on the blade told Odin that Gungnir had not missed when he tugged the weapon free.

      He inspected the sharp business end of his weapon. “Strange. That’s three hits with my best pointy stick. He should be dead or limping. No matter. I am beginning to enjoy this game of cat and mouse, Loki! Let the hunt proceed!”

      Odin turned into a fine mist, then whisked himself along to the main artery inside of Valhalla. He saw Valkyries on full alert, Heroes with their hammers out, and a plethora of familiars all rushing for the commotion near the front door. It appeared people were trying to break in! “No matter. I have but one focus. My glory!”

      The deity read movements in airflow with the natural skill of a professed tracker. The main artery through Valhalla made that difficult, given there was so much activity now. The opulence of the architecture he ignored, but instant frustration took him when he knew that the Administrator had teleported nearby, yet was nowhere to be found.

      Odin’s rage boiled over. “Insolent trickster!”

      Artorian heard the angry Divine, but didn’t respond since that would give up the whole ruse. After all, his Someone Else’s Problem field only worked if he didn’t make a nuisance of himself. He’d also decided to go for a different tactic. So long as Odin was hot on his tail, he would not make it through the tight corridors of Valhalla, much less sneak into a hall that likely held a chosen. This mega city was a mega death trap right now. If he tried to engage Odin in a straight fight, he’d be doing it on Odin’s turf. Artorian doubted his ‘Heroes’ and Valkyries would stay put, either.

      Since it would be truly strange if he went toward the commotion instead of straight to his goal, he hoped that would throw the pompous wind-bag off his trail. With the front gate wide open—the left door missing entirely, instead embedded sideways in a nearby structure—Artorian paid no heed to the distraction team and zipped right between them all on his way out.

      They were doing exactly what he needed! Odin could sniff around Valhalla for hours for all he cared. Then when inevitably Odin heard he was back out in Asgard, he could sneak back and get into the garden without worrying about becoming a new wall ornament.

      Since the connection was still up, he made good use of it. <Zelia, can you slipstream to me and deposit me back in Asgard? Then back to where you picked me up after Yuki’s favorite relocates? I need to get chunky the meatwall off my tail.>

      Her answer was to close the connection, appear in front of him smooth as could be, and extend her hand. Still in Astra form, Artorian had no issues taking hold of the offered grip, and didn’t resist getting tugged along to Asgard. The duo smoothly slipped out onto a balcony, though Zelia spoke in a hurry. “I cannot stay, my Dreamer. I do not meet the prerequisites for this realm. Call me when needed.”

      She popped out with a normal teleport, and Artorian instantly bent forward to press his hands onto his knees, sucking in a needed breath as he let his Astra form go. “Biscuits.”

      A sudden *caw*! to the immediate right of his face made him jerk backward, falling through the open doors into the tower’s round chamber from the jump scare. He released a yelp similar to a startled bird call, then recognized the clearly non-Corvid-aligned raven called Munin.

      His instant reaction was to tap into Accelerator, and yeet the entire balcony at the bird. The shiny gold-coated piece of architecture was ripped from the rest of the tower, smashed right into Munin’s face, and was sent right off to Muspelheim, accompanied by a truly strange sound.

      Artorian tried to puzzle out what that charged-electricity warbling chord of air being torn up was, but had to chalk it up as badly-tuned thunder.

      As the plated stone projectile flew, a new voice popped in nearby, complete with the light of a blue Wisp. “Hello there! I’m Frank, resident Mage of motion, carpenter of kinetics, and conductor of locomotion! No wait. I mean, Wisp engineer! We haven’t had trains to play with since the war. I’m here to help guide y—”

      Frank stopped talking, taking the moment to watch the long trip of the balcony end with an unceremonious *smack* into Muspelheim sands. Artorian could feel the invisible ball of light turn to face him, finishing his sentence with a new line. “You don’t need me at all, do you? Right-o, then. Toodles!”

      Artorian flopped onto his back and drew deep, heavy breaths to recover from his recent scare. Then he smiled and giggled weakly to himself, unable to stop. “Well. Have to hand it to that one. He’s very frank.”
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      Artorian draped his arm over his eyes. He loved speed, but that sequence of events had been a bit fast for him. Time for a reprieve. “That was more of a bind than I think I’m willing to accept.”

      He wished he could spare the moment to lie around, but there was just no hope that Odin would not have heard that broken thunder. “Why hadn’t it made that sound the first time?”

      The blue light popped back in as if it had been asked a question. Frank sounded pleased. “So you do need me! Well, while you instinctually directed the vector, the sound was due to the amount of energy you pumped into the effect.”

      Artorian did not move his arm, but the interruption did break his unwelcome and uncontrolled giggle fits that kept returning. “Thanks, Frank. Anything else?”

      The light returning to normal was the only answer Artorian received. He dropped his arm, and stared at the obnoxious artwork on the ceiling of Odin being surrounded by Valkyries that were all fawning over him in exquisite detail. “I should throw that at him.”

      Given the desired target was not around, Artorian wondered about new options to get a leg up on the situation. Eternium had mentioned something about new evolution options? “Might as well spend a few.”

      Pulling up the screen, the list had indeed gotten rather hefty with selection choices.

      

      Evolution Mechanic:

      Notice! This mechanic has updated since last you saw it. Previous choices are now shown properly, appearing as bolded entries in alphabetized order.

      Note: No new upgrades will appear due to the Pylon shortage.

      Entries needed for: Juvenile, Budding Adult, Adult, Matured, and Old age categories.

      Evolution options:

      Breath attack: Rainbow Blast.

      Cultivation: Dragon Heart.

      Innate sense: Body Control.

      Innate sense: Bone Spellscript.

      Mind: Improved Mental Attributes.

      Mobility: Improved Flight.

      Muscle: Improved Physical Attributes.

      Protection: Metal Scales.

      Residual Effect: Sleep Fog.

      Sensory advancement: Tremorsense.

      Sensory advancement: Truesight.

      Stealth: Camouflage.

      Upgrade: Advanced Bone Spellscript.

      Upgrade: Predictive Sight.

      Upgrade: Size—World Serpent.

      Utility: Size Alteration.

      Zone attack: Diffusion.

      

      Artorian mused. “No more upgrades? No point in hoarding points then. Let’s pick… what’s my allotment here? Five? Five evolutions. Does that one say cultivation?”

      He inspected the list again, then tapped a few he didn’t understand or know the meaning of right away. He stacked the screens vertically so he could do a simple top to bottom read over.

      

      Cultivation: Dragon Heart.

      Compatibility mechanism.

      Cultivators and Beasts do not grow via the same pattern or method. To allow for smooth back and forth changes between forms, this evolution allows a cultivation technique to become a physical organ. A heart, in lieu of a Beast Core. This new organ is adapted to all forms, so the user now has two hearts, functioning as a heart should.

      Mechanically, this doubles a user’s energy pool.

      

      Residual Effect: Sleep Fog.

      While in Dragon form, you can choose to emit a deep fog that both obscures your being, and induces sleep if inhaled. Entities may resist as normal, but prolonged exposure will force the check to repeat and gradually become more difficult. A person will sleep for a duration equal to one hour per stack of sleep fog they were affected by. The user is not immune to this effect, unless they possess some other skill that provides it.

      

      Upgrade: Advanced Bone Spellscript.

      This upgrade will share Bone Spellscripting between all forms a user has, allowing them to use these spellscripting effects regardless of their current race or chosen form. If this script allows a user to fly in their base form, it will now also allow flight in their Human form for example. Advanced Bone Spellscript improves the efficiency of the original Bone Spellscript.

      

      Upgrade: Predictive Sight.

      This upgrade improves on Truesight. Where Truesight allowed the user to pierce through all illusions and falsehoods of appearance, Predictive Sight allows the same with intents. While activating this feature will cost the user 1000 stamina per second, all intended actions, such as attacks, will become visible.

      

      Zone attack: Diffusion.

      This ability is tied to the user’s theme. Diffusion is an alpha-attempt at creating an ‘Ultimate Attack.’ At will, the user may discorporate themselves and attack an entire zone with their most closely tied element. After this attack culminates, the user will recompile. Costs and outputs unknown. Testing required.

      

      Artorian wanted to reread the evolution entries, but the ceiling ripping away nicked his opportunity. Tilting his head left, he saw Odin had donned some masterwork golden-hued armor, fashioned from an ore that clearly wasn’t the metal in question. Not having time to do much more picking and choosing, he whisked his hand down the prompts like a cat knocking several objects from a table at once, accepting all opened evolution prompts since he had no time to dilly dally.

      “I have you now!” Odin fumed, readying his trembling spear to chase down the scrambling trickster, but was halted from throwing Gungnir when a shockwave pushed him forward. A deafening, concussive *boom* rattled him hard when the sound followed up, though it came delayed after the push.

      When the one-eyed Divine looked over his shoulder, he saw the lime-green remnants of the fractured moon angling toward Asgard before their explosive momentum resumed. Odin gasped. Someone was powerful enough to take control of moon fragments, pause them, redirect them, and let them go again?

      Odin’s tune changed, now filled with elation. “Wonderful.”

      The momentary distraction forced him to lose track of that pain-in-the-keister brat, Loki. He looked around, but didn’t spot the little annoyance. Horns of retreat sounded all across the Asgard realm, as it was hard not to notice an event such as Moonfall. The ominous lime green outlines and yellow trails each of the shards had didn’t help matters. To make the situation just a touch creepier, all the shards were wailing once they breached the atmosphere. Like banshees crying out in a unified chant.

      Odin clicked his tongue, then rose into the air to try to find the Administrator. The falling moon could wait. Artorian could see this happening, because he wasn’t moving a muscle. Rather than run away as was expected, he laid face down on the floor of the tower with his hood pulled up. The S.E.P. field effect was operating at full capacity, and his robe did a fantastic job of blending him to be no different than the floor while Electrosense gave him the story.

      Artorian had wanted to run, but mass-accepting all those evolution options took a toll on his well-being. He managed to bite his lip to forcibly stay quiet as his bones were spellscripted, a new heart seamlessly developed in his chest, and his eyes burned.

      A combination of luck and willpower were all that allowed him to pull through without crying out. He flicked on an unnoticeable Astra form only afterward to heal up and feel better. He didn’t want to trigger that effect beforehand in case the time dilation dragged out all the pain.

      Given his hunter hovered high above him, he hoped this would give him the chance to get in a sneak attack after recovery. This time, Odin didn’t have the prior home field advantages. When Odin growled and looked away to inspect the distance, Artorian sprang into action.

      Using a short-range teleport, he appeared soundlessly behind the heavily armored flyer as his boots prevented all noise. Using the new bonescripting to hover in place, he pressed his foot down on a plane of air to build up some spin and momentum with Freedom of Movement, then summoned Laevateinn from his spatial ring.

      Before Odin could turn after becoming aware of the sudden new presence, Laevateinn formed a warhammer during Artorian’s full-swing motion. Modified by the sudden addition of a hefty Accelerator effect as the spin culminated into a strike.

      Mixing badly-tuned thunder and a resounding *dongg*, the hammer struck Odin in the back like a gong. The attack caused a sonic boom on impact, then sent Odin flying as information populated near the side of Artorian’s vision. The proud prompts offered him delicious knowledge pertaining to damage. Glorious, glorious damage.

      

      You have hit: Odin, Sovereign of the Sky, with Laevateinn.

      Laevateinn Damage maximized: 160 Kinetic.

      Strength Damage: 4,908 Kinetic.

      Accelerator Damage: 10,000 Kinetic.

      Total Raw Damage: 15,068 Kinetic.

      Multiplier: Master Supreme Weapon Master, +175%

      Total Multiplier: +175%

      Multiplier Damage: 26,369.

      Total Damage: 41,437.

      

      *Woo-hoo-hoo-hoooo*! Artorian hooted as his face formed an impressed expression of ‘Celestial Feces!’ “That’s a lot of damage!”

      He landed feet first back onto the tower, looking up with amusement and shielding his eyes with a hand as Odin smashed through one of the falling shards. The armored meatwall cracked that moon shard into several smaller pieces, then kept going to do it twice more.

      His smile fell as a yellow-green light flickered like a star behind all the shards. Everyone heard the ‘clap,’ then saw a heavily armored Odin get smacked back down Asgard-side at twice the speed he’d been sent up with. His impact formed the crater example of what was to come when the other moon fragments crashed down.

      The spectacle was interrupted as metallic clapping descended from the suddenly frozen-in-place shards from above. Barry’s voice boomed. “Impressive! You survived all of that? That’s some seriously good armor! If I wasn’t already immune to damage, I would have possessed you just to be in control of that majestic piece of equipment. Look at you! Barely a tenth of your health bar is missing. What is that made of again? No matter. I’ll pry it off your corpse and take my time inspecting it while I sit on the pile of bones that used to be the residents of Eternia.”

      Artorian paid little attention to Odin getting up. The big problem was here, while said problem had a body constructed entirely from Iridium, the snoot had even designed his body to look like a buff and muscular High Elf. Though Barry had seemingly specifically avoided some anatomical correctness, as the model lacked anything that could specify a gender, except for the general form. A general form that Barry hadn’t bothered to drape in clothes. Not that a construct of metal formed after a High Elven statue needed it, but still.

      Laughter exploded from Odin’s position, regaining him the spotlight. He was not interested in having his moment taken away as he got up, speaking like a presenter. “Marvelous, isn’t she! Ninety-five percent damage reduction, complete with a maddening amount of flat damage mitigation that triggers afterward. She takes no durability damage, with complete protection against auxiliary damage effects like explosions and shrapnel. A true piece of Legendary equipment!”

      Barry responded by appearing next to Odin, grabbing his armored head, and smashing it repeatedly into his Iridium knee. Which came up to crash into the other end of Odin’s head more than hard enough to cause some severe concussions. The Iridium statue then dropped the limp—but very much alive—Odin, to the polished floor.

      Faking taking a relaxing breath, Barry rolled his shoulders and punted the armored body away, berating the fallen Divine. “Shut up, you pompous sack of wind. I only complimented the piece because I was the reason you had the idea to make it in the first place! Just like I was the reason you made everything else! All you were good for was that Divine Energy pool of yours. I had all the time in Eternia to force you to craft all the items I could ever want, and craft a great number of them you certainly did.”

      Stepping forward a few paces, Odin’s barely conscious form was punted again. The metal-on-metal impact caused a reverberating *thungg* to clamor outward from their position. “What do I care for that paltry armor, when I am immune to kinetic damage and critical hits in this form? You inferior lout!”

      A third punt, and Barry appeared to be done with his little game. “You only had use because you were of use to me, miserable cur. Now lie there and try to summon up the mental efforts to remember that raw damage is independent from status effects. I have become quite the master at applying the latter. Speaking of, where is The Master?”

      Artorian had forgotten to run.

      So when the statue moved to look in his general direction, Artorian felt the chill curl in slow and travel with growing dread down his spine. Barry looked at him, recognized him, and smiled. “Why don’t I ask the messenger?”
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      Artorian, like the fool he was, instantly quipped out an insult without thinking. He was too angry at this man to be rational. “Probably wherever you misplaced your orbs! Or are they a little dented after my last visit?”

      Barry chuckled loudly. “Oho. You’re funny. We have a funny man! Well… boy. Can’t seem to grow up, can you, messenger? You want some orbs? Let me give you some!”

      The Iridium statue raised his left hand to the sky and crushed his grip into a fist. Instantly thereafter, the sound of stone being compressed churned from the sky as united banshee wailing unceremoniously ended at the drop of a copper. When Artorian glanced up, all the hovering moon shards clad in yellow-green energy had formed to become perfect spheres. Dense, realm-killing spheres.

      Barry’s chipper voice sounded downright cheerful. “Shall I herald the end of the world?”

      Artorian scoffed, crossing his arms to appear offended. “Without music?”

      The statue snapped its metallic fingers together as if that had been such an obvious oversight. “Music! Indeed. My demons! To me!”

      Unable to resist a direct call from their summoner, Corvid, Soni, and several others appeared in a flash of yellow sulfur, only to be forced right down to a knee. Soni was visibly in the middle of preparing the spell for the scorpion portal, and was lucky not to lose the cast in transit. Corvid looked pale and was covered in Asgard weapon wounds.

      That distraction must not have panned out well.

      Barry clapped his hands, ordering his minions to do his bidding. “Music! I want Paganini the Panini on a violin. Rotini on a viola, Linguini on a cello, and the four Crustini variants using timpani. My exit from this insult of a prison Core shall be accompanied by the sound of orchestral wonder. Now I order you: perform!”

      The statue laughed as the demons were forced to obey. Artorian grimaced unpleasantly at the sight, temporarily meeting the gaze of Soni who diligently kept working on his portal. Soni ever so barely managed to shake his head no, silently saying this was not the time or place for a standoff.

      Artorian knew Soni was right. People were scattering from Asgard, and for good reason. If not the moon orbs, then because Barry was here. You couldn’t face an Incarnate, even in Eternia, with anything less than an organized force.

      With a flick of the wrist, Barry lifted his few remaining demons into the air as all the orbs hanging above Asgard shuddered. “Corvid, Soni. How interesting to see you. Here we thought you were both dead. How fortuitous that you can continue your service in my name. Fetch that fool Odin and toss him onto Midgard. I may find use for a crafting minion yet.”

      He then held up a finger. “Ah, but I suppose I best make an example out of insubordination?”

      Before either of the demons could react, Barry snatched Corvid up and bit her head right off. He smiled with plumage sticking from his teeth before his maw opened wide to form a glowing, burning, eldritch hole to the depths of his greedy and always ravenous source of hunger. In an instant, Corvid was no more. “Mmmm! That hit the spot, and glory upon glories! Look. At. Where. She. Went! A stubborn soul escaping my stomach? Nonono. I must thank Corvid for being the last link in the dead demon chain I needed to find the way out.”

      Barry didn’t seem to be able to stop himself from gloating. “Now that enough demons have died, the way out of Eternia shines to me like a beacon. How I relish the thought of holding this blasted Core in my hand! Imagine what it could do once lashed to my bidding.”

      Soni paled and hurried away to the downed body of Odin, which was a little awkward with that large horn on his back. Completing his scorpion portal, he slightly altered the endpoint and vanished with Odin in tow right as the demon orchestra built their music up to speed.

      “I have no more need of you, messenger!” Barry barked. “I will delight in taking my time with you when the battle is won, and you are but a toy for me to roll as a coin across my hand. If you couldn’t even defeat Odin, what chance could you possibly have against me? Who is better prepared, geared, and statted in every way. Not to mention the superior High Elven intellect!”

      Laughing as he felt wholly superior to his audience, Barry dropped his hand nonchalantly toward Asgard, sending the death-balls down at speed. The moon rocks alone would decimate the entire realm, the descending orbs looking like they would tear holes through the land as if it were a disgraced block of cheese. “Impressed, messenger? Have no fear! I have another card right here! In fact, if I have my information correct, you might even know what it does when I play it.”

      Artorian didn’t like the dark feeling building behind his sternum, his mind already racing to take evasive actions against more falling space debris. Barry howled out his attack like he was proud of it, and the name made Artorian blanch and take off to the sky. “Demon’s Maw!”

      “Biscuits!” There was no saving anyone on Asgard. Artorian made a desperation play—he felt it would be the first of many in the coming hours—and applied a four times fully stacked Accelerator on himself, while boosting the effect with Orbital Rail Palm and the full forward thrust that his Advanced Bonescripting could give him.

      He barely escaped the gravitational pull of the collapsing Demon’s Maw as it compacted, expanded, and compressed the remains of the mulched Asgardian landscape. Escape velocity from the point of impact increased to such a high drag that Artorian could feel himself just barely crawling forward out of the effect as the moon chunks whizzed past him.

      Had any grazed him even a little, he would have been in no position to dodge. One had gotten close, and would have wrecked his day, but his single use of short-range teleport popped him barely out of the object’s radius as it crashed down into the collapsing maelstrom. The sound, heat, and crunching agony of wrenching rock and metal played horror on the senses.

      When the additional drag abruptly ended, Artorian launched forward and smashed into the asteroid field that used to be Jotunheim. Or Niflheim. There was no telling once it was all debris. “Ah, DeBrie! Niflheim then, because of the cheese.”

      He surprised himself with his ability to joke in this situation. Asgard was gone. Barry was out, and in the process of really, really getting out. Artorian closed his eyes, and clasped his hands together against the middle of his chest. Cheating once more—since he had no hope of catching up with the gleaming object that flew through space toward Midgard—he whispered Mana into being. “Help. I need help. He is coming.”

      The buzzing of his words ended when he released his grip from a hot mote, letting the tiny bee of pure fire made from Love-quality Mana fulfill an old promise. When he truly, truly needed her… he would call Dawn.

      The bee vanished from Eternia, and the space that held all the realms rumbled.

      Standing on the asteroid, he focused his vision to see, if barely, Barry impact a spot on Midgard before he consumed the musical demon entourage which had followed him.

      Barry then walked onto a gazebo and vanished.

      Artorian stamped his foot. “Now how do I chase him? Would it even do any good? I can’t even get out of Eternia! I would have to find…”

      His stomping paused, reflection and realization pinging in his mind as his Nascent sense pointed him right in the direction of something he’d forgotten he could look for. “My own gazebo.”

      Both eyes locked onto Midgard. His gazebo was on Midgard. Not bothering to deactivate Astra form, he braced himself on the oversized rock and took off with enough force to reforge the asteroid into a cloud of space dust.

      He flicked on his Senate ability, and hoped anyone was present as the static buzzed in his ear right away. He knew what static meant. Static was bad. <Is anyone still up and running?>

      A *click* solidified an emergency connection. Artorian couldn’t see anyone, but he could feel the presence of Eternium, Deverash, Oberon, Titania, Dani, and several other important key figures. From the shouting over one another, he could tell this was clearly an emergency meeting. They instantly all shouted for his attention once he joined, but Eternium stopped them. <Artorian, this is Tim! Thank Cal you’re alive! The situation is dire, I can confirm th—>

      Artorian cut in. <I saw! Barry left. Who all is outside? I am hurrying to my gazebo now that I found it, to go help.>

      Dani answered in haste. <Almost nobody! Cal’s world is empty and sparse so everyone except for the Incarnates left for Eternium’s Soul Space. It’s just Dawn and Tatum out there! Don’t go, Barry is far more powerful than he was. You will get yourself killed!>

      Artorian had no time for this. <Dani, there isn’t a second in eternity that I will not regret not rushing over to help! Even if I can do nothing. I must try, and do something! How are casualties in Eternia?>

      Deverash had that answer. <Bad, but not as bad as it could be! A good number got off Asgard before Barry destroyed the realm. We can’t resurrect anyone, unfortunately, since automated protocols immediately delegated the lost to Pylon production. I’m not going to try to convince you to stop. Get that double S-ranker back in here!>

      Artorian choked on air. <Double S-ranker? Since when?>

      Eternium hurried to reply. <Cal implemented cultivation and gameplay feedback interactions. Barry had access to those, along with a frankly upsetting number of sub-Pylons. Now that he’s no longer around to keep feelers in them and hide his activity, we’re getting information in. It’s… it’s bad, Sunny. He has some items that should never see true daylight. Even worse, he has shuttered my ability to control whole Pylon banks. He can use his actual Mana in here, and I cannot stop him again unless we regain control.>

      Deverash sprinkled on a dreary addendum. <Which we can only do if those banks still exist.>

      Artorian thought that to be a strand of hope. <So I can use my Mana and cultivation techniques fully?>

      Oberon gave him the bad news. <No, Sunny. Barry can use his. Only Barry. He’s been planning this a long time.>

      Titania cut in with clear distress. <Artorian, you are an A-ranker. You can’t compete against an Incarnate. Please reconsider!>

      Artorian thunked loud on his side of the connection as his feet hit Midgard ground, his gazebo mere steps away from him. The living structure even looked identical to how he remembered it when first entering Eternia. What a wild ride this had been.

      Artorian sighed, resigning himself. <If I can get Barry back into Eternia… do we have a chance?>

      Grace, of all Wisps, replied. <Yes. If we can rally everyone left onto Midgard, we should have more than enough raw numbers to pile onto the problem. Out in Dad’s Soul Space, it’s all cultivation. All the game systems were turned off, save for the first iteration Pylons that help keep the air cycling. Here, though… in here, it’s all numbers.>

      Another crackle of static occurred, and Dale joined with a voice-only connection. <Alright, Minya, we’re in! Hi everyone, tell me there’s good news.>

      Artorian didn’t reply, busy at work with a Divine update to enact the last-ditch effort stage of what he hoped might one day be considered a grand plan. As others began to fill Dale in, Artorian hit update on his prompt.

      

      Quest Update!

      Quest: A Labor of Love.

      Fifth stage success! Penultimate stage of the quest.

      Note from your Divine: Gather in Midgard. I’ll get Barry back in here.

      Time for a last stand at the Solar Gate.

      

      The update silenced everyone in the Senate connection as they checked the prompt that just went live. Artorian hoped he wasn’t saying his last words. <Prepare yourself. The wandering sun comes.>

      Then, he stepped onto the gazebo, and vanished.
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      Artorian’s first breath felt different. Lambent prickles coursed across his skin. Essence density brushed over and through him as an exhilarating ocean wave. From the moment his form rose and materialized from Eternium’s Core, the sensation struck. It was like he could feel again.

      The prickling made him—for a moment—crave being out in the real world. Just to experience the sensation of how different that would feel. If moving from Eternium to Cal felt this freeing, he could only imagine the breath of fresh air that transition would be.

      Standing on a thick branch of the real Silverwood Tree, he opened and closed his young hands. He hadn’t turned back to his old man form? A minor inconvenience, but that was all it was. Artorian was getting used to being different ages and inhabiting different bodies. He didn’t let little details like that bother him. With a single deep breath, he exhaled the static thoughts away. “The mind is everything.”

      Opening his eyes, he began collecting himself. On arrival: no Wisps, no Dawn, no welcoming committee, no sound. The atmosphere was eerie and silent in Cal. No, that wasn’t quite right, sound was coming from… somewhere. The origination was just very far away.

      A loud clap followed by metallic laughter let Artorian snap his head to the point of origin, which was enough to pick up on the blurry figures that… occasionally existed? “Right, S-rankers fight between layers as well. I forgot about that. So what can I actually do here?”

      Dawn’s mind nudged him with a mental connection, which he gleefully threw the door open for. Physically, he couldn’t find them in his layer of Cal’s Soul Space at all, so a Forum chat was great!

      Her voice was all chipper pleasantry, Artorian could barely tell she was fighting. <Look at who the C’towl dragged in! Thank you for the bee, dear. Those few extra seconds helped significantly, and Tatum and I are glad you’re here. We’re outmatched at the moment, but Barry is leaking Spirit energy like a sieve. Guard Eternium for now. Barry activated an impressive number of one-time use items on arrival, before we kicked him away from the Silverwood. We expect he’s got some strange options hidden in his Iridium sleeve, so best you don’t interfere in our fight. Stay sharp, I’m sure something will try to sneak to you. Gotta focus. Ta!>

      The connection clicked shut before the static could pick up more than it had, leaving Artorian to stand there feeling like his hands were trapped in his pockets. “Well, ‘leaking like a sieve’ sounds like good news to me. Though, something doesn’t make sense.”

      Doing a few hops in place, he couldn’t place what felt so unnaturally different, now that he was settling back in. A few loud flashes and claps occurred, but they were all too fast and far for him to glean anything meaningful from. The sudden heat wave across the whole Soul Space felt like a good sign. “Speaking of the whole Soul Space, where is everything?”

      Pressing his hands to his hips, he looked up and around but couldn’t see any of the realms, anywhere. “Sun, check. Moon, check. Where’s the rest?”

      Glancing down, because there really weren’t many other places for the eyes to go, he gasped and just about bounced on his toes as his fingers pressed to one another. “The realms are all mushed together! It’s a tiny planet!”

      Dawn had just told him to stay put, and here he wanted to go explore. He could feel the tingle in the soles of his feet, but kept them planted on the silvered branch. “Work first. So, I can’t join the fight directly. What about indirectly?”

      He mused it over while holding his chin, looking around from his vantage point. A distraction in the distance caught his attention, as the landmark just looked so out of place. “Is that a giant stone to-do list just… hovering above that Celestial Feces fat mountain? Big, too.”

      Squinting, he just barely managed to make out the header. “Mt. Olympus? No idea what that’s about.”

      Scanning around to see if there were more, he found another near the sun. This oversized stone plaque had some spin to it, and seemed to be a name-consideration list rather than a to-do list, as he could read a few of the entries. “Pollo. A-pollo? Chicken? Are they trying to name my sun ‘chicken’? What do they wanna do, fry it?”

      A clap accompanied by a doppler ripple turned his attention to the three figures now plainly visible as they hung in the sky. Tatum’s plague doctor attire didn’t look so good. Dawn was a stunning artwork as always, even with different Aura colors—because look at those gorgeous flaming fractals! Artorian tore his eyes away to look at Barry, a true waste since Dawn was here.

      Barry’s Iridium form had some dings, but the metal his body was composed of did a good job mending the little injuries, until no visible physical trace of any sort of wear and tear remained.

      Artorian froze when Barry’s head snapped to look right at him, though the metal man only laughed. “You summoned your messenger? Your messenger? *Bwahahaha*! Are you feeling so low on your luck that you called for a single, measly, low-life A-ranker as backup? What’s that child going to do, protect the Core against my hand reaching for it?”

      Artorian calmed, then cocked his head. Was Barry… steaming? An energetic cloud of sorts was rapidly venting from his form now that he was looking at the man. While the cloud didn’t have any color, he could notice it fuming like those waves of heat one could see in the desert. The space around Barry was similarly all… wavy.

      Barry then looked down as the other Incarnates steeled their stamina, their breathing labored. He was clearly feeling on top of the world and in the mood to talk. Though he looked at the little planet as if not having noticed it before. He’d likely gotten dragged right into the fight. “Is this what you were doing while I got stronger? You made a world? Ha! Nobody appreciates those that build worlds. People only want to play. Not be a dungeon master.”

      Berating Tatum had the desired effect, as the man ripped his broken mask off and slicked his hair back after tossing the item over his shoulder to let it become particulates. “Shut up.”

      Barry delighted in belittling the angry Incarnate. “Dawww. Is the wittle baby angy? Are you mad that I made it to the double S-ranks, while you linger in this weakened singular S-ranked form? I remember you being so much… more. Now only I am worthy of praise! Of lauding! While you wallowed, I subverted an entire system, continued to cultivate, and succeeded! All because the system allowed it.”

      Tatum sneered at him with a matching tone. “As if you could accomplish anything without walking on the backs of everyone else actually doing the work.”

      “Come now, Master. You are not excluded from the old special benefits we began with, even if their effect has faded.” Tapping the side of his metal eye with a knowing grin, he made an ancient reference. “Ideas and concepts are cyclical. Manipulating the system was easy! Wasn’t it for you, Butcher Boy? We’ve both seen something similar before.”

      Occultatum grumbled, not wanting to think about it.

      “I, of course, am much better at it!” Barry moved his hands up in a dominating pose, bending backward to laugh at them. “You cannot even try to kill me! My Incarnate rank is higher, My Law tier is higher, my power is maximum!”

      Dawn and Tatum went flat faced, then shared a moment of confusion between them. They looked at each other as Tatum made a small questioning motion with his hand, but Dawn shrugged as if to say ‘I guess not.’ Artorian then felt quite positive, as Dawn displayed the facial tics that she clearly knew something her opponent didn’t.

      Tatum appeared to be in on it as well. His tone became a mixture of amusement and sadistic schemery. “Are you telling me that you don’t know why I’m an S-ranker right now?”

      That shut Barry up. His face contorted with difficulty, as if moving metal was becoming harder. “Mind games are my bread and butter… what is the name now? Occultatum? I—”

      His speech abruptly cut off as he noticed the wavering in the air around him. “Why am I venting Spiritual energy like that pompous windbag Odin spews lies?”

      Tatum threw his head back. It was his turn to laugh while Dawn daintily covered her lips with a few fingers. “You don’t know! You have no idea of the details inherent in Cal’s deal! I forgot you just… accepted it in order to survive Moonfall, but you never had the chance to ask! Ha!”

      Artorian didn’t quite follow. What did Cal’s deal have to do with this? He glanced at Barry, and found it a shame that he couldn’t just Inspect th—

      Without a sound, a primitive version of the Eternium status sheet popped up in front of him. He blinked at the information, glanced up at Barry, then back down at the definitely non-game numbers. Suddenly Tatum’s momentary gloating didn’t seem like such a lynchpin anymore.

      His stomach felt like lead. Now it was starting to come together. Why Eternium had mentioned items and why it would be bad if they went out into the real. Why Dawn had specified the activation of many on the Devourer’s entrance. Artorian mumbled under his breath. “Barry. If this works for me, then… what did you plan? How much time? How many tools? Resources?”

      He looked at the spatial ring on his hand, and realized that it worked just the same. He could sense all the items stored inside, what they were, how many… the strange feeling from earlier ebbed back to him, and he realized now that it was an attack knocking against his mind. Except it did nothing, because he was immune to the possession attempt.

      Artorian pressed his hand to his chest, and felt two distinct heartbeats working together. Even if his Astra form had deactivated on entry, he could feel its presence lingering on the back of his hand. One flick of the wrist and it would be back on, as a proper cultivation technique rather than some codified game element. “Eternium, you mad fool, you integrated them.”

      Barry stole everyone’s attention by raising his hand as if holding a fishing pole. “I see. Well then, since you brought in your useless messenger… I may as well bring in mine!”

      Artorian didn’t like that. Barry had messengers? How? It wasn’t like he could pull entities out of Eternium without direct access to the Core. His Nascence nose turned his face to look at the moon. Barry gripped the unseen angling rod, and cast it forward before speaking in that commanding tone of his. All certain and full of himself.

      “It was so strange when I could no longer resummon them after they’d perished. Demons can’t actually die. They just go home. What a smile I had that day, realizing I’d gotten so lucky! I expected a side-ruse to succeed; but the main ploy, handed to me on a platter? Priceless.” Barry couldn’t hold back his grin.

      Everyone else turned to look at the moon, and that was when Artorian’s copper piece hit the ground. “The demons… were stored in Cal.”

      The moon hummed an ominous black, then screeched as all the demons they’d put down crawled out of their Cores with bodies of granted energy and howled with depraved joy.

      Barry gasped. His arm dropped as all that excess Spiritual energy slowly siphoning away was instead spent all at once. Dropping to the level of an S-ranked Incarnate, he was now outnumbered two-to-one. Though only for the moment as Dawn scowled while looking over her shoulder. Barry had brought back all the demons in Cal. She burned the name as it was spoken with fire from her tongue. “Yasura.”

      Like a dark tide, demons spilled forth from the moon. Globbing around it as a buzzing swarm of starving locusts.

      Artorian instinctively drew Laevateinn, then realized that wasn’t going to help him much. When he felt Dawn’s eyes flash and turn in his direction; he looked up at her, winked, and teleported the item right into her hand.

      Dawn gasped with delighted wonder when she inspected the unexpected present, turning the item over while making a face that this weapon was completely up her alley. “Oh, Sunny. You sweetie! You bring me the best gifts. Pure Iridium?”

      Without any difficulty, Dawn flourished the weapon. First, Laevateinn became a staff that balanced on her shoulders. Then a sword that cut through the air with Elven grace. Finally, a true monster of an axe with a hollow circle in the center of the blade, while the axe head itself took on the appearance of ridiculously sharp ruby.

      Like she’d been swinging the weapon all her life, Laevateinn came to a smooth, clean rest on her shoulder. Then the war axe caught fire along with the rest of the wielder as her fanged smile became something out of berserker legends. Or something that would start one.

      Tatum reached into the void and pulled out a new mask to wear as fractalized fire formed solid plate armor all over Dawn’s empowered figure. The Blade of War popped the bones in her neck, then licked her lips before an ornate helmet that only Artorian recognized molded over her head.

      Occultatum formed a cat o’ nine tails and a beefy dagger, gripping both. Under his mask and fresh attire—which morphed much like Dawn’s did—it was clear that his whole focus was on the loudmouth in front of him. He spoke with calm, patient, teacher-level tones. “Artorian. Could you… the demons? We have an appointment.”

      Artorian packed his proverbial bags, his eyes matching the fury of the Incarnates as he could not pull his attention away from the swarm. Here came another round of demon derby. “I’m on it.”

      Vanishing from the tree with a sonic clap, Barry ignored the messenger in favor of calling his reinforcements in. A one versus two was problematic, but a two versus two was a circumstance plenty in his favor. “Yasura, to me!”

      Barry held his hand in the air, but after an awkward moment of silence where the S-ranked demon should have appeared, Yasura did not come. Barry couldn’t believe it, his expression flabbergasted. He glanced at the other Incarnates, able to feel their menace and delight from beneath their face covers. “What did you do?”

      Tatum giggled, pressing the hand holding the cat o’ nine tails to his robed chest. “We? We did nothing. Unless moving some sticks would count.”

      Barry was about to call again, but a thunderous emanation of multiple elemental beams erupted off the surface of the moon. All chasing a tiny, mauve, glowing, Surpassed-class dot. Barry didn’t need to tune his senses to understand what was going on, when a realm-shattering *hooooonk*! broke all silence…

      … immediately followed up by the official beginning of the engagement as Wagner—Tatum’s chosen, who had stayed a rank above Cal out of spite—unleashed his Flight of the Quakaries song at full blast.
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      The moon was an unfavorable place to remain.

      Yasura would have escaped as well, had the goose not made him completely unable to flee. Artorian could hear the demon cursing in an old-timey accent, then noticed Yasura’s complaining was all in scree-scree. He retained languages as well? Neat!

      Yasura was yelling out the same disbelieving words he’d chucked at the goose himself in earlier days. ‘Why can’t I teleport?’ ‘Why is flying so difficult?’ ‘Why is that thing so fast and oh sweet abyssal fury it can pop its heads out of other layers individually! Hydra goose playing hide-the-goose!’

      When Artorian was able to glance mid-flight, the goose appeared to be making runic symbols that hovered in the air around it. He read the wavering Runes as ‘Menacing menacing menacing,’ yet couldn’t place the reference.

      He stopped paying attention when he cut his flight short, his feet screeching to a halt as they dug in against the air. He had old acquaintances as company, but couldn’t feel particularly surprised. Just like Dawn, he burned the name as he spoke it. “Ghreziz.”

      Savant Ghreziz wore a wicked grin. Both his lime green and onyx axes were already in hand, their sharp, serrated edges dripping with infernal poisons. His tone was equally as caustic, though supremely amused to see his enemy in the form of a small child. “Pillow man.”

      Artorian suddenly felt a little pride, in the sense that it had been stepped on. He usually didn’t indulge pride, but he badly wanted something to verbally smack this old foe with. “Pillow Deity, thank you very much. Don’t look so crass, Gri-Gri, I’ll be sending you back to la-la land shortly. Again.”

      Ghreziz could not contain his sadistic amusement as considerably more Savants and other demons of lower class bolstered the line behind him. To Artorian’s considerable chagrin, that line included Hanekawa, Pencil, and others. He guessed that they were, possibly, even in order: Robar, Caro, Corvid, and Mu. Not to be confused with the dungeon of the same name.

      Caro and Corvid, he could tell, did not want to fight. In fact, while their weapons were out, they appeared downright passive and timid in comparison to the snarls of the hideously formed foes forming up as a wall before him.

      Ghreziz knew his pillow-loving assailant was all just hot air, but played along. “What are you the Divine of anyway? Who do you think you are? You are nothing! You are void! Empty! A lamb lost in a sea of despair! We are legion! We are endless! Our tide will break against your bulwark, and we will breach your shores. We will conquer and savage all you love, and all you stand for. For we are demon! We are all that is despair.”

      The gathered masses cheered in agreement, barking out laughter and rasping their weapons together to intimidate their sole, hated prey. Their gathering was becoming overbearingly large since Artorian easily got all of their attention. He’d put most of them here, some of them twice, and those hateful faces clearly hungered for revenge.

      Artorian chose to let this pass over him. His mind was free, and he closed his eyes to tilt his face to the sky, basking in the rising sun as it came over the horizon of the planetoid that used to be several separated realms. He felt wistful, and spoke as his form relaxed. No longer pulling from a position of pride. That wasn’t him. “What am I the Divine of…?”

      Up until now, he hadn’t put serious thought into it. Yet as he faced the horizon stretching horde, the answer came to him like a flash of light at the edge of a painting. One draped in unceasing dark brush strokes. The answer was a torch being passed. One that an old man dedicated to Love accepted, and held high. The image of Yorn holding him tight by the shoulders flashed in his mind, and that turned him stalwart. His response was cryptic, but true. “I am… filled. Old demon. I am filled with determination.”

      When Artorian’s chin dropped to face them, he funneled Mana, opened his eyes, and knew. Green spirals swirled and spun over his irises, his voice booming with growing confidence and certainty. Along with that rise, his voice temporarily returned to its older, original splendor. “You want to know who I am? I am the grandfather who guards. I am the agent of agency, and patron of possibility. I am the Divine of hopes, and dreams.”

      His gaze wizened, feeling the ascent of an impending moment as Caro and Corvid turned to flee. “When any falter. When any are lost. When any find themselves in the dark with nowhere to go, and no one to lean on, my voice will whisper: I am here.”

      He straightened his posture and squared up his shoulders as he let emotion take him. Age-old anger at demons. Sadness, long buried. Conviction, always in hand. “I am here, a light, freely given! A hope, freely shared! A dream, to freely chase. I will be there even when none are left. I will be there even when all has fallen. For I am Love, and love is there for all. Always.”

      Artorian’s shoulders rolled backward, the spirals in his eyes making a full circle that spun like a drill. He looked again to the heavens, and saw through them as his voice dropped to a whisper. “I am but light…”

      The demons, outnumbering him greatly, exploded in raucous laughter at such a sappy, weak speech. However, their target became less and less aware of them by the moment, the young man visibly zoning out as he recalled a memory of something that was meant to be forgotten. Something Cal did not want him to remember existed, and without the dungeon’s presence to keep it that way, Freedom of Mind once again kept him free of influence.

      Grace’s mention of the first iteration Pylons sprung right to mind, along with the thought that it was so dumb for Ultimate Attacks to be saved until the end of a brawl. It was too late. He knew, and whispered the name of his Zone Attack as he commenced Diffusion.

      This time, with meaning.

      “[I am but light. Halcyon days, Sunlance Storm].”

      Ghreziz struck, his poisoned axes swinging with great might through a stationary Artorian, intent on cutting him down right at the height of his moment of glory. Ghreziz wanted to time his interruption down to the exact second where it would cause the greatest psychological harm when the pillow Mage realized his ‘little moment’ had been for nothing, and he failed.

      Ghreziz’s wicked smile fell when it was he who failed. His cursed weapons did not find purchase on solid flesh nor the armored density of a Mage. They cut through the youth like he was a projection, one slowly filtering out of physicality. The Savant had to wince as it got annoyingly bright. The more the youth vanished, the brighter this radiance got all across in the Soul Space.

      He turned to bark out an order, then saw a piercing ray of light flicker. The bright lance skewered a whole host of demons, poofing them out in a celestine flare of fire as the environment became deadly to the demons who existed in it.

      The Savants felt an unpleasant sensation, and managed to dodge the incoming lances that originated from the sun. The attacks weren’t visible, but their intensity was so dense and great that incoming strikes could be somewhat anticipated, so long as he didn’t look at the sun. That was an exercise in being horribly blinded.

      The organized demonwall descended into pure chaos as they couldn’t see what they needed to kill for this onslaught to end. Hanging in the sky in high orbit above the moon, they didn’t even know where to hide!

      Going down meant death by doom-goose, and staying here meant silent lines of light hunted them down to turn unwitting abyss spawn into pincushions. Which then caught fire to burn out of existence, likely being sent back to the Cores they had just managed to escape. The demons doubted their summoner and benefactor was going to spare the energy again to give them all a second round of bodily activity. Barry was an entity of greed.

      The non-Savants knew they were abyssed. One of them howled out the only command in the entire scream-littered festival that made any sense. “Scatter!”

      Hundreds of these light beams flickered on and off, existing only for a fraction of a moment before taking a non-Savant with them. There may have been thousands of demons, if not more, that had been summoned over the years. Yet numbers mattered little in a one-sided conflict where being struck meant either eradication or a return to imprisonment.

      Imprisonment beat going back to the Abyss, as far as the demons were concerned, but not by much! Even the Savants decided to flee after being grazed a few times, discovering that the light lances left irritating persistent injuries which their inner darkness couldn’t automatically heal.

      Ghreziz had to cave, no matter how much he wanted to pluck the pillow man like an overly feathered bird. He growled from the throat when barking his order, which ended up being a repeat of what a lesser had already deemed a good idea. “Scatter!”

      The swarm of demons made a mad dash for anywhere with shade. So long as it wasn’t the moon. They dodged, bobbed, and weaved through orbital lances that they learned mostly originated from the sun as a source. Shade therefore seemed like the next most logical step of where to go. Even while evading light lasers at full flight speed, the majority of demons simply didn’t make it.

      High moon orbit down to the newly formed planetside was a long trip. An even longer one without any protection. Some demons had the bright idea to use other demons for cover, but that plan went nowhere in a hurry. The light lances pierced through the heavens, ignoring the number of demons they struck in a line. The attack simply slammed through and obliterated all demons caught in its effect. Pops of celestine were used as a marker for where the barrage currently rained heaviest.

      A rough assault to survive when the best course of action was ‘be where the attack isn’t.’

      After making it halfway during their mad dash to escape, the demons puzzled out that the attacks were not random. An automated version picked them off, and that lance could be evaded. Then there was a cluster where the crossfire intensified significantly, and those light lances knew to lead their targets. Ghreziz occasionally felt like the lasers could predict where a demon would be, but that was debunked via the sheer number of trial-and-error examples.

      He could scarcely believe it. “What is going on? He was weak the last time. Weak!”

      Pencil tried to fly within conversation range without giving the lances a good double-kill line of fire. “That creature has never been weak! It defeated me with trickery and cleverness. It’s the same one too, I’m sure of it! It also got me with other variants of that Halcyon series!”

      Hanekawa droned in for an addition. “He killed me just by standing there. He already had area of effect attacks by the time he got to my realm. This just seems to be a natural progression. Masses will do nothing. What is he weak to?”

      Light flickered in the Soul Space, the zone attack of lances ending. Ghreziz grinned. “Energy shortage! Let’s creep in and settle in before he has the bright idea to unleash a second volley. That planet is plenty big to build back up on while keeping out of the light.”

      The Savants took the lead, capitalizing on the opportunity to make landfall somewhere safe. Other demons followed suit, though non-savants went for a more spread-out pattern once they broke the atmosphere.

      ‘Recompiling’ was an experience Artorian thoroughly despised when it finished. His consciousness snapped back to his body as the form floated in empty space, forcing him to take in a heavy breath without delay. Space had no air, but his Mana forcibly made some and didn’t care.

      Artorian blinked, grasped at emptiness, and could swear that every cell of his being was once again on fire. He reactively flickered his Astra form into activity, then burst with light as if he was one of the stars.

      He needed to go after the enemy. He knew he needed to. Yet he couldn’t move. Blinking slowly, he could see nothing except brightness when he managed to peek. He closed his eyes and considered the levers, throwing open the effects gate while closing the brightness gate. Just like with sunlight Aura. The cultivation technique worked the same here, and when he opened his eyes again, he could see the Silverwood Tree as he hung high above in open space.

      Along with that oversized Mt. Olympus, the tree stood out on the planetoid as one of several key landmarks, including a very impressive pyramid.

      Seeing the ground gave him a sense of grounding and direction. Opening and closing his hands let him feel that the burning sensation was going away as pure Mana knitted him properly back together. He then flickered on his starlight Aura, and basked in the delight of the combined Auric mixtures, just for comfort.

      Ending both effects when the tingling in his fingers ceased, he checked to find his Mana reserves still balancing at a rather cozy A-rank three. His voice was youthful once more. “Wow. These effects from Eternium barely drained anything. Is this what efficient techniques are like? What a marvel. No wonder Runes are so important. I sort of figured that one out back when I was playing with chain lightning, but this really drives it home.”

      Wriggling to steady himself until he remembered to just use his bonescripting and fly to adjust himself, he sat cross legged in empty space to consider his options. “Crucial point. Can’t let them occupy the Silverwood, and I need to make sure the moon is…”

      Artorian glanced over his shoulder, still seeing Yasura getting his keister handed to him by undulating combinations of elemental breath weapons. “Never mind; the moon is a problem for later.”

      He scratched his head, then held up two fingers. “I need to go hunt down stragglers, but I also need to defend the tree. I can’t do both…”

      Rummaging the ideas over in his brain, a metaphorical Nixie Tube alighted above his head. “If the demons could be called back, because they were stored here. Can’t… can’t I call out some of my own backup?”

      He straightened and rubbed his hands together, trying to recall the words. “Let’s see. Just like Decorum!”

      Allowing Nascent sense to guide his focus, he turned to the moon and pulled out his Immaculate, fully charged Beast Core. Just to make sure he had enough juice. “[Origin Tree, Genesis Branch, True Nascence]! Adam!”
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      Artorian felt exhausted. He had to shake his head to push away the sudden haze he’d been smacked by. He grasped for a handhold, but there was no such thing in empty space. A gauntlet grasped his needing hand regardless, pulling Artorian to his feet as a hexagon of hard light formed beneath them, creating both a floor, and a relative concept of ‘down.’

      The ecclesiastic voice spoke with bemusement, and a clear hint of thankfulness. “Hello, there.”

      Gripping tight, Artorian felt as if someone had just torn away a whole lake’s worth of water from his small ocean, and now the liquid energy sloshed. When Artorian steadied to look, he thought for a moment someone had mixed a dove with a man, and really got the proportions of the dove wings wrong. They were huge!

      Then details trickled in. “Hello again. Kind of you to drop by.”

      Adam moved the youth’s arm around his neck, since Artorian kept stumbling on the platform. Still amused, his voice softened. “I was supposed to be here. So here I am. Perhaps next time, you will consider actually using that Core, rather than pulling the entire cost from yourself? Abyss dwellers are opportunistic, thus cheap to call. Celestials are not. We require more than mere energy.”

      Artorian blinked, realizing he still held the glowing gemstone chunk. Core. He meant Core. Stowing that back into his spatial ring, he closed his eyes and tried to get his bearings. He complained to feel better. “Several heavy Mana expenditures in a row knocks you right out of your socks when you’re not used to them.”

      Adam’s gorgeous face simply gave a faint nod in response, his golden irises smoothly matching the rest of his pristine features. With that long blonde hair, he could easily be a model. Abyss, seamstresses would fight over him. Whole wars could start to… Artorian blinked hard as his mind made some connections. “Celestial dungeons cause wars.”

      Adam said nothing as the youth put himself back together, finally getting steady on his feet. “Apologies, I’m a little scatterbrained. I spread myself thin, and I didn’t even… get them all.”

      The wobbles returned, but Adam kept Artorian steady. He even shifted his foot proactively to where the youth’s weight would go. The celestial being didn’t judge him, and merely offered words that he knew would help. “Failure is the greatest teacher. Practice leads to certainty. Certainty guides success.”

      Artorian opened his mouth, closed it, opened it to speak again, then hushed, flat-faced. Adam’s truth was super effective! Artorian turned on his starlight Aura, and then kept it on. “I should have done that from the beginning. I’m not used to operating without my usual tricks. They certainly work, and certainly lead to success. Thank you, my friend.”

      “Of course. Helping was always one of my favorite activities, I think. The action feels pleasant, and fluffy.” Adam replied with a tender nod and tiny smile, solidifying that thought. He felt happy to help. “I have a grasp on the situation. The irredeemables are present, and our task is to make them become part of the past. Yet I have been granted your memory, and thus am certain that our future is bright.”

      Artorian eased out from under the supporting arm now that he could, doing some basic stretches. His ears filtered what the celestial was saying, but got stuck at the memory reference. “That happened again? I was aware of showing my life the first time, but I didn’t feel any kind of pull this time.”

      Adam clasped his hands in front of him, adjusting his large dove wings. He clarified on a mention from earlier. “Celestials require more to call than mere energy, because rather than Mana or Spirit, we feel… whole? Sustained? Fulfilled. From the energy of thought. Truth is paramount to a celestial, and memories cannot lie. Yours was freely offered, I did not even need to ask. Such a selfless act fills me with warmth, but your memories are what bring me unparalleled joy.”

      Artorian glanced at the tree, the need to get going nagging at him. Though, this conversation happened here and now, and he didn’t know if circumstances would allow for that to be possible again. He could spare the minute. He had the minute.

      Adam could read Artorian’s thoughts and feelings like an open book, but didn’t seem inclined to comment. Instead, he waited for the youth to speak.

      Artorian didn’t make him wait, the need for an answer too great. “Why?”

      The celestial gave Artorian a smile, and the smooth accepting nature of the expression made Artorian feel a pang of want for a grandfather to treat him like he treated others. Adam was merely copying one of Artorian’s memories, and spoke when the youth’s face changed to realize it. “All life is suffering. Pain is universal. Loss and grief, unavoidable. There are many who turn blind eyes, many more who turn inward, and many more still who seek to shelter themselves from that truth.”

      Adam cocked his head, glancing toward the moon at a particularly large beam of fire currently chasing around a mauve dot. “A demon told you that you would make a great demon. That statement unsettled you, because you could not refute that it could be true.”

      Artorian looked up at the tall celestial, but Adam didn’t feel imposing at all. He kept silent for more, and Adam spoke. “It is the beauty of life, that it can choose where and how to grow. Choices are everything. Even for people who find their calling on the road they took to avoid it. You have made many choices that have scarred your heart. Many more that lay as weights on your mind. Even a few that have cut your soul.”

      Artorian balled up his hands and squeezed them, but didn’t interrupt as the celestial continued. “Yet you move with your heart. You couldn’t stand the thought of not being here to help. Even if no help could be provided. You may have caused great harm, and caused many an unwitting consequence. Yet you could never be a demon. Only on the surface, where minds judge what they see, could you be subject to such an identification.”

      Adam eased down to a knee, lowering himself to eye level. “You could be called a demon because you have had the strength to act where it was needed. Even if those needs caused suffering, pain, and anguish. Yet in that vein, it could just as easily be said that you would make a wonderful celestial. For your heart calls out with care, and kindness. Your hands reach and wish to comfort, even to the spiders you so feared. Your memories are filled to the brim with your love for others, your actions that saw to their wellbeing, and your schemes to bring them warmth and joy without them ever being the wiser.”

      He reached to ask for Artorian’s small hand, and when provided, clasped the fingers around both of his armored palms. “A demon is not a demon because it acts with the intent to do great harm of all facets. A demon is a demon because it cannot be redeemed. Because the creature has no desire to make choices that would do otherwise. While it is a powerful leap to live one’s life making choices in order not to build more regrets, there come times in life where there are no good choices, and you will be forced to choose anyway. It is in these conditions that your memories shine. For from these conditions, you have made choices that lay the foundation to be seen by the Law of Love.”

      Adam smiled. “As someone who values truth, the wellbeing of all, and enjoys the sight of choices made that lead to betterment, I am blessed to meet a mortal that espoused these virtues, and pursued them. Even at great cost to himself. So once again, Artorian. My name is Adam, and it is my honor to be here. It is my pleasure to help, and it is the calling of the warmth in my heart to keep yours safe. None from the Abyss shall breach your World Tree. Neither the saplings in your mind and soul, nor the adult Silverwood down below.”

      Artorian was trying not to cry, but Adam copied a page from the grandfather’s own book, and offered his shoulder. The celestial released the youth’s hand, then opened his arms and wings wide. Unable to resist, Small-torian fell into the hug, and was embraced by caring arms and warm wings as Adam whispered some more words. “The mind deserves as much attention to health as one’s body, my friend. If you find yourself in doubt of your own goodness, and cannot find the truth via the words of others, no matter how tightly they grip your shoulders, you may always call on me, my friend. The whole celestial plane knows of the light in your soul, and should you ever wish to, your visit would be most welcome. They were most amused by some of your antics.”

      Artorian wiped his face, then pulled back some as Adam enjoyed an amused chuckle at an internal thought. “Though, do excuse the door guards. They are fond of smiting, not so much buffing the streaks of demon-face out from the border’s edge.”

      He winked at the youth to share the joke, after which Artorian recalled he’d done that to Ghreziz the first time he had to fight the creep in Cal. Who he’d dragged along via teleport. Artorian shared the chuckle. “Ha! That Savant deserved it.”

      Adam agreed. “The irredeemables deserve everything we throw at them. Speaking of, are you ready to go hunting? I shall see to the defenses.”

      A loud *boom* made them both look at the moon, then Adam nodded in approval. “Whoever’s idea it was to assign a goose there… It’s hard to disapprove when the irredeemable one faces such a clear loss. This moon is secured, or will be.”

      Looking up without wincing or needing to cover his eyes, Adam looked at the sun like it was no worse than a small candle. “That sun, and its contents, are already safe. A large resting orca in humanoid guise is keeping it secure. I might even feel bad for whichever fool attempts to breach that fortress. She is mighty, and undoubtedly would not take kindly to being interrupted mid-nap.”

      Lastly, he looked planetside. “Manageable. The trash which we must clean has littered and draped itself upon that world. I may even have the easier of the tasks.”

      Adam then stood in a hurry, his wings rising and spreading in reaction to an event Artorian could not see. The sudden shift put him on guard anyway, though he looked to the celestial for answers. “You may not have much time to see your chosen task through, my friend. Your family fights a losing battle, and they will return to this layer shortly. When they do, pay attention to them. Your intervention may yet be timely.”

      Artorian did one more stretch that popped his entire spine in one fluid motion. “Oooh, that was a good one. Well, we best get to it then. Want the quick way down?”

      Adam offered his hand. Artorian took it, and slipstreamed them with his teleport down to Eternium’s Silverwood Core. There wasn’t even a sound. The trip was so smooth, Adam simply had to blink, look around for a moment, then smile. “It appears that even we have more to learn. I would love to speak with Zelia, should the opportunity present itself. That transition was most pleasant.”

      Artorian bounced on his toes and looked around for targets, his eyes shining brightly. “You’ll need to convince her not to use you as a mannequin, but I doubt she’d be against it. I think I see a cluster over near that ravine that needs a greeting.”

      Adam glanced in the direction, then nodded in understanding. Looking Small-torian up and down afterward, he placed a single finger on his lips to consider something. “My friend, surely you are not planning to use… that abomination of a weapon in your storage ring?”

      Artorian paused his bouncing and glanced at his storage ring. “Ah, now that you mention it, I best not. It’s my last one, but pulling that out in Cal could be detrimental. I’ll save it for handling Barry, in Eternia… if we get that far.”

      The celestial placed both his comforting hands on the youth’s shoulder, expressing confidence and support. “Of course we will. Until then, it’s not safe to go alone.”

      Releasing one of Artorian’s sturdy shoulders, he leaned his armored hand down and opened it to show his palm. A luminous golden sword burst into being within the celestial’s grip, the blade freely offered. “Take this. Do not worry about returning it. This blade was lost to begin with, and I am merely providing a better home.”

      Artorian hesitated, but accepted the weapon. As he held the sword by the hilt, celestine and pink sparkles seeped into the luminous glow, solidifying the weapon into something more physical, rather than conceptual, as the golden hue faded.

      “Interesting,” Adam said curiously.

      Artorian jolted, felt concern, and made his feelings show on his face as he looked at Adam with a tense frown. “As in, that was not supposed to happen?”

      The comment allowed Adam to enjoy a soft laugh, before shaking his head. “No, no, my friend. That was supposed to happen, I simply didn’t expect her to take the shape of an Albion Principe. It’s a bit early for that weapon design to exist again, but you already have one weapon out of sync with the time it belongs in. So, I believe it might be natural that they flock to you. Now, at least, you have balance.”

      Artorian weighed the weapon, but rather than bring heaviness, it just felt comfortable in his grip. “Is it… adjusting to my strength? Is this even a sword?”

      Adam made a so-so motion with his hand. “It is a concept given form. Celestials do not use physical weapons, but rather the very ideas that are anathema to those we face. Her name, if you wish one, is Compassion. She has taken the form of an Albion Principe, and her concept is that of a Paladin’s righteous smite. When you saw me draw her the first time, she brought an instant permanent end to that abyss dweller. Not because I am strong of arm, but because the very Essence that the creature was composed of could not survive an encounter with the very idea of compassion. So the demon didn’t.”

      Artorian looked the weapon over while nodding in appreciation. The weapon carried the deceptive appearance of your average mastercrafted sword, but each little movement caused a slight musical sound to hum from the metallic celestine and pink-colored blade, akin to the tune of a zither or guqin. Sporting a flamboyant guard and pommel, the pointy bit and edges geometrically pleasing, the graceful weapon appeared somewhat see-through. “How do I sheathe th—”

      His question stopped when the noise ended, and the entire blade all the way down to the hilt faded out of being as he turned it to the tune of a different zither string being plucked. He considered drawing the weapon, which caused the opposite to occur, once again to the sound of a different string.

      Like turning a mirror and only being able to see one’s reflection when looking at the item straight on, the business end of the blade was back with a flick of his wrist as the tune petered out. “Well, that’s impressive.”

      Adam agreed. “Cuts demons like the unsuspecting edge of paper, and a papercut will be all you need for most of them. She also comes packaged with the seven-string melody, so prepare for quite the musical when you let her dance. I will warn you that she can be moody. Expect her to remain silent against foes she does not like. Unless, of course, you ask her for the melody. She is already gleeful to sing while in your hands.”

      The celestial then turned his nose skyward. Artorian stowed the weapon in his ring, and followed suit as Adam droned out his warning. “Company.”
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      Roaring heat bore down on the Soul Space when Dawn and Barry ripped through the layers and ignobly crashed down into the home realm. The sound of mirrors shattering accompanied their journey. Barry’s Iridium statue procured a weapon from one of his many spatial rings, but the cobalt swordbreaker dagger did not hold up against the calamitous downward swing of Laevateinn’s ruby-bladed axe form.

      The meteoric blow shattered the weapon, then bit deep into Barry’s neck with a satisfying *chink*. Turning to kick the weapon away, the shiny statue whirled and twisted to gain distance. By the time he had it, his wound had fully mended, and a fire-wrought Dawn was present to apply another.

      Artorian recognized the vectored thrusters erupting from all over her runic armor. That had been his trick! She was using the thrusters with considerably more skill, dancing through the void as a whirlwind of weapon blows. When Barry formed a malachite lattice shield—another item smuggled out of Eternia—Dawn slammed the pommel of her weapon down against it as a distraction. Even if that distraction was a full-strength Incarnate-level blow that outright destroyed said shield.

      Behind the statue, Dawn’s column of Socorro fire manifested itself in time for the momentum of her strike to send Barry tumbling right into the lambent plume. The burning cylinder twisted and swirled like a maelstrom meant to entrap him, a small black hole burgeoning to life at the center.

      Occultatum whisked himself to the layer they were all on right after Barry got sucked into the trap, but was not destroyed by the pressure and gravity. Tatum brushed himself off as he took in the scene, and then his weaponry. Artorian could hear him, regardless of how far away he was. The method reminded him of Xenocide speaking back on Mountaindale. “This isn’t working.”

      Dawn backed up until she hovered closer to the plague doctor. Her irritation was palpable, obscuring helmet or not. “You were doing more than me earlier. It doesn’t seem to matter how hard I hit him or with what intent.”

      Tatum disagreed. “I’m only achieving meaningful impacts because you keep destroying his toys. Those initial hundred weapons were awful. Did he spend years just crafting Legendary gear?”

      The armored axe-wielder rolled her shoulders, watching as Barry quite literally punched her cylindrical fire out of existence, like it was a solid hourglass that could be shattered. “Don’t care. I’ll just keep breaking his toys, but Laevateinn is at its limits. A few more strikes and even Spirit-infused Iridium isn’t going to hold up. I’d have more success just punching him, at this point. How’s that injury, Occy?”

      Tatum rubbed at his ribs. “Well, he’s no Xenocide, but that shuriken sure got me good. He damaged my sense of self. He did this back out in the real as well. So long as we get through this, I’ll have the millennia to recover.”

      Barry boomed at them like a child throwing a tantrum. “Is that all you’ve got? Are you so full of yourselves that you think you can hold a leisurely conversation, while I, the great Devourer, am your foe?”

      A hand axe formed in Barry’s grip, but he staggered before charging at them.

      Artorian couldn’t recall seeing Incarnates be tired before, but their battle was on an even playing field, so there must be some kind of toll. Then again, Mages could get sick in Cal, so maybe the rules weren’t even what he thought they were.

      He shared a look with Adam, but the celestial’s expression conveyed patience. His voice remained warm, filled with support. “The moment will come.”

      Barry attempted to move again, but grayscaled the immediate area around him in a bubble that forcibly negated his own attack. “Abyss!”

      Artorian’s eyebrows shot up. “Barry can’t control his lockdown effect thingy?”

      Tatum took that opportunity to hover next to Dawn. “Corona, my weapons aren’t really denting him anymore. If you have ideas, I’m listening. You’re the Blade of War here.”

      Artorian’s eyebrows shot up even higher. “Corona? Who is Corona?”

      He must have been heard, because Dawn nudged him with a mental connection. He threw the door open, and a wave of fatigue hit him from the other end before he could get a word in. <I… oh dear. Are you alright?>

      Tatum joined the call as well, responding first. <We’re both worn. The limitations in Cal are making this fight a good deal more difficult. The lack of frame of reference control pulled a large chunk of tactical options out of our arsenal, and the layers we can bounce between are incredibly limited. Since we’re all on an even ground cultivation-wise, then techniques aside, this might as well be a brawl between C-rankers. We can’t outright win, and while we have some skill superiority, Barry has more gear on him than a hoarding-obsessed packrat.>

      Dawn cut in to agree. <Gear that has been throwing us for a loop with all its special effects. Also yes, Corona—or Soleille—are new acceptable names. I still haven’t settled. Dawn is fine, dear. Tatum is correct: it’s an unpleasantly even fight. He can’t surpass my skill, but has used some items to mitigate my damage style. Tatum is having more success, but his weapons have been invalidated. What we need is to hit Barry with a weapon that is properly Incarnate-ranked. Not just an infused one.>

      Tatum amended. <While that weapon is being used with the correct intent and damaging Incarnate properties to actually matter, the win comes down to smacking idiot X with pointy stick Y, but only I really have the details to go up against Barry and do him in. He realized that and got me good. All my preparations and reading up were good for something, in the end.>

      Tatum grinned through the connection. <I got him good too. Shame he’s plague immune.>

      Dawn grumbled. <I’m still just grinding down his gear.>

      Artorian felt Adam’s hand on his shoulder, but the age-old philosopher and academic trapped in a young body was lost to the world. Seeing the spiderweb. The puzzle pieces. He’d been given the pattern and been explained the holes, and he already had the knowledge that could plug them. He recalled the memory, and reached for Dawn’s attention.

      His nearly dissociated mind easily received the attention of both Incarnates. <Dawn… take. Take this… this memory. It is your solution. A skill only you have mastered.>

      He felt her mind brush against his, feeling as if they were touching foreheads. Tatum broke the connection to fend off an attack, and Dawn mentally cupped Artorian’s cheeks. He said he had a solution, and she trusted him. Solutions to the obscure were Sunny’s forte. <Show me.>

      Artorian exhaled while physically steadied by Adam, and mentally held by Dawn. He closed his eyes, and let free the reel playing in his mind.

      The scene was from long ago. In the land of fraught Wood Elves, hidden under a canopy of perpetual dusk. Ember was there, lecturing an old man who didn’t know when to quit as she paced about, glaring at him. Her stare didn’t end, but the walking pace had as Ember spoke. “It will consume you. Becoming the weapon is something a Blade of War does only after they have understood the principles of the self. There is a chance to lose yourself entirely as you form the weapon. This is vastly dangerous, and ‘winking out’ was a common problem for Blades of War even in my day.”

      She remained stalwart. “You become that weapon, and if you can’t pull yourself back, then when the weapon winks out from concentration loss… so do you. The technique is great for conservation of energy, but it requires a century of careful preparation. We’re not focusing on your external Aura first because it can reform into a weapon, we are focusing on it because external Aura is exempt from needing techniques or practical skills to be useful. It already has the form of a weapon.”

      She stomped off, making a show of it rather than zipping away at the Mage speed she easily had at her disposal. She was frustrated, but wasn’t about to leave him. Not after the loss of an entire grove.

      The memory reel ended.

      Dawn felt nostalgic at the provided lesson, and worked through it. <I’ve already been attacking with Aura, Presence, Techniques, Constructs, and my Soul Item. But that’s not what you wanted to show me.>

      Artorian collapsed to a knee. The strain of keeping up a connection through the Soul Space was giving him a headache. Peer-to-peer speaking wasn’t normally this difficult, but muddled layers combined with Barry throwing out attacks was having an effect. He cleared his throat, shaking his head. <You… become the weapon. The Blade of War. You need a true Incarnate to damage Barry, and Tatum knows how to win. He simply needs the tools.>

      Dawn considered it. <Manifestations? I actually haven’t tried that yet. They’re… costly to engage.>

      Artorian mentally nodded. <Yet if there’s anyone that can prevent ‘winking out’ and keeping a hold of themselves in the heat of a star’s raging fire, it’s you.>

      Dawn brushed her unseen hand across his cheek, warmed by the praise. <I am far closer to the sun than I was, dear. Let us speak of it at length when this is all said and done. I will tell Tatum of the plan, but I expect Barry to lash out at bystanders soon. If he’s not thinking of it already. Consider fleeing?>

      Artorian frowned through his headache, though he adored the gentle touch. <We had a plan to defeat him in Eternia. We need only to get him back in there.>

      Dawn pulled away, straining the connection and speaking her parting words before closing it. <I think we can accomplish that.>

      With the connection closed, his Aura began patching him up faster than the damage could accumulate. He held his head, then glanced between Eternium’s core, Adam, and the lands of the planet below. He was starting to get a scope of just how high up they were in the silver canopy. He bet the roots needed the entire planet for such a big tree to stay stable. He kneaded that thought away, then stood up straight and tried to reach consensus.

      Artorian rummaged through his thoughts verbally. “Do I flee, demon hunt, stand my ground, or something else…?”

      Adam squeezed his shoulder. “I have a suggestion.”

      Artorian was all ears. “Please, do share!”

      The celestial beamed. “I believe your foe will come to this location and attempt to take this Core. Why don’t we put up a ward that prevents that, allowing the Core to gobble him right up instead, while we stab a new thorn into his side. Your foe is prevented from his objective, and it forces him to the realm where you wish to be in order to win.”

      Artorian needed a moment, a touch confused. “You can read minds?”

      Adam shook his head no. “My sustained Presence requires energy, and memories. While you gifted me plenty of energy, the latter filters in slowly. When you choose to end that connection, I will fade away. My mind will move back to the prior Core I was being kept in. I don’t begrudge this, Chains of Chaos just… ‘be that way.’”

      The Celestial looked amused at his word choice, but Artorian replied without knowing the reference. “Then take my memories. Nudge me before you need more energy though, I’d love to use the Core this time. Because yeowch. I know how Cal felt now.”

      Adam mused. “You already did, when your chosen ones made connections with you. You’ve just blissfully forgotten to keep those thoughts in the foreground. Ward?”

      “Ward.” Artorian snapped to the new topic to agree, and quickly moved on from the current one. “What do we do?”

      Adam brushed his gauntlet over Eternium’s surface. “I will need plenty of energy, but I can do all the weaving work. I can show you the pattern, but it is not of human design, and may be… difficult to understand. Like speaking with the sounds of stirred water, the ward is sung rather than drawn.”

      Artorian shifted to press a hand against the middle of Adam’s back, snug between the shoulder blades so he didn’t ruffle those dove wings. Love-quality Mana flowed freely, and Adam began to craft celestial spellscript. “The song goes like this.”
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      The space above the World Tree broiled with activity, but A and A paid no attention. They were busy weaving the Ward, and the Incarnates were busy handing Barry’s heinie to him. Dawn roundhouse kicked the statue upside the head with enough force to send the Iridium man off on a route that would slingshot him around the sun. The kick also added a nice pride-damaging dent to the side of Barry’s head. The injury would mend, but that didn’t mean it hadn’t been inflicted.

      Unable to arrest his trajectory, Barry howled out an extended insult. His flaring and flickering grayscaling effects hampered control of his own movements far past where he could compensate for them. “Curse you!”

      Dawn replied by rolling her shoulders to make them pop. An audible ‘come at me’ without words. “Occy. We have about a minute before that sling culminates. I’m going to use my boy’s suggestion. Ditch your armaments and keep a solid mental link with me, I’m not going to be able to communicate otherwise.”

      Occultatum whisked himself out of the void to appear right next to her. His plague mask cloaked his surprised expression that she’d actually go for such a wild plan, but she was the one with more combat experience. He asked, just to verify, “Manifestations?”

      Dawn confirmed the plan. “Manifestations. What weapon are you most proficient with? I’ll form into that. Then use Laevateinn and form a heater shield. Metal fatigue is taking a toll, and its offensive days are done until mended. Laevateinn needs to stick to shield forms, or act as a focus for any casting you might need to do. Honestly, it’s perfect as a wand, but even in Eternia I was never cast-focused.”

      Occultatum looked at what he was holding. A cat o’ nine tails, and silvered dagger of sunset sage. Tossing both over his shoulders, the prior weapon smoothly morphed into a nine tailed fox. The creature bounced on empty space like it was solid ground, then dexterously caught the dagger in its mouth before the weapon turned into an adorable echo slime. With an understanding nod, the fox then shimmered, transformed to become a lakelight moth, and twinkled out of the visible spectrum as it fled into Tatum’s shadow.

      Tatum searched his feelings, and his hand curled around the grip of a weapon that wasn’t even there. “A butcher’s knife. A cleaver.”

      Dawn tossed him Laevateinn, then drew in a deep breath as her form gathered power. The Runed armor whisked away since it was little more than an obstacle for this transformation, her body flaring with might as the heat skyrocketed. She growled from the throat, her words made of fire. “I am the Blade of War. Celestial fire, roar once more!”

      The roar of a massive cat trembled through the Soul Space as Dawn took on the manifested form of a weapon. Not merely a construct, or an Auric emanation, but a full Presence-shifted change of being. Just as Mages could change their bodily composition to be made of other materials, so could the Presence of one be re-molded into an entirely inhuman shape. A shape which would then exemplify all the properties of that concept.

      Tatum reached out, and this time his hand closed around the very real grip of a butcher’s bread and butter. Burning with a dim light in his grip, the cleaver of Incarnate-ranked solidified solar plasma emanated a clear and distinct sense of danger.

      When Barry returned to the scene, he skidded to a halt in space rather than proceed with his planned attack. Another Eternia weapon was held in hand, but the Tiger’s Eye spear trembled in fear when Barry attempted to inch closer. Dawn had gained a reputation as a weapon breaker, and the spear in Barry’s grip could sense the danger. Barry scoffed. “Bah. Intelligent weapons are useless.”

      He then noticed the schemery that A and A were concocting around the Core he prized, then had the bright idea to just pick them off. This fearful pointy stick wasn’t worth his salt anyway. Hurling the Tiger’s Eye spear planetside, he aimed to skewer the one with wings. Unfortunately for Barry, he was not able to confirm if his throw hit the mark, because an ominous and looming sense of danger crept up on him at speed.

      Dodging out of the way with a rapid duck against what felt like an attack poised to take his head off, space around him warped as the attack that could be sensed had been a feint. While the Devourer couldn’t feel it, a butcher’s cleaver so hot that metal turned to liquified butter on impact took his entire left arm right off.

      Barry’s expertise kicked in, sending a knee straight at Tatum’s already injured left ribs rather than be too concerned about the minor loss. Metal struck metal as his knee clashed against a pure Iridium heater shield, the blow parried and aborted as Tatum once again vanished into the void.

      Not a fraction of a second later, the deadly cleaver came down again as the plague doctor rematerialized nearby. This time, the experienced ex-adventurer was not caught off guard. He spun vertically and put the bottom of his foot into Tatum’s masked face, sending the Master flying as his good arm snatched up his cleaved one before it could escape. He reattached it with a shove, then noted he felt significant difficulty getting his arm to behave like one again. “Mmm. You actually got me. No matter, I clearly have the winning upper h—” *Oof*!

      Barry actually felt the void-piercing weapon collide and cleave into his stomach, not having refreshed his pain reduction skill yet. Actual breath left his Iridium body as automated protections and wards kicked in, but those shattered in arcs of yellow energy as the blow sent him spinning off into the distance instead of bisecting him. One of the rings on his fingers shattered as its effects had been thoroughly expended.

      Barry yelled furiously as he gyroscoped himself back into a stable position. “You cur! You’ve been holding out on me! You never showed such skill in our prior battles. Y—”

      Tatum’s broken mask disintegrated into brittle pieces when he slid soundlessly from the void again, the cleaver just about dividing Barry into two neat halves. The precision cut was just barely not deep enough to accomplish the feat, which allowed the Devourer to ram a haymaker into Tatum’s weakened side.

      He blocked with the heater shield, but metal fatigue gave its condolences. Shattering Laevateinn, Barry’s punch broke both the item and shield arm, then crashed right into Tatum’s wounded ribs, audibly cracking them.

      Both men staggered away from one another, both sporting a grievous, possibly mortal, wound. Tatum gasped for air as he stumbled around in space holding his broken arm, while Barry did his utmost to literally pull himself together.

      Releasing Dawn, Tatum barely managed a mental message that he wasn’t going to be able to fight anymore. While the men recovered, Dawn undid her manifestation. Having prevented herself from winking out, the strain of such a change was still clearly visible. She didn’t sport the bright luster she usually did, and looked downright dim. There weren’t even any flames, fractalized or otherwise, anywhere on her form.

      Grinning at the sight of the wound on Barry, she quipped out an insult. “So much for your self-proclaimed superiority. Can you even become a weapon? I bet you never learned how. What a failure on your part, Devourer boy. Too prideful to learn the little techniques? I bet you feel wonderful after having nearly been bisected.”

      She bounced her shoulders lightly, mockingly repressing a forced laugh on purpose. “Look at you. You’re not even worth being stepped on. Pathetic.”

      Barry fumed, his Iridium gaining a red, hateful sheen. “I—”

      *Shink*!

      *Aaaaargh*! The Devourer howled as his world turned to one of pure nausea. The loud sound of a Tiger’s Eye spear piercing right through the side of his skull rattled his senses. When he pulled it through and regained his ability to see, he blearily snapped his gaze to the right to observe a dove-winged man still contorted in the end-stages of a throwing pose.

      Dawn couldn’t stop her laugh this time, doubling over with her hands on her knees. Being able to secretly converse without the enemy knowing was amazing. Distracting Barry so she could infuse that Tiger’s Eye spear with Spirit energy had been a breeze, and Artorian’s slipstreamed teleport was so smooth that it didn’t make enough of a ripple in the fabric of reality for an Incarnate to notice, unless they were actively paying attention.

      Sticking out their tongues, Adam and Artorian both let out a childish and wet *plbrtttt*. Artorian then touched Adam’s wing, and noisily teleported them back to Eternium’s Core with an obvious *fuff*. Where both of them moved their hands to the side of their heads, thumbs pressed to the temple while their fingers wiggled. In chorus, they sounded out a very childish and mocking “Na-nana na-na na-nah.”

      While Barry was able to hear them, when he looked at the location betrayed by the ‘fuff,’ they changed to pointing at him and laughing obnoxiously. Unable to control themselves, the boys collapsed against each other, wiping away tears and clearly ridiculing the Incarnate with the occasional finger point and comment that devolved them into another helpless fit of laughter. Then they both turned to Eternium’s Core, and hopped in.

      Adam and Artorian vanished with a *pop*.

      Barry moved to form a large green ball of Spirit energy to destroy the location outright while blinded by rage, but lost all concentration as his visible world turned to one of bright flashes and sunspots.

      He heard Dawn calmly declare, “No, you don’t.”

      Which came shortly before her leaping, thruster-empowered foot catapulted upward, impacting him between his legs, where ordinarily the sensitive parts of a pelvis would be. Barry was blown through his own energy ball and blasted to the stars as if he were aligned with the Gnomish soccer group, Team Rocket. A very unprideful yelp accompanied his journey, the high-pitched call originating from Barry’s still not fully mended form as he blasted off again.

      The attack allowed Dawn a breather, her leg flames fizzling out as she no longer had enough Spirit energy to layer transition anymore. Manifesting took massive tolls on both her energy reserves and mental well-being. She looked around, but was unable to find Occultatum. “Occy? Occy. Are you still with me?”

      She heard a pained, “M’here!”

      Hovering to the source of the call, she reached out her hands and called the shards of Laevateinn together. Pocketing the metal once she’d condensed Laevateinn down to the form of a rectangular Li coin, she worked Tatum’s good arm around her neck when she found him hiding in a localized spacefold. He transitioned to an obfuscation ability when Dawn tugged him from a nook he could no longer control. “You’re out of the fight, Occy. If you can afford it, keep that obscuring effect up. One more love tap and that’s it for you.”

      Tatum groaned. “I know, I know. That’s why I have it up in the first place. You’re not looking like a spring chicken yourself.”

      Dawn pulled a face. “Rude. Also, you can’t have been serious by adding that as a naming suggestion for the sun.”

      The mention made Tatum softly laugh, but the act quickly turned to one of labored pain. “I… ow… maybe. Remember when one got kicked through the atmosphere so hard it cooked on exit?”

      Dawn very softly flicked his ear since he wasn’t going to wipe that stupid smirk of his face by himself. Her voice stayed sweet and playful, even if the situation didn’t look so hot. “Fool. At least we accomplished what we set out to do… sort of. I would have preferred ending it here and now, but if Barry has more goods in that inventory, that’s the fight. I’m tapped.”

      Tatum nodded with obvious pain. “I’ve got some Spirit left, but I’m in no state to use it. I’m giving it to you if he comes after us, but it looks like that won’t be necessary. Look at him taking the far route around the sun in order to beeline it to the Silverwood. He wants to bypass more fighting with us, grab the Core, and end it.”

      Dawn’s lips curled up in an evil grin. “He’s in for a surprise.”

      Tatum chuckled. “If the surprise works on an Incarnate.”

      She shook her head softly, looking for a place to lay low. She remembered the secret spot in the sun, and considered that to be good enough. A glance at the moon showed Wagner to be the triumphant winner, and that was enough for her. “It will be. Trust our trickster. I can teleport us to Elysium if you have enough spare Spirit.”

      Tatum held a hand up to pause the question, watching as Barry sped planetside and beelined for the Core as assumed. “Maybe we should intercept…”

      Dawn replied with certainty, “Trust our friend, Occy.”

      Barry breached the planet’s atmosphere, went straight for Eternium, and reached out. The moment his greedy fingers curled around the orb, his wide, victory-assuming smile didn’t have the time to alter before he vanished with a *pop*.

      Dawn cheekily winked at her friend. “Told you. Have a little faith. Elysium?”

      Tatum sighed, nodding in defeat. “Lying in the Elysium Fields sounds divine. Trust in Artorian to pull some madness out of his sleeve. Yes, yes. I know. Here you go, try to bring us in smoothly.”

      Receiving enough Spirit energy for a jump, Dawn vanished with a *vwumph* to the foyer inside of Artorian’s Archives. Tatum let out a high-pitched scream right afterward. *Eeee*! “I said smoothly!”
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      On entry to Eternia’s Midgard gazebo, Artorian was flattened by a horde of impatient notices. “What the—” *Fwhoo*!

      Physically buried underneath them as they piled up in a heap, Artorian flailed in surprise. He’d avoided and ran from them last time, and the Pylon creatures controlling them didn’t want a repetition. His wild movements sent notices flying off by the dozens, but this time they would not be deterred. As soon as they came to a standstill, the screens zipped back toward him in order to add on to the growing pile.

      Muffled by the hill of screens, Artorian remembered he had mana and could make new skills. So he did so as the thought of Cal slamming into an invisible dome in the middle of the sky wandered by. “Wards of Fek’koff!”

      Acting as a pop-up blocker, the notices were all violently rebuked by the Wards. The protections forced them to keep away from him in a fifty-foot radius unless he allowed them through the metaphorical firewall. The sea of screens were thrown from him like freshly popped corn escaping the pot, allowing Young-torian to get onto his feet and breathe without being smothered. “Crackers and toast. It’s always something in this place. Adam, we’d best let everyone know we’re here. That metal brat will likely be right on our tail.”

      He pressed his hands to his lumbar, then looked around when he heard no reply. “Adam?”

      “Well… it was nice to live.” Soni swallowed loud enough for it to be obvious that he thought his days were numbered, and now counted their last few remaining seconds. Artorian saw the celestial standing a few paces outside of the gazebo, looking down at a small bat, who silently stared back up. The tiny bat shuddered, fear building in his voice as he turned his head to look over at Artorian. “Thanks… I suppose. For everything.”

      Soni gripped the horn he was returning tight in his hands, and squeezed his eyes closed, waiting for the inevitable. A soft pressure between Soni’s ears didn’t feel like being permanently wiped from existence. So while compressed fearfully into himself to look even smaller than he already was, he just barely opened his eyes for a peek. “Isn’t this where I get smote?”

      Adam’s voice resounded, though remained tender and soft as his gauntleted fingers brushed back and forth. “I only erase what which is irredeemable. You do not qualify.”

      Soni wanted to say something. His mouth fell and his voice stammered, but no actual words fell forth as he just squeezed Gjallarhorn and broke down crying.

      Adam continued his soft affection to the bat’s ears, but turned to look up at Artorian, who was having an equally difficult time keeping it together. “How proud you must be. To see such a concept flourish from great drought in the universe. A good demon.”

      Artorian was dying to wax philosophical and discuss implications, but there was just no time. He slapped himself on the cheeks with both hands, and pulled up the quest he controlled for another global update. He chose to believe Dawn and Tatum would pull through on their end.

      

      Quest Update!

      Quest: A Labor of Love.

      Sixth stage success! Final stage of the quest.

      Note from your Divine: Got him back into Eternia! Barry is immune to physical damage. Drop mana on him like it’s going out of style. This is our last stand.

      Fight. Win. Live.

      

      Sending it off, he walked over to Soni and lowered himself to a knee, greeting the bat with a one-finger handshake. Adam stood as Artorian went down, his gaze locked in the direction of the Solar Gate. “I will go ahead. I can see Dale, Hans, Tom, and Rose. I must be near them before time is up.”

      Lifting from the ground and spreading his massive dove wings, Adam looked down as the system hurried to fill in his skills. This got the interest of all the screens previously hungry for Artorian’s attention, who now turned toward Adam. “You have forty seconds before the arrival of… unwelcome company. Use it wisely.”

      Compressed down to a mote of light, Adam sped off using a technique Artorian thought the celestial had taken straight out of his memories. That was his trick! Not that he’d ever properly mastered light-line travel. Given he was on a timer, he looked to Soni. “You heard the celestial. Quick update.”

      Soni squeezed his tiny hands together to get a grip on himself. Something in his heart felt light, like a dark burden had been lifted. His eyes gained focus, and he spoke with purpose. “Barry has over a million and a half health points. We gathered up clues of some other items he’s using and a sizable host of them are health multipliers.”

      Artorian nodded, then glanced in the direction of Solar Gate. “Are they ready?”

      Soni had decently good news for him. “As much as they can be. The people are gathered, but morale is rough. I heard there used to be a contraption that kept us demons out, and people within incredibly healthy. Any chance you can turn that back on? I’ve the feeling that was all of your doing. Loved hearing about how you tossed Odin into space, by the way.”

      Unable to repress the slight smile, Artorian stood and procured the fully charged Immaculate Core. “I might have something for that. I just need to be careful not to drop it. If I recall Cuzco’s explanation, that would wipe Midgard off the map. Big ol’ boom.”

      Soni’s eyebrows shot up and he took a pointless step away. “I’d hate to be around if that were to happen. Please be careful and don’t go chucking it, or play toss.”

      The Core nearly fumbled from Artorian’s hands when Odin thundered down and hit the ground with enough kinetic force to send both him and Soni bouncing up into the air. Artorian snatched the tumbling Core, his heart rate skyrocketing as he cradled the expensive gem to his chest like an obsessed rockhound. “*Njhuuu…* Biscuits! Odin, you obnoxious piece of pyrite!”

      Soni zipped to hide behind Artorian’s foot, the one-eyed armor-clad man pointing the business end of his trembling spear right at the both of them. “You are responsible for my humiliation!”

      A voice none of them wanted to hear then spoke as a metal body stumbled out of the gazebo. “To be fair, I am responsible for your humiliation. I refuse to let that childish brat of a messenger have anything resembling the notion of credit.”

      Not having expected being sucked into Eternia, Barry staggered as he got a hold of his gait. Worse, he looked all healed up. Feeling like aces as he strolled out of the gazebo, he then turned to blow it up with an orb of green energy. “I’m not in the mood to be followed.”

      The way out was gone. Artorian’s jaw dropped to the floor. “Oh… oh no… the tree.”

      Odin made sure he had their attention before he barked at them. He despised being ignored. “Who cares about some tree, Loki? Also, what is that you’re holding? I want it. Give me that before I break this metal scoundrel’s face.”

      Artorian and Soni met gazes before looking between the two metal-clad drama queens, giving Artorian the bright idea to start a Forum connection with the celestial. <Adam, Barry blew up the way out. There’s nobody protecting the Silverwood. Any ideas?>

      Adam did not sound concerned or pressured. <Release my summoning bond. I have done what I wished. Another waits to pull me from the Core. I shall see to it.>

      Artorian wanted to argue, but closed his eyes and just assented. He felt the connection with Adam wink out, because Adam was no longer in Eternia.

      Barry grinned, feeling far more secure as the seconds ticked by. There was no chance for Incarnate-ranked reinforcements, and the youngster who had caused him grief looked pained. What else could it be, bent over with his eyes closed while cradling such a tasty-looking morsel of a Core? Barry instantly wanted it when his eyes saw a tiny trace of the incredible mana stored within. “Loki, so that’s your name?”

      Artorian cringed, causing Odin to pose like a proud peacock with his hands on his hips, and laugh. “Indeed he is! A fitting name for a childish trickster! One who obeys me, when he is not fleeing for his life like a sniveling little brat.”

      Artorian piped up, not taking this lying down. “You threw a spear at me! That hurt!”

      Odin pointed like a commanding officer and boomed, “Silence! As an Asgardian named one, you are subject to the rules of my domain. You shall do what I say, and what I say is for you to give me that Core and then get out of the way of my glorious battle! You fled, and fled, and fled when given the opportunities to face me. Coward! I shall have my poems, my stories, and more… by taking down the foul fiend who put his knee in my face.”

      Soni perked up, blessed with the most accursed of ideas. His ears instantly flattened, making his eyes meet with Artorian’s again. Artorian’s inner old man knew that look. It was the look of someone who had resigned themselves, and was about to make a sacrifice play. Soni swallowed, and tapped the side of his head.

      Barry saw the motion and thought his summoned Savant was telling the messenger that the one-eyed warrior was crazy. He did not see Artorian open a mental link with the bat.

      Soni spoke first. <I have an idea. Follow my lead. My… scorpion portal is ready.>

      Before Artorian could reply, Soni forcibly cut the link on his end and turned on his heel to face the loudmouth. “Actually. We can’t do that. The gem is…”

      His small hands both moved to slowly point at Barry. “For him. We planned this as an apology. You may have bossed us around before, but the Great Devourer is almighty. You cannot defeat him, and you can’t order us by brute force either. You may be loud, but none have more splendor than the great Barry. Loki may have been forced to do your bidding, but the almighty one is not to be opposed. Loki couldn’t say no, but do you think that meant he would not prepare to bring a fitting gift in apology to the one with true power? Barry is, after all, the greatest of leaders. Magnanimous, and beyond all, only he truly sees and understands that people flock only to the most worthy. So this Core, this gift, is for my true master.”

      Soni then turned to Barry and bowed deeply, or as much as he could with his tiny stature. “We are blessed that you have returned to guide us once more. I feel only relief that we could be here with suitable gifts on your arrival. Life has been difficult for us weak ones, and we seek only to curry your favor. We apologize for the difficult things we’ve had to do, but now that you are here to guide the world, we are liberated.”

      Odin could be heard turning tea-kettle red under his armor, but Barry lived for the praise. The high-ranking Guild Incarnate relished the words as he adopted a pose identical to Odin’s just to upstage the man.

      Barry smirked as he spoke. “Finally! Recognition! Yes, of course! This is as it should be. Come to me, Savant. The great Barry understands that times can be tough, and even demons must make difficult choices. Yet, your understanding of loyalty when all the cards are finally down shows me you understand which side of the line to stand on. Those who are weak must resort to tricks! Such is the way of things.”

      “Don’t ignore me!” Odin charged Barry with Gungnir, rushing forward with the pointy bit aimed for Barry’s face. “I am the important one! I am the Hero!”

      Barry caught Odin’s pauldron after being stabbed by the weapon, not looking bothered in the least as Odin noted his stab had done no damage. Unwilling to give up, he howled and discharged the lightning in his spear, which most definitely did do something as the lightning bolt coursed through Barry’s skull.

      Crying out, Barry threw Odin down like the man was a paperweight, and cratered the ground below him. Odin failed to keep a hold of his weapon, and Barry pulled it through his head the entire way, as if it was an arrow that needed extracting. When it popped free, his form physically looked to be healing right away.

      Odin jumped up after being winded, but Barry ripped his helmet and eyepatch off in the same movement. He’d intended to pick the man up and put a crater into the crater, but the meatwall warrior anticipated the grab and had pulled away.

      Barry tossed the pilfered items, looking at Odin’s face as he staggered back. “You have two perfectly good eyes. Why the eyepatch? Actually. Never mind. Here, let me give you the need for an eyepatch. As I recall, Gungnir does not miss.”

      Odin’s fight-loving smile fell when Barry hurled the weapon. After the crack of a skull and a rather unpleasant noise later that forced the child-friendly Pylons to trigger—blowing confetti everywhere—Odin fell over on his back with his own spear sticking out of his face. Everyone present then looked at the fallen man, equally surprised to find he was still alive. Hanging on by a single health point that refused to drop.

      Barry refused to hold his comments. “You survived that? Maybe you were worth a bit more than I gave you credit for. Hey, humiliation. I’m talking to you.”

      Odin didn’t respond, causing Barry to kick the fallen slab’s foot. Odin still didn’t respond, so Barry figured a spear through the noggin would have some other side-effects that might make it difficult for the victim to talk. He sure hadn’t enjoyed the experience out in Cal.

      Barry didn’t say anything when Soni ambled up to him and stood on his foot. The bat took the horn from his back, and prepared to sound it. When Barry looked down with some slight confusion as to what his Savant was doing, Soni turned to face Artorian. The resignation was plastered on his face when he spoke. “Play Toss.”
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      During the first moment before the sudden unwelcome falling sensation, Barry thought that ‘Play Toss’ referred to a song named ‘Toss.’ After all, the bat had an instrument at the ready. When it became clear that the now rather distinct falling sensation was him dropping through a portal that had opened up directly underneath his feet, he attempted to reach for the glowing edges of the gate. Only to be thwarted as it closed when they were both flung out to the other side, landing between a gaggle of gazebos on Hel.

      Soni, having taken a deep breath while still in Midgard, put all his might into blowing the Gjallarhorn. The result was… not quite what was expected. A weak, blatantly child-sized and out of tune *toot* was all he got out of the thing.

      He had to quickly move Gjallarhorn away from his face and judge the tooter with disbelieving incredulity. “That’s it?”

      Barry looked anything but impressed as he found his footing, knowing some plot clearly hadn’t gone according to plan. “Was that… supposed to accomplish something?”

      Soni scratched the top of his head, moving the horn around in confusion, sure that he’d missed something. “Well, the horn was supposed to signal the delivery. I think. When I checked the description, it said everyone in all the realms should be able to hear the sound, and know my position. Maybe I read it wrong?”

      Soni shook the instrument like that would fix it. Barry sighed. “A valiant effort of rebellion, to be sure, Savant. Here I hoped you were genuine, but now it sounds like that was too good to be true. Do know that, after I eat you, I will still be fetching that Core.”

      Soni’s ears perked up. He dropped the horn to the ground as he stood up and stared at the sky. He saw Midgard. The realm was so, so far away, yet his senses did not deceive him. “You won’t need to do that, Summoner. It’s coming to you as a delivery. Consider it my parting gift.”

      Barry scoffed. “I haven’t worried about projectiles since my C-ranker days, and even now I am immune to kinetic damage.”

      Soni smiled, feeling only relief at having been helpful while he found some pride to fill his voice. “Maybe, but you are not immune to the final act of a good demon.”

      Barry indulged the delusional bat. “And what might that be?”

      Soni raised his arms in welcome, seeing the bright dot come right for him as he fondly recalled his memories of operating Ikaruga; of defending the Alfheim Bifrost bridge against endless waves of the bovine horde. “The system counts explosions as explosive damage. Glorious, glorious explosive damage.”

      Ragna the Rock impacted Hel at orbital speeds.

      Striking Hel spot on where Soni had blown the horn.

      The fully charged Immaculate Core violently destabilized on impact with the ground. The resulting mushroom-shaped explosion became so vast and powerful that it cracked Hel like an egg. The planetoid’s Core messily blew out the other side with an energetic plume of devastation. Explosion after explosion sent chunks of the landmass into instant cosmic drift away from the center of the impact zone, as Hel lost the Pylons powering its personal gravity.

      The bright flash forced everyone to avert their eyes in a hurry. They quickly sought shelter as the concussive heatwave threw all objects not bolted down into abject disarray once the roiling wave passed through their atmosphere. When the rumbling ground, oppressive sound, and general end of the world vibe faded, the people in Solar Gate poked their collective noses out of all their hiding holes like curious mice.

      Hel was no more.

      Just like several other realms, Hel had traded its structural integrity for a life of space debris; joining Asgard, Jotunheim, and Niflheim as fragmented orbital bodies.

      Artorian whistled as he kept a hand over his eyes to block the excess light. “Reminds me of when I hit Cal’s tiny version of Hel all the way back in the beginning, and blew the middle out the other end. Very similar, that. Shame about losing the Core, but I bet that crab would have been proud to go out in a glorious blaze of pure spite.”

      Lifting his other hand, he blew some lingering smoke from the tips before walking over to Odin. Pressing his hands to his hips, he inspected the problem for a moment before relieving the man of the most killer headache of his life and wrapping him in the healing effect of his Astral Celerity. “Sorry for all the trickery, Odin. I may not like you terribly much, but you didn’t deserve a spear through the face.”

      Patching the man up enough for him to recover on his own once the status ailments and serious damage was mended, Artorian wondered what to do next. “So… I guess we win?”

      A fist caving in the side of his face very much proved otherwise.

      Artorian was lucky to have his Astra form up and running, because that strike had blindsided him even with the dilation bonus. With a sonic boom, he was hurled through the clouds in the direction of open landmass. Skipping over several different lakes as an especially flat rock, Artorian rolled to a pained halt in the same field where he’d fought Pencil. His head felt surprisingly clear in comparison to the throbbing ache in his jaw. “Abyss… the bodies are even still here.”

      His skills did not allow him to stay discombobulated for more than a moment, and now that he was expecting a follow up attack, he dodged the second punch. Barry’s arm passed through the space his head previously occupied with a clothesline, as Artorian dropped low and sat on his ankles.

      The youth’s downward dodge forced the Devourer’s momentum to fly overhead and keep traveling, the impact of his metal body upheaving a hill of dirt and stone while removing any trace that the castle of Triplicate had even been present.

      Artorian snapped in disbelief. “You’re kidding me. You survived that?”

      Barry roared, his wild movements sending the stone remains of Triplicate skyward. “My Law is higher than yours, you cannot touch me. Not even in here!”

      Artorian nearly snorted at that lie, but didn’t stay to correct him, nor wait for that aerial castle to come back down. He snapped a quick Inspect at Barry, but barely got any results through all the static. He did notice about four hundred thousand points remained in Barry’s health bar, which was slowly ticking back up, but that wasn’t a problem he was able to tackle alone.

      He needed help. He needed help now!

      A glint of metal caught his eye near the cratered dead body of a rope-bound multi-horned demon covered in consecrated omamori. A graveyard of enshrined weapons now littered the area of Artorian’s first big fight, like it was some kind of holy site where old warriors left their favorite tool behind. Artorian recognized the glint pinning the dead demon’s claws to the ground, and eagerly took the two second detour to pick up the very much missed Halcyon Days.

      The tonfas felt home in his hands, and after a flourish, he stored them in his spatial ring before applying Accelerator to himself and exploding toward the direction of Solar Gate. Celestials above, did this boost make him go fast! Even under duress, he couldn’t help but go “Wheeee!”

      Mid-zoom, he hurriedly updated his quest.

      

      Quest Update!

      Quest: A Labor of Love.

      Seventh stage success! Forget stages!

      Note from your Divine: Incoming!

      

      He’d barely sent out the message before two wizards passed him going the opposite way. Artorian needed to double take. He knew those guys! Pag and Duke held a dual cast spell under smooth control while barreling straight at Barry, whose trajectory was matching Artorian’s. Barry had many items in his arsenal, but catching up to Loki was currently out of his depth. The metal man growled when he thought about it. “For now.”

      The straight-line path Barry took made it difficult to dodge out of the way when Pag and Duke slammed their joint Pyroclasm spell right into his face. Luckily for the fire Mages, they had both taken precautions to become immune to fire damage. A convenient skill to have, given their inclinations. So when a volcano opened up beneath Barry and unleashed a cylinder of burning lava, they were fine. They even called out their attack in unison! “We are fire, Extended Extreme Volcanic Pyroclasm!”

      Less fine was Barry grabbing hold of both of their heads, and slamming them together with enough force to turn the entire scene into a display of messy confetti. His quip would have made the wizards need a healer, had they lived. “Extreme nothing. Just a quick burn and slight disappointment.”

      While the attack had dealt damage, Barry resumed his chase unfettered and undeterred… until he took a bolt of Onyx Sunglass to the face. He would have angrily asked ‘why the face,’ but given he was facing forward and really not having anything better on offer unless someone really wanted a piece of his shoulders, that was a silly question. One that didn’t feel very important when the bolt exploded.

      Artorian dipped low and dropped out of flight once he entered the region proper, breaking into a run once at Solar Gate’s border line. He couldn’t remember why he had that habit, but didn’t ask as he zipped to the massive Djinn-statue gates. Being on foot slowed him down considerably in comparison to hurling himself through the sky, but it did allow him to see the hooting and hollering from the ramparts as people jumped up and down because of a *boom* that occurred behind him. “Right, they’re only seeing successful impacts.”

      Glancing at the origin of the rather familiar ballista bolts, he spotted Dale and his team! They let fly another splitting bolt of Onyx Sunglass, and he could overhear Rose sniping at Hans and Dale to keep the platform steady so she could actually aim while Tom pulled the bolt back.

      Artorian’s feet carried him onward, and he adored the sight of who was waiting for him at the open gates. Flanked by their chosen ones, Artorian ran straight into the waiting arms of Henry, Marie, Brianna, and Chandra. He badly wanted to enjoy a long reunion, but the words falling out of his mouth spoke his true feelings. “We don’t have time!”

      The four nodded at one another as pre-made plans fell into place, and engaged. Sleipnir, Manny, Gomei, and Kudzu took point, followed by Chandra as she prepared entangling vines, and the Battle Tyrants who were both ready with spiked nets.

      Brianna gripped Artorian’s sleeve, pulling him behind her. “We know. We’ve made preparations. Head inside to the old broken solar fragment. It’s you he’s chasing down, yes?”

      The youth snapped his head to the explosions in the sky, seeing them make little deterring headway as they got closer and closer, then looked back at Brianna. “I think so!”

      Brianna pushed him along before drawing an incredibly venomous-looking dagger. “Those who can slow Barry down will do so, while keeping him in the strike path of Artillery Mages, or anyone else able to do non-kinetic damage. Our best vantage point is the old coliseum. Trick him onto the fight platform. Go!”

      Artorian ran for the center of Solar Gate, to the old broken icon the place had been named after. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw the four ex-supervisors—now all Divines—rush Barry to slow him down as they engaged in a messy melee. Had he heard that right? ‘Slow him down’?

      Flying too close to the Solar Gate, Barry reminded Artorian why the place was a no-fly zone, and why he had the habit of being on the ground here. The terracotta army of stone statues all moved as one when the airborne Barry crossed an invisible threshold.

      As one, they unleashed stone arrows with the impact power of thrown spears. Barry looked down to see a sea of sharp stone sticks slam up and break against his form. “Bahahaha! I am immune to this! What did you hope to accomplish?”

      With an aggressive wave from the back of his hand, he knocked thousands of projectiles from the sky. Then saw thousands more were already on their way as the statues did not have ammunition limitations. Crafting another arrow from earth mana, the field of stationary defenses blotted out his view of the land. Due to this momentary lapse in focus, another two Onyx Sunglass bolts successfully struck him between the sea of distractions, followed by a few longer-range spells able to reach him at this distance.

      Annoyed at this barrage of attacks, he roared and pulsed out a green sphere of swirling energy, rebuking the incoming attacks for a few seconds as the sphere expanded to repel the assault. He wasn’t really taking much damage, but the reprieve was intended for a moment of mental and perceptive clarity. Clarity that let him spot Loki fleeing to what he knew was a teleportation beacon in the center of that town.

      The brat was trying to escape! “No you don’t!”

      Ignoring his own shield, Barry flipped out a block of cheese from his inventory, then tossed it into the air to activate an ability he’d been responsible for developing. “Overmind Briesness! Lockdown!”

      Artorian recognized the shield which had surrounded Niflheim. The impermeable membrane appeared like a bubble popping in reverse around the Solar Gate. The effect was identical, but operated on a lesser scale. The newly formed prison didn’t deter his rush or hurry, but he wasn’t feeling too great about the idea of being locked in here with Barry.

      He then heard the Devourer laugh and boom out his voice for all to hear. His tone was still commanding and proud, as if he were addressing trapped mice. “You’re locked in here with me now, vermin!”

      A blue hat-wearing kangaroo rat took offense to that. Lifting his tiny stick while the two-inch furball wearing a two-inch hat stood tall on a wall crenulation for proper line of sight, he conjured a massive white-gloved hand and slapped Barry out of the sky with a resounding *clap*.

      The blue hat wearer then narrowed his gaze at the fallen foe as entangling vines shot from the soil to coil around the metal man, who struggled against the green horde trying to both eat him up and drag him down. The squeaker’s small thumb flicked an insulting rub under his nose before he peeped out some truth. “You have challenged The Mouse.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Artorian took the easy way into the coliseum’s central fighting ring. Just up and over the whole building! Landing in the center platform, he felt a moment of nostalgia at seeing the unchanged remains of the old sun relic. He landed with a loud *clap*, but looked at his feet in confusion as that sound had come from far behind him. “That was from the gates.”

      He was now in position, even if that was the only part of everyone else’s plan that he knew. His eyes darted around once steady, spotting a great number of mostly hidden individuals all going through their own variant of preparation. Many drank brews, others were reciting some comforting words, and a few were already beginning the initial casts of the spells they were going to throw out. “Preparation sounds like a solid idea.”

      Bouncing on his toes, Artorian tried not to listen to the sounds of devastation coming from the ramparts. There was a wrenching cry as the main gate, Djinn statues included, sailed overhead and crashed a few miles out before smashing against the yellow-green membrane. His shoulders jerked a touch at the moment of impact. “Blast that cursed S-ranked fork.”

      A Nixie Tube popped to life above his head, his form straightening as a thought struck. “Now hold the lecture, that’s not right. We’re in Eternia. Not Cal. What am I doing letting Barry throw me off with mentions of Laws? This place is numbers! My preconceived notions are getting the better of me. Time to find my feet.”

      Artorian called up some basic information while pulling out a tonfa to twirl it.

      

      Title: ‘Cultivator’. Cal assigned. Cannot Combine. Gain ATB based on personal Cultivation Rank. F-rank: 1. E-rank: 2. D-rank: 6. C-rank: 24. B-rank: 120. A-rank: 720. S-rank: 5040.

      

      Artorian mumbled while calculating. “Safe bet is Forky has five thousand forty attribute points in every category. Even across the board, as a basis. Throw on some starter points and sprinkle in some level bonuses, and I’ll gauge the actual number to be somewhere between five thousand two hundred, and five thousand five hundred.”

      He nodded, then pulled up his own sheet as he went nova, turning on as many attribute bonus modifiers as he could. Which was really just Astral Celerity when he realized there was nothing else to toggle after cranking that first lever.

      

      Name: Artorian

      Character Level: 1,000

      Class: Generalist

      Specialization: Accelerator

      Profession: Dream Weaver

      Hit Points: 49,030 / 49,030

      Mana: N/A (Full investment in Astral Celerity)

      Mana regen: 6070 / second

      Stamina: 49,030 / 49,030

      Stamina regen: 2,459 / second

      Characteristics:

      Strength: 4,908

      Dexterity: 4,908

      Constitution: 4,908

      Intelligence: 2,454

      Wisdom: 2,454

      Charisma: 2,454

      Perception: 2,454

      Luck: 3,324

      Karmic Luck: 0

      

      Titles:

      Administrator

      Deity

      Cultivator

      Additional Nature: High-Human

      Horizon Walker

      One with Mana

      

      Rubbing his chin, he tapped his first title for a reminder on what it did. The entry came up with some static, and some of the information on the slate wiped itself away as the relevant ordering Pylons were just gone. Rather than neatly format itself, the information came up as a plain list.

      

      Title: Administrator

      Cannot Combine

      Cal Shop Access

      Eternium Shop Access

      Deep System Access

      Bug-Fix Screens

      Can Grant Titles

      Can Remove Titles

      

      “How interesting. Can remove titles, you say? Hmmm.” That got Artorian’s interest. He glanced in the direction of the multi-elemental stormcloud dominating the space near the broken gate. With dilation effects active, he had a bit more time than normal to pick out Forky with ease, then pointed his finger at the metal man and gave it a go. “Brianna did want me to get his attention.”

      Not wasting time, Artorian spoke the words of power. “Remove all titles!”

      A confirmation prompt popped up innocently, showing a mind-boggling DE cost presented with bespoke confidence and flair, like what he was doing was no big deal. Humming to himself with a smile, he leaned down and pushed the confirmation button. “Points well spent.”

      A scream of pain erupted from the broken gate instantly thereafter, as Barry visibly lost a significant amount of luster on his Iridium form, then seemed to stop healing damage altogether.

      Artorian smirked, steepled his fingers, and tapped them together. “Eeeexcellent.”

      Having the feeling his Administrator-level Inspect would not be suffering from as much static this time, he snapped one off at Barry before making the unpleasant face of having smelled the world’s foulest sock when the results came up. *Uuhn. Ew.*

      

      Name: Barry, Almighty Devourer of All.

      Character Level: 403

      Class: Opportunist

      Specialization: Pot of Greed

      Profession: Domination Architect

      Hit Points: 313,000 / 1,219,000

      Mana: 22,505 / 75,690

      Mana regen: 2,520 / second

      Stamina: 41,220 / 60,950

      Stamina regen: 3,066 / second

      Characteristics:

      Strength: 6,100

      Dexterity: 6,100

      Constitution: 6,100

      Intelligence: 5,046

      Wisdom: 5,041

      Charisma: 5,047

      Perception: 5,049

      Luck: 5,041

      Karmic Luck: 0

      

      “Biscuits!” Knocking all of Barry’s titles off must have lowered Barry’s health, as Soni had given Artorian a larger number than that. Still, three hundred thousand health and some extra to chew on was no small street-snack.

      Artorian reconsidered standing in the arena, as he didn’t really want to tussle with those stats, given he didn’t have an arsenal option that could smoothly deal with this problem. He gritted his teeth, experiencing a momentary unpleasant and unwelcome cold in his stomach. “Well… I have one option, but I’m not feeling spectacular about its use. So I may as well have none.”

      Another explosion from the front gate changed Artorian’s priorities, as Dale and his team went sailing through the air after Barry had shot back an explosive attack of his own. They looked badly hurt. Even with Artorian’s healing Aura able to reach them and already patching them up, falling would be the end of it.

      He needed to catch them all. At the same time. Now! He was never going to accomplish that in his current stature, but another Nixie Tube shoved the first one out of the way. Artorian stored his tonfa and threw his arms down instead of second guessing. “Alakazam!”

      *Poof*!

      Taking to the sky as a Long dragon easily big enough to serve as a stretched body pillow for Dale’s entire team to smack into. He flew into place in time to catch and save them all from an untimely splattering demise. Artorian caught Ikaruga with his mouth, then formed his serpentine shape into an elongated spiral slide that neatly took his disciple and entire accompanied team all the way down to safety.

      On the way down, Hans quipped cheerily as his wounds closed, “This is officially my favorite playset! Let’s do that again!”

      A unified response from the rest of the team followed, who scrambled to move once back on the ground, while replying with a sincerely dissatisfied, “No!”

      Dragon-torian laughed heartily, overhearing that interaction. How he loved such banter. He stored the siege engine, then discovered he was out of time when Barry appeared to sock him in the nose, painfully sending the entire dragon barreling down to earth. Crashing into an unceremonious heap at the center of the fighting ring, Artorian saw some stars as he was knocked right out of his base form. He didn’t know Barry could do that!

      Barry landed to roundhouse kick Loki the schemer in the chest, moving as a green blur. Artorian faintly realized this as his back smashed into the reinforced arena wall, before a litany of prepared spells bombarded the central platform.

      Artorian, unfortunately, saw little more of the spellcasting spectacle as he was unpleasantly busy suffering through the rest of his current momentum. Barry had not kicked him gently; he was currently busy crashing through the walls of the coliseum, to skid across ramparts, and smash face first into the cheese-flavored membrane blocking escape from Solar Gate. “Ow.”

      Artorian’s body made a sticky *squee* sound as he slid down the membrane’s surface, feeling like was being dragged across freshly cleaned glass. Camembert-flavored glass, but still glass. During this slow, squeaky journey, he received a mental nudge from his three favorite young Wood Elves.

      On opening a connection, Entropy, Chaos, and Discord all made a pitched throaty sound. As if they had just turned only to see something painful happening. Likely Artorian’s current predicament.

      Entropy spoke first with measured concern. <Love, do you need some help?>

      Artorian’s response included his current mood, a mixture of slightly spiteful brevity and silver-tongued problem child. <Dunno, I ain’t done crashing yet.>

      The three snickered, but kept it short as Love asked a question. <Please tell me you three can somehow help.>

      Chaos sighed with a heavy reply. <We are helping. You just can’t see it. The three of us, and a whole host of other people, are down in the Pylon Holds, doing our abyss-best to keep critical Pylons operational. If enough of these go down or get destroyed, the Eternia system won’t be able to sustain Eternium’s channeled Order. If that happens, the whole party falls apart and pop, you’re back to using cultivation instead of the game systems. Aaand you might be stuck here.>

      Artorian didn’t like that, and Discord agreed, continuing the topic. <We can’t let that happen. So as much as we love to meddle, we are now using our meddling to make sure things keep working. Regardless of our namesakes. We’re no good without Order to play around in. We—oh abyss, scarabs. Love, gotta go.>

      The connection shut right as Artorian smushed against the ground, having reached the end of his trip. He thunked against a rock with a soft *bonk*. “Ow.”

      He heard the crunching gravel sounds of heavy feet walking closer while he laid in a heap, groaning as the metal-on-stone steps couldn’t be ignored. “If you think that hurt, Loki, you haven’t felt anything yet. I am going to take my time with you. I want to savor my vengeance of all the humiliation you’ve foisted upon me during your time as messenger. Plus, I want answers.”

      Artorian moved a single finger, pointing it upward without moving from his heap. “I do not know why I would be inclined to tell you anything.”

      A bothersome question popped into his head. “Wait. I’m in dilation. How are you talking to me normally?”

      Barry laughed with amusement. “So you can ask me questions, but I can’t ask any of you? What kind of a play do you think this is? Isn’t that obvious? Is a base B-ranked plateau of speed something out of reach for a truly gifted High Elf such as myself? Dilation is nothing to me. Why would I limit myself to such sluggishness, if not to sate my appetite for answers? Such as the explanation of just what a High Human is.”

      That tidbit didn’t sit well with Artorian as he got lifted by the scruff of his neck, but he played along for now. He didn’t actually believe Barry had access to more than ten times dilation, since the cultivation mention at all could only be a move rooted in deception.

      His patented I’m-being-difficult expression caused Barry to tut. The Iridium statue crushed something he’d been holding in his free hand, then casually tossed a tiny blue hat over his shoulder. “You see. I’ve spent much time personally sifting through many Pylons. I’ve found a whole smorgasbord of mere creatures changing into a buffet of advanced humanoids. Yet nowhere did I even once encounter a Pylon with a High Human tether in it. Elves, Dwarves, new things such as Jotun, and the pantry supply of in-between mixtures aplenty.”

      Artorian said nothing, but that just opened the floor for Barry to continue his monologue as reinforcements began creeping out of Solar Gate. Artorian tried not to look directly at them to give the information away.

      Barry indulged in speech. “I find this interesting, because being a High Elf provides me juicy racial bonuses. Even normal Elven and Dwarven forms give a good twenty percent buff to choice attributes when changing into them from a lesser species, such as the grand majority of your friends. Or shall I not call them that, Noodle-boy?”

      The statue tapped his lips as he Inspected the boy. “What is a Long? Were you a skink someone stuffed some antlers on, only to be turned into a puppet and pawn? Mere human would have surely been sufficient for you, but to be given a humanization effect with no bonuses attached to it. None at all?” *Tsk tsk*.

      Barry gave Artorian a good shake just to see if anything would fall out. When nothing did, he spoke. “Then there’s the suspicious matter of my titles vanishing. When I look, you are pointing at me. Just as you were holding that Core. Who are you? Are you the son of the creature who slayed Pencil? Why do all records of you end up muddled, missing, or mulched?”

      Barry made Artorian suffer through another shake, then smiled. “Or are you being ever so stubborn to mask the advancement of those inferior nobodies sneaking up behind me? Why don’t I remove that distraction for you?”

      The metal man raised his free hand to the sky, then shattered two of his rings when squeezing his grip shut.

      Vanaheim went up in a cloud of yellow-green fire.

      Artorian and Barry both turned toward the flash to watch the silent lightshow as the entire Pylon hold in the Vanaheim beneath went critical. The sky hued itself in a sickly verdant sheen as Vanaheim’s personal gravity winked out, dooming it to break up and drift as chains of explosions broke the realm to pieces from the inside out. Barry oozed pride as several chunks flung to Midgard, giving him a better view of the great capital’s metrocenter he’d never gotten to see. The combined races really had made something magnificent. “I do love leaving presents behind during my visits. It’s the polite thing to do.”

      Behind Barry, humanizations across the board winked out of existence, unable to be retained since there was no system left to support their transformation. People of all races reverted to their base forms. Men became rodents, red pandas, and sheep. Dwarves collapsed to become beavers, bears, and assorted woodland creatures, while most Elven armor fell to the ground only for a wide variety of birds and fish to flop around in their empty cavities.

      Those who were transformed halfway returned to their purely primal forms, most of them appearing dumbfounded while they looked at the paws that used to be hands, now completely unable to use any of their equipment. When they realized they’d been defeated, the animals stood in place and looked to Artorian, their silent stares full of pleading for even a shred of hope.

      Barry returned to face Artorian with an evil grin as the boy in his grasp failed to change a hair. His free hand then opened again, a globe of yellow destructive energy forming between his fingers. “I want answers. Or all those beady-eyed hopefuls looking to you for salvation will come to find an agonizing, painful end. Do you feel inclined to tell me anything now?”
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      Artorian’s skin tone splotched, turning tones of gray as he watched the widespread suffering just keep being rolled out like a carpet that was far too long. His hands balled into fists, but his voice was empty. “Why? Why do this?”

      Barry smashed his forehead into the youth’s skull, forcing Artorian out of his Astral Celerity form. The damage also forced the young Artorian to shoot his hands up to his face and cringe now that he suffered a sudden nosebleed. Barry then matched speeds, allowing them both to hear the gasps of fish and cries of anguish. “Do you hear them now? How limiting the life of a non-Incarnate is. Do you feel their eyes on you? Can you taste the hope they desperately heap on your shoulders? Do you know how much enjoyment it will bring me, when I whisk that control from their fates, and hold it in my own hands?”

      Artorian narrowed his eyes at the creature that he was loath to call a man. “Your Law isn’t Gluttony… your Law is Greed.”

      Barry bent backward to shriek with laughter. “They are but the common names of the same concept! Do you know only those two? I know several more names of my Law. Including their active effects when I speak their names to unleash them upon the world. Still, your statement answers some of my needs. You are no imported beast, or creature from Eternia. You are a Mage, from the true world! The Old World. The world where the Guild reigned supreme. The world where, when we return to it, my Guild will fill that function again.”

      Artorian managed to stifle his bloody nose, looking at the man with confusion. “Then… why destroy everything? Why oppose Cal?”

      Barry spat as he scoffed. “That worthless dungeon I was tasked to see into the hands of my master? What would I care for a creature that is little more than a staging platform for my grand return? Mountaindale was a mobile Guild fortress in the old days, and it will be so again. What do I care about its rules? Or its attempt to keep me imprisoned? One day I shall gain the ability to leave it, and until that day I wish to sit as ruler atop the world. My world. That I have sanctioned to be made. Under my rule. My rules. All will be subject to me, and since none can die until we have the ability to leave, why would I bother opposing the dungeon I reside in? It, like all else, will learn to be my lesser. If not by might, then by coercion.”

      The statue posed, appearing smug.

      “Everyone has a weakness, and I already know Calcite’s.” Barry sprouted a whole new arm from his back to grasp at empty space. Only for Artorian to realize the space wasn’t empty at all. Some of the green light in the vicinity dampened and changed when the invisible source became trapped. Crushed between Barry’s Iridium fingers. “Isn’t that right, Wisp?”

      Artorian looked, but it wasn’t until Barry squeezed that he heard the pained cry of Titania. Barry didn’t stop. “Such music! Demons really do know best when it comes to the topic. Even better is that I already know Wisps count as immortal objects. Can’t die or be destroyed, but they can certainly feel pain. I couldn’t ask for better hostages.”

      He side-eyed Artorian. “Or chew toys.”

      Artorian’s hands shook as he pulled them to his chest, his eyes squeezing shut. “Fine! Just… just stop… stop hurting her.”

      Barry dropped the youth like a sack of potatoes, the screams ending as his grip lightened. “Ha! See! The right leverage applied well will move even the most stoic of mountains.”

      Artorian ignored him, pushing himself up from the ground. “Titania, are you alright?”

      Groaning, the Wisp did her best to speak while muffled. “Been better. The Elves can’t survive much longer out of water.”

      Barry shook Titania hard enough to shut her up. When he glanced down at the youth, he saw the kid look over at the field of animals still staring helplessly at them. Some were trying to form spells, but since many of them had learned the somatic components with humanoid hands, they weren’t making any casting headway.

      Artorian hated the thought of watching so many just… fade, and die. His voice dropped, becoming despondent as more spots of his skin turned ashen and gray. “I see that. Not sure there’s much I can do about it.”

      Titania took a page from the book of an old man in the Fringe, and traded pain for hope. Even if cryptic, she had faith that the puzzle piece would be placed where it belonged. Artorian would never let a tidbit linger. “You look cosmic and swirly. That’ll be fun when they figure it out.”

      “Enough out of you.” Barry crushed the Wisp between his fingers, her outcry of suffering one that Artorian didn’t let go to waste. Barry had looked away from the stationary youth, and hadn’t seen him drop back down into Astral Celerity.

      With his extra allotment of seconds, Artorian placed the puzzle piece and threw his Divine quest log open. Titania had not wasted her words, and the gray color fled from Artorian’s skin as he became a blur of activity. Barry was going to attack regardless. The fish needed water. He was a Divine, with access to all its toys. Then finally, there was a feature it seemed none of his followers had ever figured out.

      They could teleport. To other people.

      Barry snapped his head to see Artorian be a blur. He took no chances, hurling his yellow-green energy ball right at the center of Solar Gate to ensure he destroyed all that he could within the radius of the entrapping bubble.

      Artorian looked skyward, and upon seeing Muspelheim, his Nascent sense took him the rest of the way. Using DE points to teleport himself away, he popped back into existence above a Muspelheim oasis. As he did, he slammed his hand down on the prompt that sent out his quest update.

      

      Quest Update!

      Quest: A Labor of Love.

      Eight stage success! Forget stages!

      Note from your Divine: Teleport to me! I am paying your costs. Now!

      

      Solar Gate became a blast zone, trapped in the cheesy membrane that contained the damage. What the blast zone didn’t get was the grand majority of its occupants.

      Raising from the sky only to plunge and fall into a vast lake of water, the fish were saved. Titania popped into existence next to a hovering Artorian, and lashed out with a green tether to high-five him as the rescued populace of the remaining resistance arrived.

      Peer-to-peer teleportation did not allow for a pretty transition, but birds flew, land dwellers paddled, fish swam, and the rest who didn’t want to stay in the water crawled or were dragged ashore.

      Sputtering and coughing, they all hollered in praise as Artorian hustled to descend and join them in the hot sand. Several bounded over once he made it groundside, piling on Artorian with no regard for his inability to hold them all. Between the calls and clamors, Artorian could make out the sentences that roughly came out to ‘we weren’t expecting to make it out of there,’ and ‘no better Divine worth following.’

      When he was allowed up, several creatures pushed tiny hand-embroidered pieces of cloth into his hands, all of them marked with hand-sewn suns. They were all just a little different, but Artorian gained rosy color in his cheeks and felt warm as he accepted them. “Thank you, my dears, thank you. But we’re not out of harm’s way yet.”

      He then looked up. “Titania, it may be prudent to bend the rules a little. How much time do we have?”

      The Wisp clammed up. Public speaking around non-Wisps was a no-go, but that rule seemed to be directly in the way of survival right now. She made herself visible since Barry could spot her anyway, and spoke. “Bad news bears. Barry knows he killed almost none with his final blast, and is already on his way here. He’s following you specifically, so as heartbreaking as this is, you need to put some distance between yourself and all your people.”

      Artorian motioned at those gathered. “Where am I going to leave them that has any sort of safety? Barry will just throw another explodey orb and chase me afterward.”

      The sands near Artorian swirled, forming the shape of a tiger with a recognizable face. ElCazorro padded toward him after a much-needed shake. His voice, even as a full tiger, was no different than before. “The Warm Sands welcome all who are in need. My establishment has hidden all those who are small for generations, and even with additional numbers, will do so for generations more.”

      Artorian felt thankful, but didn’t know just where in that tiny tavern ElCazorro was planning to hide so many more people. The expression was easy to read, the tiger smirking to follow up before he sat down. “You will find it is truly remarkable, what just one more door can do.”

      The youth considered it, then threw his hands up. “Good enough plan for me! Everyone follow ElCazorro, I will be hauling keister the other way to buy you all some time.”

      A sand plume exploding upward sent a chill down his spine, along with everyone else’s.

      Barry wasn’t amused. “Time for what, exactly?”

      Artorian abruptly yelled out, “Scatter!”

      Titania fled after going invisible out of sheer discomfort, and when Artorian moved to do the same to hopefully make Barry follow him, he felt a sickening pull in his stomach. The awful feeling was so severe, it even caused a screen to pop up.

      

      Notice!

      You have resisted Mass Mind Control.

      

      “Surprised?” Barry mused. “I was as well, but here I scored enough specialization experience on Midgard to advance to the next stage. Lucky me for having prepared my own Pylons so well beforehand. Goodbye Pot of Greed, hello Burning Mind!”

      The statue laughed as he was bathed in golden light, because of course he was as his full health bar was restored.

      Artorian glanced, seeing that none of his followers were running. Worse, the fearful glow in their eyes and throat felt reminiscent of dreadful past events. His people all turned, and at Barry’s motion, drew spectral crossbows that formed from the yellow-green fog drooling out of their mouths.

      He clenched his teeth as they shambled toward him. Artorian was already surrounded, but now he was encircled by a well-ordered firing line, with him and Barry at the center. Though clearly him being designated as the main target. Barry hovered into the air, then barked out an order. “Fire!”

      The Iridium man closed his eyes to indulge the sound of crossbows firing, then snapped them open when that didn’t happen. He snapped his chin downward, vision scanning over the shaking firing line of his teeth-clenching possessed. “I said, fire!”

      The weapons visibly trembled in their hands, blood running from their bitten lips while tears leaked from their eyes. Artorian’s followers hadn’t been able to stop the possession, and had little say in their bodily control. But shooting the Divine they all held most dear? Barry may as well have asked them to shoot a family member, and they all fought tooth and nail to disobey the Burning Mind.

      Barry bellowed, “Fire, or die!”

      Again, the masses refused. In doing so, their health bars bled dry. Artorian’s Astral Celerity effect was amazing for keeping them on their feet and helping them fight the effect in the first place, but it was difficult for him to look away from the fact that this was also causing his followers rather significant suffering. Suffering he was sponsoring by healing them.

      His eyes watered as he looked about, despising the sight, even as he was so celestially proud of them for not giving in to the mind-controller’s demands. They had chosen their loyalties. Their family. The hill they would stand, fight, and die on.

      Barry raged, motioning to one for an answer. “You, why won’t you fire?”

      The mole breathed in deep when the fight against the order to shoot was replaced by one for an answer. He received the attention of all who could spare it, then spoke in a voice Artorian had sworn he’d heard before. The mole spoke with difficulty, needing to pause for several breaths between each few words. “My Gran-Da, told me a story. That not doing something has value. That knowing when not to act. Is as worthy, as acting.”

      Recognition flashed in Artorian’s eyes as he saw a scene replay from the streets of Duvetia. A mole, holding a flower, sitting on a bench while a gorgeous lady looked down at him from up high. Both fond of one another. Both with difficulties expressing their feelings.

      Artorian needed to squeeze something. Closing his hand, he felt the soft, heartfelt creations of his followers. Tassels they’d hung from bows and spears. Patches they’d proudly worn on clothing and bags. A symbol that meant as much to them as the core values they kept in their hearts.

      The youth grit his teeth, and felt the spark of pink electricity as the sympathy between all his followers shone clear as daylight. Even here, in this currently hopeless situation, they refused to bend.

      They refused to fall.

      Crackling pink lightning from his hand, Artorian had enough of playing the game. Abyss the game. Abyss the rules. Abyss trying to play by them. Barry wasn’t going to give him the courtesy, and like encountering raiders in the Fringe, Artorian felt his heart grow cold.

      With mere thought, he threw open his DE point screen. Holding the heartfelt scraps of cloth in hand, he used them as a focus and poured in the Divine points. His number quickly turned red, dropping deep into the angry negatives as he discarded care for the consequences and invested the full amount for each and every follower he could reach.

      When Barry dropped his gaze to meet eyes with Loki, he noticed the tear lines running down the boy’s cheeks first. Followed after by the effect in his glowing pink hand as the culmination of the payment activated.

      Speaking bitterly as his skin turned gray, the oppressive green glow in all his followers sputtered out with a bright electric pink sheen as Artorian spat out his reply, breaking the mind control. “Alakazam.”
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      Blindsided by the sheer expansion of noodly mass, Barry staggered. With a surprise attack, the dragon gripped and hurled him skyward at ludicrous speed! Accelerated to a velocity of thirty-thousand meters per second, Barry smashed, crashed, and bashed through the orbital asteroid ring. All while loudly complaining that Loki couldn’t possibly be stronger than him! “Inconceivable!”

      Having bought a moment of time, Artorian looked oasis-side, bellowing in his full dragon form for them all to get a move on. “Go!”

      ElCazorro took point and took off, leading as the vanguard. Artorian didn’t want to make it easy for the high-and-mighty Elf to remove all his problems in one go, and that required putting some distance between all parties involved. Artorian still wasn’t sure how he was going to win, then saw a green flash pop in the asteroid belt. “Biscuits! He’s already coming back? Why, I oughta smack him with my tail and introduce him to Wisp paddle-ball.”

      A throat-clearing noise from a nearby light source translated to ‘rude.’ Oberon piped up before helping a pained Titania out of the self-made cloud she was hiding in. “This is no time to be chasing tail! I’ve got Titania, make like a farmer and heave your hoe! It’s time to go!”

      The Wisps popped out, making Dragon-torian look skyward. The Iridium statue was once again eschewing any kind of zig-zag motions, which gave Artorian the bright idea that it would also be really difficult for Barry to dodge incoming strikes. He materialized the Halcyon Days in his claws, and gave them a light upward toss before catching them.

      “These will do wonderfully as a distraction.” A Nixie Tube popped overhead, and his gaze shifted to the large sand dunes below. A sudden, genius idea sprang to mind. He threw open a Forum connection with ease, having the mana since he’d turned off Astra form in order to have more oomph to hurl Barry with. When a loud, realm-wide rumble shifted the endless sands, Artorian smirked devilishly. With his dragon teeth, this was a truly feral view. “His titles are gone. Let’s check if he’s really Immune… or merely resistant.”

      Fueling Accelerator into the tonfas, he coiled his draconic body backward as if he were the mechanism of a catapult. Unleashing his coil in a powerful forward motion one body segment at a time, he heaved forward and unleashed a ‘Ho!’ for every major third of noodle-body he brought up to speed.

      So after an enthusiastic cry of ‘Ho, ho, ho!’ Artorian let fly the first duo of presents after coating them in a rubbery pink glow. With a rocketing sonic boom, the Halcyon Days turned red hot, then hot white as they spun and barreled toward Barry.

      The Devourer had spent his travel time cursing the breath of the Abyss up and down in High Elven. How dare that treacherous, mewling whelp trick him by using a power that sent him flying! “That feat couldn’t have been the little wretch’s strength. Odin jabbered that the kid was nothing but a bag of swindled party tricks. He—what’s that shine?”

      Barry had both the experience and foresight to know when an attack aimed straight at him was incoming. The precision of the attack baffled him, as the twin objects would, on his current trajectory, neatly crack both of his shoulders. Not interested in being subject to more trickery, Barry spun in place and altered his position so that he was standing as if to shimmy into a tight space. This new stance would cause one of the strikes to pass in front of his chest, while the other sailed past his back.

      With a silent whiz, the melting metal sticks did just that. Barry felt so smug in his sudden little victory that he didn’t notice the thin pink strand of energy bungee-cording between the weapons. He flexed into a new pose to laugh, and completely missed the accelerated, split onyx bolts of sunglass that punched into his frame and pierced the metal surface. “Oof!”

      The momentary stun of both bolts landing froze Barry, as he remembered that these blasted things exploded! He needed to m—

      *Thunk*!

      Thin pink bungee cords, which had wrapped around Barry’s middle, did the job. Having been thrown with the intent to distract and miss, Artorian had bound them in a temporary mana tether that caused both weapons to alter their orbits and twist inward in ever smaller circles. Given the speed they traveled, Barry at best saw some movement in his peripheral vision while his mind kept him completely distracted with the reality of imminent explosions.

      An explosion of two bolts currently stuck right in—

      *Boom*!

      “Ow!” As might be expected, point-blank explosions hurt! This was the second time Loki had attempted to blow him up. Barry roared in a blind rage, having survived by the sheer virtue of having an obnoxious hit point pool. He pinned his view to Muspelheim in time to see the dragon coiled around a significantly larger siege weapon than the one which had been fired at him from the Solar Gate walls. Even if the weapon looked identical. A quick Inspect showed it to be named Ikaruga.

      Barry grumbled, “Must be the same one, then. I’ll break it, then break him. Forget slaughtering the populace. I want to break them. They will submit to my rule, the hard way. I will savor their broken stares. All will bend to Barry!”

      Barry broke free of the bungee tether like it was made of chewed gumball. He flicked the tonfas away toward Midgard, then reformed his body to eject the onyx shards. Since no more shots were forthcoming, Barry figured the dragon was out of ammo. “Likely only had the loaded bolt the weapon came with.”

      Sure enough, after giving the siege engine an upset shake and storing it, the dragon looked up with a narrowed, ‘come at me’ gaze. The creature coiled up in an expanding circle, then squeezed into himself while preparing something. There was also some shifting movement in the Muspelheim background, but it was so nondescript and sandy that Barry filtered the ambient fluctuations out. He wasn’t quite at the point of considering Loki a ‘threat,’ but his senses were attuning to that changing and becoming a possibility, if he let the brat just keep upturning his sleight of hand bag.

      Also, that gaze was insulting! Barry felt challenged, ignoring his tunnel vision when he broke the Muspelheim atmosphere. He was now close enough to easily hear what the beast was saying, though why did it sound as if it was being said with brackets?

      Artorian’s plan came together.

      Having finished making the new spell from an older idea given to him by a friend, Artorian lamented not being able to use spells and Astral Celerity at the same time. Ah well. The dragon roared and unleashed. “[Shining Ray]!”

      First, a hefty ball of energy gathered in his maw. From that condensed power, a teensy, narrow beam of light stabbed faster than he could see toward the sky. The narrow strip of light tracked Barry when he attempted to dodge, and the Devourer unleashed another litany of High Elf curses when his dilation frames did not appear to help.

      The searing beam caught him in the eyes, and kept him blinded while he furiously descended at speed toward his foe. Not being kinetic damage, the sustained line also tore meaty chunks off of the Iridium man’s health bar!

      Barry upgraded Loki to an actual threat.

      Expending several key items he’d wanted to save until later, the Devourer gained temporary extreme resistance to the shaped and sustained thermal-damage beam attack, then plunged forward. “You’re mine, brat! I don’t need to see you to blindly take my time turning you into a pretzel!”

      Artorian’s beam sputtered when his mana reserves ran out. Even at six thousand mana recouped per second, Shining Ray drank power like a Dwarf breaking his fast. Given that Barry was now close enough and clearly hadn’t spotted the trap, he drew a deep breath while letting his reserves recover. He only had perhaps nine or ten seconds, but the trap was all ready to be sprung.

      Artorian was completely certain of this, because the coiled sands below him had stilled. Dropping from the sky, the dragon condensed to take the form of a young human child before landing on a particularly sizable, wedge-shaped sand dune. He triggered the counter, howling out the name as the Muspelheim sands themselves moved to action. “Jorm!”

      Still seeing spots while dazed from taking a metal-melting ray of light to the face, Barry didn’t quite know what to make of the ambient Muspelheim background gaining the shape of a realm-sized serpent. The World Wyrm gained the benefit of Artorian’s Accelerator, allowing his already snap-sprung tail to gain even more velocity and *clap* Barry with all the force of a mother’s immortal backhand.

      Being struck by a heavy object slowly, or a small object quickly, both caused their own flavors and varieties of damage. Being struck by both at once, felt akin to being slapped by a planet that took offense to having Barry in its solar orbit.

      Artorian managed to invest forty thousand points worth of oomph into Jorm’s tail by drawing from both stamina and mana, so he proudly yelled out while posing on Jorm’s head. He launched Barry; proving that the man was not actually immune to kinetic damage felt like such an accomplishment. “Fore!”

      Barry crashed unceremoniously through the asteroid belt again, the round two return trip allowing him to find a whole new draw for curses as his health bar officially dropped below the one hundred thousand mark after those combined assaults. Of course, being tail-slapped was the worse insult, rather than the hit to his health pool.

      Turned out ‘immunity’ was a stretch when getting smacked by a continent-sized entity. Artorian danced on the snake’s head, making a vast show of it while coming up with a ditty on the spot. He was just so celestial-blasted happy. “Baaaaby Jorm! Doo doo doo doooo, baby Jorm, doo do doo doo doooo.”

      The snake happily began to wiggle along to the tune, adoring the praise as little bursts of confetti streamed from fresh clouds in the sky. The system took the moment to celebrate Jormungandr’s first ever official attack! What a performance his tail slam had been! What showmanship!

      Eternium joyfully named the attack ‘tail-fore,’ then shortened it to ‘ten-four.’ Because even Jorm understood that he’d just ‘done a good.’ Artorian let the sudden arrival of a song slide due to the shared good mood. The Wisps really shouldn’t have been there, but Jorm deserved a parade, and his happy wiggling was met with wild fanfare.

      They had the minute. They could spare the minute.

      Barry blindsided them all by appearing next to Artorian, popping into being after the sudden sound of a wooden token being snapped reached their ears. Artorian had the strange feeling that the sound had come with Barry’s sudden appearance, but he didn’t have the time to indulge in delicious philosophy as the man cratered him into the sands below using a High Elf martial art that focused on throwing.

      Barry howled, “Enough!”

      The Iridium statue had plenty of reason to be furiously abyssed. His form was covered in cracks, and a nasty impact gash proved that lasting injuries were very much possible. Fuming and not in the mood to individually hunt down each running piece of vermin for sport, the Devourer chose the nuclear option.

      Barry ditched his Iridium body, triggering a failsafe while he targeted everyone within his zone of awareness. A zone large enough to not allow a single fleeing entity the breathing space to get away. “I made this ability for prison Cores, but it will do just as well here. You will learn to submit! Mass Imprisonment!”

      The Iridium statue compressed and reshaped with wrenching groans, keeping the general Elven silhouette while reforming to be composed entirely of tiny metal balls. The orbs hummed, then shot away from the smiling, hungry, amorphous green cloud left behind to impact each and every prone, feeling, or unsuspecting entity.

      On impact, the imprisonment effect took hold.

      Jorm, ElCazorro, Artorian, and all his followers vanished from Muspelheim with sucking *pops*. The scene was rendered eerily silent as only the Wisps possessed the means to escape in time.

      Exhausted, Barry felt effects he was previously immune to creep up on him. He now also lacked the title that made him not need to sleep, and that drain bit him right away. “Abyss this dungeon. Forcing the need for sleep even on Incarnates?”

      To prevent dissipation, he recalled all of the prison orbs meant for the escaped Wisps, combined them, and seamlessly slipped in for his own safety. He needed to rest, but before he could, he refused to give up the opportunity to gloat. Barry connected the prisons together so he could speak to all of them at the same time, and heralded his victory.
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      “Welcome one, welcome all! To your new homes, the prison of Catch’emAll.” Only Barry’s voice could be heard while Artorian felt trapped and once again floated in darkness. He knew this was much worse for those who had not experienced imprisonment before.

      He had defensive and coping mechanisms, on top of having escaped once already. Plus, if the limitations were similar, Artorian knew the prison had an expiration timer. He tried to speak, but was unable. He was reduced to being a trapped conscious mind, while forced to hear Barry drone on, on, and on.

      Artorian tuned out the noisy irritant in favor of a more important feeling. He ‘knew’ it was much worse for everyone else, because he was abyss-blasted convinced he could feel them. Like the tethered connection of a Forum link, or one of his Love-based sympathy threads.

      The latter idea was worth testing.

      He drew on his true Mana and trickled it outward without clear direction. His Mana searched for a handhold, then latched onto the connections Barry himself had made between the Iridium prison Cores. Now that he understood what was going on, Artorian could rub his metaphorical hands together and keep meddling.

      He thought directions to himself in his grandfatherly voice, guiding his Mana. “Let’s usurp those connections.”

      The memory of Alhambra from Chasuble crossed his mind, but Artorian couldn’t place why, so had to put that to the side. Tier seven-twenty Mana beat out whatever Barry was using, allowing Artorian to scoff. “Higher Law tier my skeptical foot.”

      The first link he gained control of was the connection to Jorm. The grandfather wondered how to soothe the clearly panicked mind, then came to the conclusion that he simply didn’t have the tools to. Reaching out with some of his Mana, he brushed the tender connection over the serpent and eased him into a smooth, peaceful, dreamless slumber.

      Feeling Jorm calm down, knowing he wasn’t alone, lifted a great burden from the old man’s shoulders. He could help after all! All it would cost him was cultivation progress. “As if that has any value compared to the well-being of my many.”

      Barry was still talking as this happened.

      He serenaded all the imprisoned, indulging in word play and repeated rhetoric since they were all forced to listen anyway. One part of his self-congratulatory speech did catch the old man’s ear. “I have stripped you of everything! All you have left is your useless professions! Hahaha!”

      Artorian quirked a mental brow. Then licked his metaphorical lips and popped his neck as his takeover across the network grew exponentially. “Useless, you say?”

      Barry felt his pride get kicked in the knee. How had he heard that? Only he, most sovereign of overlords, should have any control in this prison. He was warden of all, rivaling even Bernoulli himself! Still, he didn’t want to give away that he wasn’t still on top of the situation. The minions could hear him right now. “Phah! As if you can do anything.”

      Artorian smirked, having found and surrounded the host Core which Barry operated from. A moment later, and his most skilled ability was all primed and ready to go. The technique may have been the only one he’d truly mastered himself, but now it was his saving grace. “Oh, indeed. I am about to take the most exquisite power nap! Night!”

      Barry’s speech cut short, the gas cloud of a man bonked straight to bedtime with a skill any parent would love to have. Snoozing right away, Barry joined the slumbering occupants in the rest of his self-made prison as Artorian pulled up his sleeves. “I am the Divine of hopes, and dreams. Eternium, my dear friend, the first profession you ever suggested, was the most correct option it ever could have been. Allow me to weave some dreams, and walk the horizon.”

      Artorian didn’t really need to ask, but the request allowed the background use of a Query. A Query that guided his Nascence skill to point his nose toward the description of his true profession and long awarded title.

      He reached out mentally, following his nose, and found he was able to call on the information. While the knowledge didn’t come up as a screen, he was able to picture the prompt with clarity.

      

      Profession: Dream Weaver.

      Having grasped and molded the dreams of another, either from nightmare to dream, or vice versa, you have uncovered the secrets of dream weaving. The thoughts of the sleeping are stories in their own right; stories that affect their waking days. You have uncovered this profession without having been specialized as a Witch, Jinxer, Hexer, or Cursemaker, but via sheer force of will and fine Mana control.

      Dream Weaver is a profession that molds the dreams of others, allowing you to give them bonuses, or demerits, depending on the dream shaped. This profession is required in order to continue the modifications of another’s dreams, as anything more than a novice dabbler.

      

      Title: Horizon Walker.

      You walk the line between dreams and reality, existence and fantasy, the realms and layers. As the first Horizon Walker to tread freely through dreams, you are considered the progenitor of this ability line. All costs relating to movements between dreams, and the shaping thereof, are nullified.

      

      Artorian loved it when a plan came together. “I bet I’ve found the nightmare source those poor ferrets were forced to contend with when I first found them. Time to pay the piper, and feed the swindler a spoon of his own medicine. For all but Barry, there will be dreams of Halcyon Days. For the violator himself, there will be no solace. The wandering sun comes, and he means to take.”

      The grandfather felt like the cruel being he’d been during those dark days in the Fringe. A man without love. Or perhaps too much of it. “I want to see it, Barry. I want to see what drives you. What great fear and horror pushed you to become this monster. Why don’t we delve deep into the dark together, and see just what memory has twisted you so. Come, proud High Elf. Come… to the nightmare.”

      The world plunged into fog and darkness.

      Like the curtain of a play, Artorian parted the folds and threw them open like some cheap conjurer of tricks presenting himself on a stage. He was in the dreamscape now. A world, or perhaps layer, comprised only of dreams. A place where he was both the tenacious conductor, and cantankerous tyrant.

      Effortlessly, Artorian called forth the dream of Barry. Then, like an administrator operating the screens which controlled the world and poured through histories and lineages, he threw back time. To the beginning. To the start of it all. The cause of all this pain, agony, and suffering. The crux of Barry’s existence as the Devourer, and the defining moments which led him there.

      The revelation of sequences made Artorian’s heart drop. First with dim apprehension, then dour acceptance, followed by refusal to accept the sights, and finally culminating with the face of a man that made his blood freeze cold. Or so he felt, as Artorian closed the curtains, and held the edges shut as he squeezed his eyes closed to look away. “No…”

      Shuttering a breath, the old man needed more than a few moments to compose himself. “Why… why you? How? Just how long has it all been in the making? How long has this stew been stirring in the pot?”

      He shook himself to get a grip, knowing he would have to comb through that entire nightmare again. Scene by awful, heart wrenching scene.

      Artorian threw the curtains, and began anew. The scene played an innocent enough start. The mewl of a kitten. A young boy lurking in shadowy corners of a backwater alley. The tiny, scrawny, bones on skin youth giggled while oblivious to the horrors of his surroundings. The abject poverty. The coughing in the background. The rags hanging from his frame that couldn’t rightly be considered clothes.

      Then there was the voice… Barry’s cracked voice was so innocent. His ears were even normal. Human. Tiny. Like the rest of him. The kid was just… tiny. “Mittens. Mittens, staaahp, I don’t have scraps left!”

      Artorian squeezed his hands into fists to cope. Barry was an orphan on the street, and loved a cat named Mittens. A cat who, even at light glance, was abnormally sweet and loyal.

      A crack of thunder broke overhead, indicating time had passed. As if that wasn’t clear from the heavy rain, and the painfully familiar scene Artorian saw before him. Thugs had killed Mittens, because Barry refused their demands. The tiny, broken being currently kept tight in the weeping orphan’s hands.

      Artorian failed to contain the second coming of his anguish. This was horrible. A glance around revealed that the city itself was a place divided. These were the slums, and across a sloped ridge, buildings made entirely of glass showed off the mocking truth. High Elves lounged in gaudy, flashy interiors, choosing, choosing, to eschew all notions of privacy just to flaunt their riches. Their power. Their superiority. As if the entire affair in the upper city was a social battle of pride to show off just who had more.

      Who had better.

      High Elven society revolved around others knowing they were the best. The exercise in hubris, even from this dream perspective, was lavish in a way that put Odin’s Asgard project to shame. Artorian could barely believe his eyes at how real High Elves chose to live and conduct themselves. Their power consisted of display. All ceremony and pomp.

      Then he looked down, and in the muddied path with barely a cobblestone to its name cried a tiny starving child holding his dead cat. The rage made tears line down his cheeks. Artorian’s meditations and calming breaths got nowhere this time. The first time he’d viewed this travesty, they had helped. Not this time. This time was too much.

      The croaking need of a tiny stomach was the final straw.

      Artorian stepped forward, then had to stop as the sound of an actual footstep *plapping* in the mud approached young Barry. Expecting another beating, the tiny child looked up through fearful, reddened eyes.

      How Artorian wished it had been him who had found Barry. If only it had been him. If only it had been him. Instead, with a gait and flowing robe Artorian was guilty of favoring, Xenocide entered the scene.

      There was no point in altering the dream. Nothing was going to be worse than this. Nothing was going to make it better. Just as with facing a regret, the best thing Artorian could do was stand there. Stand there and listen as his unseen grandfatherly form took up the mirrored position in space of where Xenocide stood.

      Artorian kept to the right side of the alley, and his opposite stood on the left, forced into silence by not having been here when the scene transpired. The old man watched the Maledict of Madness perform his grizzly work. Even if during this time, the craven madman didn’t yet giggle between every word of his speech. “Hungry, lad?”

      Artorian clenched his jaw so he wouldn’t attack something.

      Barry nodded, opening the way for Xenocide’s speech as the gaunt figure glanced to the High Elven district, then back at the youth as he looked to and through the child, reading the words carved on his heart. “I bet you are, lad. I bet you are. Mittens, was it? Yes. Mittens. Your only friend.”

      Barry winced, cradling his cat with an expression that screamed he was completely unwilling to let go. Xenocide nodded in understanding. “They take, and take, and take. It never seems to get better. The cycle continues, and trash in the shape of people accumulates. Then war, war, and more war. Always more war. Nothing replaces these losses, just like nothing will ever replace the hole in your heart that Mittens has left.”

      Barry’s stomach croaked again, making Xenocide smile weakly and cock his head. “They look at you with disdain, don’t they? Everywhere you go. The eyes you see look down, and deem you unwanted. Undesired. Then when it suits them, they reach out and take, and take, and take. Just like they took Mittens.”

      The Madness cultivator then broke into a truly malicious smile. “Do you want revenge? Do you want to eat without concern ever again?”

      The child frowned, puzzled. Rather than dwell on his current loss, however, Barry showed his value to Xenocide from the sheer movement of the metaphorical little gears turning behind his eyes. “I want… I want to be a hero.”

      Xenocide smiled, and extended a hand. Within his grasp, a glowing, humming, ominous green swill foamed into being. Within that hungering fog, the shape of an eye with a cubic fragment at the center slowly formed. “You will always be the villain in someone else’s story. Yet in your own story, I can promise you will be the hero.”

      Barry looked down to his rain-soaked cat, and slowly put the creature down in the box where Mittens had liked to sleep. His tiny hand shivered as he reached out for a greeting. “I… I’m…”

      “Sorbere,” the wild-eyed man replied. “Your name is Sorbere. So glad I was on time to meet you. Travel can get so messy being in the wrong place at the wrong time. I’m Egil, but you’ll call me other things soon enough.”

      When he clasped hands with the youth, Barry felt extreme pain in one of his eyes. Collapsing into the wet mud, the boy heaved in breath, then blinked like nothing happened when Egil touched his forehead with a single finger. “You’re really starting with nothing, huh? Still, this should prove fruitful to the research effort. Why don’t I have a look at what you’re seeing?”

      With a wave of the hand, an unpleasantly similar prompt appeared before Egil. One that Artorian could pick out from a lineup while blindfolded. That was the original, first-iteration attempt Cal had procured during the earliest of Soul Space days. This prompt was cruder still, but it could not be mistaken to be anything other than the template for what was to come.

      

      Minimum threshold of Essence acquired. Initiating ‘Seed.’

      Corruption purge has begun.

      Hello, Sorbere. Welcome to ‘Cultivation Revamped, Prototype Edition.’

      Egil Nolsen has created a cultivation method for you specifically, and it is time to begin. First, your meridians will be mapped to the Core fragment in your left eye, and the best methodology for progression will be determined.

      There are two rules that you will follow at all times.

      You will grow as strong as possible in the shortest amount of time.

      You will never tell any other soul about the Core fragment in your eye. If you do, your death will be more painful than anyone else could possibly threaten you with.

      It is time for you to learn how to cultivate.

      

      Standing to cross his arms behind his back while Barry coped, Egil observed the High Elven society in the distance, then spoke to nobody in particular. “A world without love. Or perhaps too much of it? What a disgusting sight. I cannot wait for the day it all burns down. Though I will, of course. After all…”

      Artorian once again felt his blood freeze, as Xenocide—the man who had so casually been responsible for his near-deadly trip from the undead war battlefront straight to an airborne Mountaindale countryside—turned to look straight at him, and winked. “What is time, to Madness?”

      Thunder broke through the clouds, and Xenocide was gone.

      So was the alley. So was the child.

      In its stead, in the gleaming glass hall of some self-important nobody, stood a teenage version of Barry in considerably better health and attire. The forcibly removed heads of three similar thugs held by their hair in his hand. These thugs killed Mittens, and Barry took their lives. Then, he took their everything else, and worked his way up.

      Just taking. Taking. Taking.

      Because he lost his cat, and the world just wasn’t fair. When he delivered the heads to a very pleased-looking Guild-affiliated High Elf, he was paid for his services, then asked a question on the way out as to how the youth was so comfortable with these crude acts.

      Barry’s answer was terse. “I am the hero of my own story. Even if I must be the villain in everyone else’s.”

      The villain he’d delivered the heads to considered that response. Growing a wide, thin smile, the nasal-voiced Guild affiliate stopped Barry cold with a sentence.

      “You would make a great High Elf.”
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      Artorian’s temporary lapse of emotional stability and mental clarity allowed Barry to snap awake. He too, had not enjoyed reliving that memory. Dream format or otherwise. Already knowing he could speak to the Mage, Barry spat. “You think you’re so clever? Think knowing my origins will help you in any way? Are you here to judge me for all the ones who have died in my name?”

      Artorian didn’t yet have a response, and kept silent. Barry did not waste the opportunity. “Go ahead. A sinner can judge a sinner. Many have proudly died in my name.”

      His voice then filled with self-righteous venom, thinking he’d found an edge. “How many have died in yours? Those creatures out there? They all followed you with such… devotion. Such certainty. How they must feel now, knowing their god of trickery and deceit has failed them, his warmth little more than petty lies. Is that the meaning of the name Loki? I’m sure the story of how you got it is about as colorful as mine, painted in shades of blood and mud.”

      Dead air that hungered for a retort was fed nothing, becoming more lingering silence. Silence that infuriated Barry more than any counter, insult, or cherry-picked words might have. “Answer me!”

      The *bonk* of the sleep hammer acted as the provided retort, but Barry resisted the effect. He was ready this time, and wasn’t about to let Loki drag him off to a realm where the wretched brat had such a clear upper hand. “I need sleep, but I will sleep on my terms. Not yours, whelp.”

      Barry attempted to lash out with mana, but was ineffectually reminded that Loki was immune to all such efforts. The ‘Absolute Unit’ title slapped him right in the face, confirming that while imprisoned, Loki was just going to keep being a pain in his cloud. *Rhaagh*! “You are insufferable! My mana attacks just Shatter when I target you.”

      Barry paused, ruminating. “My physical ones seemed to work just fine…”

      Artorian scoffed. “What are you gonna do? Let me out? I know children who can make more impressive clouds than the smelly green smokescreen you keep gassing off. Y—”

      *Dhoof*!

      Artorian ate hot sand as his physical, human face smashed mouth-first into the Muspelheim ground. The crater he was in didn’t allow for a smooth prison exit, and the jarring act which came without warning had collapsed him like a badly stacked tower of wooden planks. He could make a game out of that one day.

      Spitting out the sand-flavored sand, he momentary lamented it not tasting like candied apples. When he crawled up and out of the crater, a hovering fist-sized orb of green glow-coated Iridium waited for him.

      Barry’s voice droned from the orb like it spoke through several walls. The echo of his words even sounded clearer than the initial speech attempt. “Yes. I will just let you out. Just you. I’m sick of dealing with you. I can’t pretend you’re not some important Divine at this point. Like the four fools who charged me at the city gates. Loki is… a coverup for who you actually are. It has to be. Even now, I am being denied access to files and Pylons that would shed clarity on your identity.”

      Artorian went through his options as he watched the talkative orb bob in a shrugging motion. “Who you are matters little. My Soul Attack may not work correctly here, and is subject to annoying intervention. However, it still deals damage. Damage neither you, nor any of these prison Cores will be able to avoid once I press myself to the full width that ability allows.”

      Barry cracked a green grin using some fog. “After all, I already know you won’t run. You’ll try to protect them, like a fool. You’ve got some ability that allows you to heal, but my Devouring Cloud will eat your health away faster than you can restore it.”

      Artorian didn’t quite understand the threat, and tried to buy time to think. “The cloud will Shatter, just like your other attacks.”

      Barry laughed through his metal prison. The sound reminded Artorian of two saw blades screeching. “That’s the beauty of it! Soul Attacks are considered imported. Plus, that ability is not a mana attack.”

      The youth crossed his stubborn arms. “Sure. So what? Why pull me out?”

      Barry grinned again, wider this time. “I want to see your death firsthand. As someone known for trickery, I just can’t trust you’d be properly gone if I gobbled up the Core. You should be, but I don’t trust it. My Soul Attack may have a disgusting cooldown, but I’ll eat you, then everyone else. If I can’t have these subjects, nobody can.”

      The Devourer oozed prideful confidence when he uncovered one of Loki’s schemes-in-progress. “No need to pretend I’m not aware of your influence wiggling around in the prison Cores and setting those delightful traps. You’re able to use true Mana? Here? The plot thickens. I doubt you’re even a messenger, though I believe you know The Master.”

      Artorian raised a finger, but Barry attacked unexpectedly and unleashed his Devouring Cloud. The surprise assault barely left Artorian enough time to trigger Astral Celerity, buying him a scant few more seconds as that deadly all-consuming fog reached out for him in slow motion.

      The dark yellow puff was just about at his nose.

      He drew a blank. Artorian didn’t know if contact with the ability would off him outright, or if prolonged exposure was something he could chance. Neither sounded like a good idea. Worse still, clearly visible as a gleaming orb to his right, Jorm’s prison Core glimmered in the sand. His entire World Wyrm-sized body had been crammed in, stored in the Iridium ball that didn’t seem to care for concepts like conservation of mass.

      Artorian could jump away with Accelerator, surely, possibly even shoot some of the Cores away. The problem was that he knew he wasn’t going to be able to get them all. Not without sacrifice or preventing the cloud from eventually catching up.

      The lack of options hurt, and Artorian considered for a moment that this might be it. Then his eyes flickered with Predictive Sight, and a most interesting set of claw swipe lines intersected the space where Barry hovered in his fist-sized metal orb.

      Spending his mana to divide up charges of Accelerator, Artorian found he just couldn’t control the vectors via feeling well enough. Not to send both himself and multiple prison Cores out of Barry’s immediate danger zone. Time dragged to an even slower crawl when the bonus dilation effect of Accelerator kicked in. Adjusting to feel comfortable in the freeze-frame of reality, Artorian felt sudden comfort at the addition of pleasant blue lighting.

      With a most welcomed *vwip*, out popped Frank. The Wisp engineer spoke jovially, in a truly stellar mood. “Hello again! Sorry it took me a moment, I was given a train to play with. How can I help?”

      Artorian vaguely motioned to the haphazard lines poking out from himself and some Cores in the vicinity. “Do I do them one at a time, or is there a gimmick with these vector things?”

      Frank understood the issue at a glance, and pulled up his engineering sleeves. “Since you can handle a solitary vector by feeling, perhaps it’s the parallel activation throwing you off. Allow me a small clarification on what’s going on.”

      Since time was effectively frozen, the Wisp could elaborate properly. Above Frank, a three-dimensional illustration appeared with the help of some tried and true light lines. “A vector is a course, a speed combined with a direction. Not only is a vector where you’re going, but how quickly you’re getting there. Said otherwise, a vector is anything with a magnitude and direction. Think ‘oomph’ and ‘that way.’ ‘Oomph’ is the amount of energy you’re investing. ‘That way’ is where you want the arrow to point.”

      Some arrows appeared in Frank’s example. “Controlling one vector has been easy for you. Much like punching, the blunt bit goes into the squishy doofus. Multiple vectors are more difficult, because it’s akin to attacking with all your limbs at the same time. Now this wouldn’t be a problem with most of your mana attacks, as I’ve reviewed the records and have easily found entries where it shows you’ve already been doing this.”

      Frank then made a second diagram to show the differences. “The application here is different because it is direct. There are no moving parts between: Make thing A move at speed B in direction C. There’s no muscle memory comforts or mana flex feedback. Using these vectors is just slap, clap, and pop.”

      The Wisp clapped some mana together to make the three sound effects. “Once you’ve got a grasp, triggering multiple vectors by feeling won’t be out of reach. Let me go through a few trajectories with you since we have the time, and then I’ll let you get back to saving the world. Speaking of: please do? We just got our trains back.”

      Artorian weakly released an amused laugh then nodded as he covered his eyes with a hand and couldn’t stop himself from smiling slightly. “Ha! Yes, I’ll save the trains. Let’s do this.”

      Of the events occurring in real time, Barry experienced a far different view.

      Not being privy to the conversation between Artorian and Frank because it happened far too fast for him to perceive the event, Barry had to contend with a massive creature claw-swiping him.

      Successfully.

      Having arrived in the nick of time, Decorum barreled through like the living embodiment of wind and smacked the glowing prison orb skyward. Claws of wind tore through the sands at the same time, cutting the fog and dissipating the effect upward and outward before the yellow-green trail emanating from the Iridium orb was all that remained.

      The colorful trail did make it easy to tell that Barry had been cat-pawed from the table in the clear direction of Midgard. Decorum had struck him with more than enough impact power to pack on some serious velocity, forcing Barry to break orbit as his angry outcries tapered off in another litany of High Elf curses.

      Artorian and Frank pulled themselves back to the realm of common speed. Both gawked at the one-hundred-twenty-foot-long Liger Prime that in their time frame had changed from a gust of shaped wind to a fully formed one-hit-kill beast. They both turned to the shimmering rock blasting off again, then turned back to Decorum before Frank spoke frankly. “Well, we were almost done.”

      Artorian reached out to pat Frank on the Wisp equivalent of his back. “Next time, buddy. At least I learned a lot?”

      Frank sighed, then bobbed. “Shame we had to cancel all the effects going off at once, that would have been such a show. We’ll try again next time. Best of luck with the endeavor. Back to my trains I go!”

      After popping out, and diminishing the amount of blue light in the area, Artorian turned to march straight toward Decorum, who dropped his giant head to the ground. Young-torian was barely big enough to hug his nose, but did it anyway. “Good to see you, you well-timed rescuer.”

      Decorum nuzzled his nose into the comparatively small human, then rose up and sat on his haunches to nod. Opening a mental connection, Artorian placed his hand over his eyes to look skyward. <I take it you can’t speak in that form?>

      The great cat sighed in mental relief. <Indeed I cannot. I am completely unable to take human guise, and even my lightest growl causes cutting winds. Now that the coast is clear, on the other paw, I have brought reinforcements!>

      Ending the connection, the massive Liger indulged in a vigorous shake. From the back of his neck fur, Tisha, Jorn, and Yiba all freed themselves. Though only Yiba retained a humanoid form. Likely because it was his natural one. Jorn took position on his left shoulder as a proud axe-wielding hedgehog, and Tisha fluttered into place on the other in the shape of a pitch-black moth with deep red eyes.

      When Artorian moved to hug Yiba, he slowed and stopped before he could reach the trio. The three of them had put their hands and paws together, performing a bow that caught him off guard.

      Artorian stopped. “No hug?”

      Tisha shook her head no before easing her stance and speaking in her usual voice, regardless of beast shape. “No celebrations yet. Victory has not been attained. Tell us how we can help. You must hurry on.”

      Artorian felt reminded of Brianna in several ways, and couldn’t dispute Tisha’s focus on ‘the job’s not done.’ He fell into their pace rather than fight it, his brain turning to work the matter as he pulled his Mana back from the prison Cores. “Very well. Our friends here will all be freed when the timer expires. If you can all gather up these Cores and get them to safety at Ogden’s place, I can go find a pointy object to turn Barry into a Core on a stick. I can only hope that cloud was his last trump card.”

      Taking the moment to stretch before looking toward Midgard again to plan out his flight path, he pressed his hands to his hips and winked at the gathered allies who knew to keep him on task. “It is good to see you all, truly. If this drags on, feel free to come help when you’re able.”

      Artorian then looked to Decorum and sent an air-five. “Excellent save, son.”

      Decorum copied the action carefully so the empowered winds strafing about him wouldn’t cut anything up, then gave a fanged cat-smile in response before getting to task with the other three. They would rescue the Cores, and Artorian would finally go on the offensive.

      Initiating liftoff from Muspelheim with a wave, he aimed to where his Nascent nose pointed him and poured on the speed. He was thankful for his support system, but Artorian was beginning to feel taxed. This fight was, in fact, dragging on far too long, and his arsenal of actions had dipped down to only the most dangerous of last-ditch options.

      Feeling the gray apathy creep into his skin again, he flexed his hands while mid-flight to Midgard, and came to terms with the inevitable. “I might have to do something I regret.”
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      Barry hit Midgard hard. He didn’t feel the crater he caused, but his recovery hover possessed a definite wobble. The need for sleep still bit him hard, and the interruption on his Ultimate Attack forced him to feel unwelcome queasiness. Not that queasiness was ever welcome.

      The lack of proper body was doing him in, and Barry was no longer able to ignore the constant ticking drain seeping out of his health bar. “Abyss-cursed nobodies. Who are they to press me into such a corner?”

      Sending out a pulse for anybody he could possess, any at all, Barry’s mood shot to the sky as he located the prone body of Odin not too far from his crash site. With his Legendary armor still on! “Jackpot.”

      Finding Odin’s prone form was no trouble at all. The problem was how to possess the man since he couldn’t leave his own Iridium ball. Not without allowing that seeping health drain to turn into a gush. A thought struck Barry as he noted the eyepatch. “I believe that last time, I made a vacancy!”

      Barry compressed his size and shot under the protective covering to fill the empty socket, then reached out and stabbed his tendrils right into the unconscious host. Within moments, Barry had full control, and made Odin stand. Some unnecessary flexing and grandstanding later, he bellowed out a laugh. After which Barry was once again blindsided. Struck by a completely unnoticeable left hook to the jaw. “Argh!”

      Stumbling, he called the helmet from the armor set to his hand and shoved it onto his head. A frostbitten imprint of a fist painfully lingered on his cheek as he recovered his footing. He was so sick of this as he spoke with Odin’s voice. “Who dares interrupt me now?”

      Yuki closed her icy fist while observing with keen interest. Her knuckles cracked and shattered, then reformed with each flex until some dangerous-looking dark blue shards protruded from her comet-cold hand.

      “What possessed you to take up that face?” Yuki flatly inquired. “Did you believe we would not be inclined to hit it?”

      A stab that ignored his armor and got him right in the kidney caused Barry to groan painfully once more. His attention had been locked on the Ice Lady that, to all his senses, just bled away into the background. Midgard grass stood out more than her silhouette, even as a polar cold radiated from her slender figure.

      “I’m certainly inclined to stab it,” Zelia replied from behind Barry, before she slipstreamed next to Yuki in a matching attire set. The colors showed their preferences. Yuki’s set showcased a mixture of white, blue, and platinum, while Zelia’s wardrobe opposed those directly, her colors a mixture of black, red, and silver. “Stab works well.”

      Barry growled and faced them, manifesting the Tiger’s Eye spear now that he could. “Who are you two supposed to be? Do you th—Argh!”

      A possessed Odin swung his spear, but Karakum nimbly dodged by hopping up, using the spearpoint as a place to put his toes, and tumbled over the armored giant brick of beef before casually walking toward the girls while flourishing his rapier. Several slash marks loudly rang out across Odin’s armor, but unlike Zelia’s stab, those didn’t appear to do any damage. “Two? Pah. He cannot count. I also vote for stab.”

      Barry howled and rounded on them, breaking into a charge. “This armor is impervious! I will not fall for your schemes!”

      Zelia touched both Karakum and Yuki on the shoulder, then was gone by the time Barry swiped his weapon through that portion of space. He was then immediately stabbed in the keister by a teleportation effect-coated blaze rapier and polar glaive, bypassing his protections. The damage to pride was far greater than the damage to his health, but Barry was long past feeling fed up. “All these insects keep crawling out of the woodwork to surprise me with their one little trick!”

      Barry turned to again face his attackers, spotting the humanized scorpion donning a bard’s garb and the equally human-looking Jotun woman. He didn’t bother asking how they still had their forms; he couldn’t bring himself to care. The point of importance was that they were missing a member. “Where did the third one go?”

      Zelia deeply sighed behind him. “Still can’t count, can you?”

      Barry despised that he wasn’t able to tell where any of these three nuisances were at any given time. They just slipped from his senses like assassins eased into shadows. He turned wildly to swing with Tiger’s Eye, but hit nothing. Finishing the attack by spinning to face the three attackers, he saw them lined up next to one another. “No hiding from me now!”

      “Boo.” Barry nearly jumped out of his skin when the young voice of Loki brushed past the back left side of his helmet. He turned, but only in time to eat the youngster’s palm as the strike sent him barreling into the distance. Artorian inhaled to yell after the beefy projectile. “Fore!”

      Karakum and Zelia laughed while Yuki kept a cold, bemused smile to herself. Artorian rolled his wrists while walking to join their little huddle. “Thanks for picking me up, Zelia. I was wondering how to get the drop on him. An orbital kick wasn’t going to do much against that armor. How are you getting through that metal wall?”

      Karakum smirked and held up his rapier, pointing at the business end. “The same way someone got through a crab’s shell.”

      Artorian laughed, then nodded as if that had been so obvious. “Yes, yes, that would do it. Also, good grief, you are good at fighting. Well, you were always better than us old souls back during the adventuring days in Cal.”

      Karakum cocked his head, confused. “Administrator. Are you not feeling well? The only reason we made such leaps and strides during those lessons was because you were our teacher. You held nothing back, and forced us to learn. Day after day you gave us insightful, valuable feedback on the most minute little detail. Where we had flaws, you revealed them to us. Where we had strengths, you nurtured us. We were not gifted because of talent. We were gifted because our instructors cared, and gave us only their best.”

      Karakum eased a leg back, pressed an arm across his middle, and respectfully bowed. “Youth grows with guidance from their betters, and I could not have asked for a better teacher.”

      Artorian was abyss near in tears, but Yuki and Zelia eased an arm around him from either side to keep him steady. He wiped his face with the back of his sleeve, and listened as Zelia spoke. “He speaks true, my Dreamer. All those who you have touched with your heart feel this way.”

      Artorian nodded, but Yuki gently increased the cold to get their attention. “This is touching, but the momentum has worn and Odin is returning.”

      Her eyes flashed back to them even if her face didn’t move. “My Dreamer. Prepare whatever last card you had in store. We will keep Odin busy.”

      Artorian looked up to meet her gaze, and he could just tell that she knew what his last card actually was. Yuki ever so barely smiled. “There are times, my Dreamer, where unfeeling cold is the correct answer.”

      The youth squeezed his hands, and nodded silently as his chosen ones let him go. The three of them shared a look, then sped forward to meet the meaty projectile coming back their way, wanting to clash head on.

      This left Artorian all by himself in the middle of the Midgard plains, faintly paying attention to the flashes of weapons clashing with weapons in the distance. He sighed to himself, still somewhat unwilling to take the step even if he knew that he needed to. “If only I had the chance to do otherwise.”

      “Do what otherwise, old pal?”

      Artorian’s eyes shot open before his vision snapped to the left.

      Strolling up without a care in the world before leaning on a cane, dressed in frills, finery, and fluff, stood Chance. The skeleton Cursethief performer. “What, did my award-winning smile catch you off guard? I know it’s a charmer.”

      Chance cocked his head, but a skeleton’s expression didn’t really change. Artorian’s surprise slowly gave way to panic. “Chance! You… you really shouldn’t be here. One errant attack, and the health you have isn’t going to stand up against…”

      Chance just stood there, leaning on his cane and smiling at him.

      Artorian stilled, meeting the man’s gaze. “You aren’t planning to survive.”

      The skeleton saw right through him. “Neither were you, but this isn’t where you go out.”

      The youth frowned at him, not understanding the performer’s sudden incredible insight. Chance, on the other hand, had seen plenty of hearts and minds during his time. He could tell the truth hidden away like spotting a person doing an extremely poor job playing hide and seek. “I’m all about luck, old pal. The threads of fate are fickle, and finicky, but I was never one to play fair. I got my second chance at life when I by no means should have had it. Then right when I came to be, there you were.”

      Artorian wanted to say something, but Chance held his skeletal hand up. “The thing about luck, is that luck loves the bold. Luck loves the daring. Luck loves the fair. It loves to play tit-for-tat and turn the other cheek, and as luck would have it, I too have developed a fondness for fairness.”

      Artorian wasn’t following, but somehow this felt important. So he let the performer say his due. “You want the chance to do otherwise. Because I can see in your eyes that you’re tired, that this isn’t fair, and you don’t want to surrender to the cold. Not really.”

      Chance waved his hand, making visible his latest specialization: Fateseer.

      “Fate’s a strange thing. See, I can tell that on this very spot, someone is going to die in about forty seconds. Which leads me to my gift to you, Sunny. I’ve been wondering all these years just what I could do to repay you. Actually repay you. Not just dance in the sky and make it rain coins down on the masses below.”

      Chance winked, the action telegraphed by his movements alone. “I’ve seen many outcomes to this brawl, but very few I liked. Gone are the days of the selfish Cursethief, old pal. This is going to be my hill. The hill I take my stand on. I know you’re afraid to pull that weapon in your pocket out because you can already feel what it’s going to do to you. You feel those little gray spots spread, and you know what that means in your heart. Well, here’s your old pal Chance standing with you at the end of the world, and my gift to you, is a second one. Use it well, Sunny, and thanks. You’re the best friend I ever had.”

      Chance reached out, and pushed Artorian a measly two feet away with a wistful smile. A silent, green, disintegrating flash then removed both Chance and the space he’d occupied entirely. The matter of Midgard itself was wiped from the map without any forewarning, sound, or marker that would have made that line attack fair in any way.

      Barry’s Devouring Beam was instant, didn’t miss, and gave no warning sounds. The attack simply meant instant death if it struck head on, and it was a toy he’d been holding on to in case of true emergencies. Turned out that a stationary Loki, not paying attention, had counted.

      Artorian stumbled, processing the events far too slowly. He dipped into Astral Celerity for more time, then realized that if he’d been focusing on convincing himself to act with regret, he’d have been standing still on that spot regardless.

      So much of his decision making progress had focused on avoiding regrets that it had become a high and difficult hurdle to jump now that it was the last cup of tea available on the table to drink from. At a glance, he saw that the three chosen were mostly alright, but that none had gotten out of that attack unscathed. They were on a knee each, and Barry was clearly looking his way rather than at his immediate surroundings.

      Barry prepared a charge, and exploded toward Artorian’s direction. The youth just stood there, his hand reaching into his pocket as he mentally accessed his spatial ring. Becoming aware of the contents, he supposed there was one more tiny option he had to buy himself a few extra seconds of time.

      When Barry raised his spear and snarled mid-attack, Artorian pulled his hand out of his pocket and threw the contents he’d pulled from his ring straight into Odin’s eyes. With dilation active, he was currently faster. “Pocket sand!”

      The old bow which had turned to Artifact-quality dust in Cra’s archery workshop came in mighty handy, allowing him to side-step the spear thrust and kick away. When he found footing on a nearby hill, Decorum slammed into the ground nearby with Zelia holding one of his paws. She slumped to the ground after, and Tisha fluttered to her aid while Jorn and Yiba disembarked.

      Decorum wasted no time in going right after Odin, becoming a sharp wind that howled toward the possessed man to commence combat. An arrow from Yiba just about took a defending Odin’s eye out, beginning a flurry to contribute to the fight as Jorn threw his axe to the sky and howled with all his might.

      The ability, ‘Howl of the Grand Wolf,’ instantly took effect.

      Matching Decorum’s Liger size, Fenrir, the great wolf, materialized overhead. At Jorn’s prompt, he howled to the sky and charged right at Barry, biting Odin right in his behind before flailing the canned meat slab all about and tossing him into Decorum’s descending claw. Pinballing the enemy between rapid-strike attackers.

      Artorian would not have been able to stomach asking for all this extra time. Yet here it was, freely provided. Chance’s words rang through his mind and, realizing there was no further point in fighting it any longer, Artorian surrendered to the regret.

      He closed his eyes and drew breath, squeezing his hand around the hilt of a sword as he drew the blade forth. The moment Urcan’s twisted form clenched between his fingers, the gray color spread across Artorian’s young form. Just as Yuki had altered colors when holding Caliph, the change began with his hand, then spread quickly.

      When the gray hue overtook him fully, all emotion ended.

      Artorian felt cold, like he did not have a heartbeat, or a heart that cared.

      The world lost all color, and as he opened his vacant eyes, pink fire burst across the entire length of the katana blade. All sound filtered into the background for Artorian, like it was happening to someone else. His grip steadied on the hilt, and only cold logic began to tick behind his eyes.
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      Upon drawing Sorrow, Artorian’s outlook became as gray as his form.

      Logic told him that this childish form was unsuitable for his utmost potential, and that he possessed the tools and means to fix this all along. He’d just been too… sappy, to change it. Artorian had been having too much fun as a youth.

      Fun which now ended.

      Eternium had informed him that he could restore Urcan’s form via one of the features built into Astral Celerity. He needed only to access it. Doing so, and activating Restoration properly, he applied the effect to himself rather than the blade, repairing his pattern’s inconsistencies.

      He grew quickly, his whole shape and form returning to that of a wistful old man. Not one displayed with bulging muscle, or a powerful frame, or even an impressive stature. Instead, the thin, long-bearded ancient looked frail, and like he could snap in a soft wind. His clothing set resized to fit him, but just like his skin, the color was sapped from the outfit entirely. When he took his first, wordless step forward, the very ground he’d touched suffered the same fate.

      Such was the power of Sorrow.

      Having twisted Urcan into a concept, that concept now expressed itself upon the world.

      Sorrow was an emotion. A feeling, or sentiment. Sorrow’s expression was more ‘intense’ than sadness. Rather than a momentary experience, Sorrow imposed a long-term state. It made itself at home in a heart, and did not easily leave. Rather than mere pain or unhappiness that fades, Sorrow carried a degree of resignation, which led to the peculiar air of dignity currently hanging around Artorian as he ambled onward.

      Just as the concept demanded a terrible resignation to one’s emotions, the old man had resigned himself to a terrible choice.

      The choice to act without Love.

      Barry cared little for these nuances, seeing only that Loki had shed his youthful guise to expose who he really was. A frail old failure forced to rely on those around him to get anything done. Calling down green lightning to strike both Fenrir and Decorum at the same time, he gripped them both by the snouts and smashed one enemy with the other.

      The attack knocked Decorum unconscious and shattered Fenrir, whose energy returned to the axe he’d originated from. Annoyed by the silent bunker busters, Barry had taken to slapping away incoming arrows after throwing the Liger over his shoulder. He caught one only to return it right through Yiba’s shoulder, forcing the Alfheim Elf to cry out and drop to a knee.

      His tone rumbled, voice hot. “Is that the end of the peanut gallery? Can we get to it now, Loki? I have a world to rule, and every occupant on it seems dead set on buying you more time. What makes you so special? All you have is their faith; I will have their fear.”

      To Barry’s supreme annoyance, the old man didn’t answer him. Instead, just like when fighting the three chosen, the old man blended seamlessly into the background. Detecting him became nigh impossible, like he was someone else’s problem. The sudden *fuff* of the old man appearing in front of him with a concurrent sword strike made the geezer very much his problem.

      Barry blocked with Tiger’s Eye, but felt no impact against the weapon as Loki passed right by him. The sword made a sweeping motion as if it sliced clear through him, but the Devourer felt no such cut. At least not until the old man took another step away, and the violent, near-comical splurge of blood gushed with a high-pressure effect from the massive slash mark across Odin’s chest.

      Barely managing to steady himself by planting the spear into the ground as a third point to put his weight on, Barry hurried to heal his host body before the situation turned catastrophic. Loki had struck with the full, cold intent to kill, his sword having accelerated so fast Barry hadn’t properly perceived either the strike or injury. “Pah… wh… what? How did you deal so much harm? Dilation can’t give you that. My armor should prevent that kinetic damage. It is Legendary! Your speed trick should be moot! You don’t even have that spider witch’s special effect active.”

      The old man finally spoke, but the words were flat like Yuki’s, entirely devoid of feeling. The frail ancient didn’t even give Barry the courtesy of facing him before speaking. “Sorrow does not care, and neither do I. Sorrow ignores all protections. All shields. Any defenses you may have thought you had. Sorrow cares for none of them, and will strike you where you are weak.”

      Artorian slowly turned, and the hollow emptiness in his gaze frightened Barry. Here was a mind that, rather than being impossible to possess, was one he did not want to possess. The mind state living in the old man was a flavor of such intense apathy, harrowing, and muted pain, that any insertion without full immunity to those concepts would destroy him outright.

      Barry jumped back and flicked his eyes to the weapon. He needed to know what he was actually dealing with. “Inspect.”

      

      Name: Sorrow.

      Material: Soul of Urcan.

      Rarity: Dani.

      Damage: Average of the user’s wisdom and dexterity attributes.

      Current Damage: 3,681 Kinetic.

      Special Quality: Sorrow.

      Sorrow is a katana. Made from the twisted soul of Urcan, a Savant-class demon, this weapon burns with pink flame that eats away its wielder’s emotions, as this weapon has become the solidified concept of Sorrow.

      This weapon’s special quality ignores all armor values, protections, and durability. Damage from this weapon is not subject to reductions of any kind, and will attack all targets as if they were classed as unarmored. This effect supersedes other effects that would directly contradict this special quality.

      

      Barry swallowed. His Urcan? Had the Dungeon Wisp, Dani, done that to his summon? She must have! Her name was in the rarity listing, for crying out loud!

      The sound of a crude teleportation wrenched his attention away. That spider witch was injured, so her perfected, soundless variety was unavailable. He wasn’t steady enough to attack with the spear he was using as a crutch, so summoned Gungnir and stabbed in the direction of the sound. The screech of metal being blocked by metal rang out across the field, and Barry was sent backward as a heavy impact hit his face like the brutal beat of a gong.

      Odin flung across the field, and the aggressor slumped with a groan against Zelia, who was struggling to keep standing herself. While Artorian couldn’t feel the joy, he felt boundless pride when Halcyon shot him an exhausted, sleep-deprived all-teeth smile. She struggled to keep her grip on the tonfas tight, and Yuki appeared at her unsupported side to steady the Amazonian-sized woman.

      Cold and emotionless, Artorian asked what came to mind. “Why are you here?”

      Halcyon had been warned prior, and answered while trying to ignore her quickly growing migraine. “Came with. Message. From feathers. He says: Remember. Compassion.”

      Halcyon slumped immediately after, forcing Zelia to make a snap executive decision. She grabbed hold of Yuki and a downed Halcyon, and got both of them out of there with a painful, wrenching *pop*.

      Barry got to his feet as all but Artorian busied themselves fleeing the battlefield. Decorum barely managed to stumble after waking with Tisha’s help, but they all felt very clearly that at this point, they were in the way. Using both spears as walking sticks, Odin righted himself once the wound on his chest was properly sealed. He then spent several precious items to put himself back in tip-top fighting shape, and lowered himself to a fighting stance. “You won’t get lucky twice. I just need to not get hit.”

      Seeing that Barry wielded two weapons, the cold and calculating Artorian observed his empty, open hand. His gaze then rose to meet Barry’s, speaking the words that would spell the Devourer’s doom. “All you need is the right weapon. How kind of you to have come without one.”

      The way the words were said felt like a mocking insult to Barry, who roared and charged. The old man couldn’t block his strike and attack at the same time as he dipped into the same dilation effect Artorian benefited from.

      This gave Barry some errant thoughts. Someone in the background had been meddling since he’d been able to understand the old man when he spoke during his dilation. That or the Pylons were just that broken. Barry ignored the pointless distraction and focused only on the kill.

      Thrusting Gungnir forward to ensure he would not miss, Barry did not expect a second blade to materialize in Loki’s offhand. This one burned with celestine flames, and flourished with a spin from the old man’s wrist as it parried the incoming spear.

      Making a last-minute decision to go ahead and attack with Tiger’s Eye as well, the move left him open, failing to allow a defense against Sorrow, as the katana both parried the spear and stabbed him. “Argh!”

      Staggering away, Barry hunched from pain as the chest wound sizzled audibly before comically spouting another high-pressure rope of blood. He raised his spear to block the follow up attacks, then staggered more when those strikes didn’t come. Wincing, he shot an inquisitive look at his opponent. The old man had become some kind of internal lightshow, because the coat of gray energetically clashed with natural skin tones as the colors warred over his features.

      Loki’s old voice remained flat and stoic. “Why the fear? Your opponent is but an old man. Granted, I wouldn’t feel too well either if I was going up against me with weapons that devoid of meaning. They’ve got no soul.”

      Barry believed a brilliant idea had just struck his brain, completely oblivious that he was being tricked into it. He’d been so concerned about Loki acquiring a weapon to strike him down that he’d completely bypassed the option that he could become one instead. Barry felt convinced he could control Odin and conform to the shape of a pointy stabber at the same time. Plus, if it was him doing the attacking, then a single hit would allow him to turn the strike into an automatic critical hit against this hated foe. Ending the fight outright. Ending with his victory!

      Critical hits currently meant instant death.

      “I’ve more soul than both of those pointy sticks combined.” Thinking of it, if he formed the weapon using his soul, he’d even be able to counter and block the other two conceptual weapons Loki was holding. He’d be on par! No, he’d have the advantage! “Ah, to be a military genius.”

      Artorian shrugged, adding fuel to the fire. Though, in part, he currently wasn’t speaking to Barry, but rather to the invisible visitor sneaking into the scene. “Sometimes the only choices you have are bad ones, but you still have to choose.”

      Barry ignored the comment since it was nonsense, but his insulting scoff allowed the invisible guest to come to a decision. The stalker determined that the old man could very much see him, regardless of his cloaked guise, yet was making no move to stop him. The gloating brick, on the other hand, barked with laughter that grated the very edges of his nerves into fine cheese. How the hidden stalker despised that throaty green voice.

      Odin’s body stalked forward, both spears at the ready while plotting for the correct time to unfold his hidden plan. No reason to let the opponent think he had new cards up his sleeve, though he kept the space behind him in mind as an escape route to jump away.

      Artorian looked behind Barry as the predictive lines betrayed those intentions. The old man then calculated. So long as Barry could conveniently backpedal and escape, he would be less inclined to copy Dawn’s Blade of War technique. However, if the hidden stalker could provide an opportunity, new options bloomed in his thoughts.

      There was a place he knew where there could be no retreat. No hiding. No tactical advantage.

      He needed only the chance to drag Barry along, just like with Ghreziz.

      Barry sprung forward, and so did the hidden stalker. The spears both thrust with intent to pierce Artorian, with no leeway for escape in either direction, but the pointy ends never reached their target. From the tall grass, a rocketing line of black ink propelled a red mass forward as the stalker dropped his guise. “I, Unexpectus, in the name of Red Inkquisition, shall shackle thee! As thou thought thee could shackle me!”

      The octopus’s red tendrils wrapped around Odin’s face, blocking all vision as the ink-spout continued its grisly work. Barry moved to grip and rip the escaped convict from his face and throw him to the ground, but his success was met with a pink-enflamed katana piercing through his abdomen. Followed by a sudden, unpleasant, crude teleport.

      Dragging Barry across the surface of the layer holding Pi, Artorian crash landed on exit, dumping them both inside the unbreakable confines of rainbow glass walls.

      Standing, Artorian called both weapons to his hands, the sharp sword pulled right out of Odin’s gut to seamlessly resume its place in the old man’s grip. Compassion, which he’d stored in his spatial ring, materialized in his left.

      He popped his neck as he spoke, holding the swords out to either side as his body returned to its natural skin color and hue, though his attire remained entirely gray. Sorrow had balanced with Compassion, and Artorian was made whole.

      He swung them both down in an arc, getting a feel for their balancing act. Sorrow cut a half-moon swath of pink flames, while Compassion cut a celestine half-moon light-field emblazoned with a musical notation staff. Comprising five horizontal lines and four spaces that each represented a different musical pitch. “Welcome to the Cathedral of the Luminous Prism. You’re in my house now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty

          

        

      

    

    
      Barry got to his feet, then stumbled forward as a heavy force drew him toward the double-sword wielder. He braced his footing, resisting the deep inhale of the old man as he felt all allowance to his mana recovery drop into the negatives.

      Observing the baffled face of Odin, Artorian rolled his shoulders as he ticked on one of the features in his ‘One with Mana’ title. The effect ‘Abundant Absorption’ may only affect Shattered mana, but Artorian had plenty of experience with his base mana regeneration being so high that it gobbled up the regeneration scores of others.

      He didn’t even have to be that nearby.

      Confined within this restrictive cathedral, claiming all those resources and preventing any to his enemy was child’s play. Even if he couldn’t use a drop of mana while upholding Astral Celerity. Well, he had a way around that, so long as he was fast enough.

      Barry gritted his teeth. His eyes flicked to the new blade in Loki’s grip, but when he tried to Inspect the sword, the only prompt that came up was some static information and a shape description that stated ‘Albion Principe.’

      Artorian took the moment to engage additional preparations. Mentally knocking on a door, he felt the other party pay the costs in order to talk to him. Artorian had serious doubts his actions were currently not regarded under the most exacting of scrutiny, so when Tim answered and time slowed to a crawl, he felt only relief. <Eternium. I’d like to adopt that free Divine Sense now, if that’s alright?>

      Tim mentally crossed his arms, bemused. <I’d say we can certainly do that. I need to give you the prompt, after which you only need to choose and tell me.>

      Rather than pop up next to Artorian’s body, the notice appeared in their shared mental connection.

      

      Divine Sense improvement:

      A Divine Sense can be an extended function of any skill or ability that deals with gathering or gaining empirical information. That is, the information gained via your normal senses. Such as sound, touch, taste, or smell.

      Cost variable depending on the sense desired.

      Notice: The first Divine Sense is free.

      

      Artorian only needed to glance at the prompt to make his choice. <I’ll take sight please, Tim. I’m about to go very, very fast, and I need to be able to keep up.>

      Tim made it so with a snap of his fingers, bringing incredible clarity to Sunny’s eyes. <Then keep up you will. Effective immediately, ignore your listed Perception score. That attribute is 9999 until you turn Divine Sight off, just expect to feel exhausted and need a nap when you do. Give Barry some abyss for us, Sunny. We’re all watching and rooting for you.>

      Tim closed the connection, and Artorian resumed the fight while Barry still had that dumbfounded look plaguing Odin’s face, as he tried to puzzle out what Compassion’s effects were.

      Inspecting items for information quickly played second fiddle as the old man caused the sound of a badly tuned crack of thunder. Blurring out of being, Barry did not put his weapons up in time to block another one of those delayed-damage cuts raking him across the chest. He’d prepared against the pain by muting that function. Unfortunately, his high-speed movements, while benefiting from a better dilation effect, barely kept up with the bouncing ball of slashing death that bounded all across the insides of this unbreakable structure.

      His opponent slowed over time as the bounces lost speed with each redirection, but while Barry could seamlessly block or parry the later hits in the chain, those initial ones were so fast that they got through, causing more comical blood spouts.

      Barry wanted to ask how a launching platform made of flimsy glass could mysteriously take the strain it was subjected to. Speeds pushed off from the walls must have tallied in at somewhere between the ten to forty thousand meters per second mark, and his opponent kept abyss-blasted silent during the entire transition. Only the zipping of a blade cutting through the air and the crackling of out-of-tune thunder kept ringing.

      The Devourer still thought he held the upper hand. His opponent should be exhausted. “Any second now!”

      But that second didn’t come. Sparks of metal and clashing weapons filled the confined space. Each repeated impact made another bright flash occur, but they happened with such frequency that Barry began to be blinded by all the pulsating light. When his opponent slowed, Barry growled at the pair of fitted sunglasses on the old geezer’s nose. “Where’d you get those!”

      He took a breath to narrate another speech, thinking this rat was finally out of stamina. His attempt cut short as Loki drifted from his senses for only a moment, like the old man was dropping and picking back up an effect that let him use the ‘Someone Else’s Problem’ ability only for long enough to reactivate his combat mode and get back to the action.

      Barry despised being on the defensive, then heard an unhappy blaring sound as his health bar dipped into the red when the burning pink flash scored another cut. He was regenerating health at blinding speed because of his expended items! How was he in the red?

      At the same moment that Artorian checked the damage on his last strike, Barry felt his stomach twist when looking at the same number.

      

      You have hit: Odin, Sovereign of the Sky.

      Possessed by: Barry, Almighty Devourer of All, with Sorrow.

      Sorrow Damage: 3,681 Kinetic.

      Accelerator Damage: 40,000 Kinetic.

      Total Raw Damage: 43,681 Kinetic.

      Multiplier: Master Supreme Weapon Master, +175%

      Total Multiplier: +175%

      Multiplier Damage: 76,441.

      Total Damage: 120,122.

      Notice: Adaptive style, Formless, has failed to trigger. Pylons missing!

      

      Barry wheezed at the number. No wonder the damage effects were comical. How was anyone supposed to represent damage that stupid? Then it hit him that the timer on his health regeneration items was finite. The abilities his opponent was using were not. His mana attacks were useless against this enemy, and with his mana regeneration number at zero, he didn’t feel too good about expending that lingering resource. Unlike himself, Loki did not appear to need to play a balancing act with his stamina costs either.

      The High Elf’s attacks, blocks, parries, and actions of the like all took chunks out of his stamina bar. While that recovered quickly, it was not doing so quickly enough to contend with the assault he endured. Worse still, as much as Barry might want to go on the offensive, it was taking most of his not insignificant skill to just keep blocking Loki’s attacks, and preventing giving the schemer new openings.

      If he did take the opportunity to lash out with a strike, that would leave him open to a new counterattack like last time, and Loki still had that equally dangerous-looking mystery weapon clutched in his offhand. A weapon Barry had so far not been struck by.

      He doubted it would be out and in play if the power of the celestine music-sheet sword was not on par with the pink-flame one. Given he was already being pushed back, he did not want to gamble with more of his precious, dwindling health points.

      He might actually lose!

      Artorian drew a deep breath when he slid across the ground, decelerating to a speed slow enough to consider blasting Accelerator into activity again. He glanced at his health bar, seeing it steadily recover from all the self-inflicted damage and status effects he was stacking up from rubber-ball bouncing around at ludicrous speeds.

      Every second, Astral Celerity healed him up real good, but during that second before the tick of the next one, his injuries re-accumulated. One did not zip about at these speeds, without being a seriously potent Mage, and survive. In the Fringe, he had caught fire during his bout against Irene doing far less, and far more slowly. In Eternium, everyone was still, at best, a C-ranker.

      Artorian knew that if Barry scored a single hit, that the extra damage would throw off his currently luck-calculated attacking spree. On a full charge, that extra forty thousand damage would backfire, and he barely had fifty to work with. A pittance in comparison to Barry’s million plus maximum.

      So long as he followed Dawn’s fighting style lessons, he had a chance here. If the Devourer got a hit in with Gungnir, he was in trouble. Bouncing around was just doing that much damage to his own health, and he was already timing things to let himself recover as much as possible.

      Then, luck beyond luck, Artorian saw Barry finally take the leap.

      Barry, suffering from several status demerits and being shoved all the way into the back corner, threw sense out of the window and copied the technique he’d seen the other Incarnate use out in Cal. That trick had been super effective against him, and it would be super effective here. He could completely throw Odin and his body under the wagon so long as he got that one singular critical hit in. The one hit to end it all.

      Barry threw Gungnir to buy himself the needed seconds, even if it permanently relieved him of that weapon. Loki would have to parry the spear or risk being skewered—or pinned to the wall—which provided Barry his spare moment.

      Copying a technique Barry didn’t fully understand came with some flaws, but he hadn’t gotten his Guild position purely by grandstanding. He was a dungeoneering elite. A combat master! As a High Elf, stealing the best tools from your opponents just came standard.

      Flowing from Odin’s patch-covered eye-socket, the Iridium expanded and reshaped to form an armament that crossed between a trident and a pitch fork. Ornate, and exemplifying the hunger and greed inherent within Barry, the gold and green weapon kept tethers stabbed into Odin’s gauntlet to keep control of the man.

      Not that Barry believed Odin’s stolen body would last much longer if Loki kept attacking like he had. Those recovery items had just expired. Artorian launched into another assault, but Barry had gotten used to the attack vectors and directions the old man was attacking from. Going at the speeds he did didn’t leave many options for incoming strikes, and once the pattern became clearer, Barry adapted.

      Now that he was the main weapon, he used Tiger’s Eye for some well-timed parries, then struck the moment he saw his opportunity. Surrendering the body of Odin when it took a stab between the arm plates so his other arm could undulate unnaturally, Barry lashed out to stab the trident right into Loki’s chest.

      With a meaty *chunk*, all three points struck paydirt.

      The geezer wheezed in pain, blinking in surprise as his hands let go of both his prized weapons. Barry’s smile grew into a fantastic grin as the yellow fog billowed across his weapon shape to speak. He’d done it! He’d succeeded. He’d won! “Victory!”

      Barry knew one of the trident spikes had pierced straight through Loki’s heart. In ordinary circumstances, this would have been a critical hit! Though since critical hit calculations had something to do with luck, they weren’t guaranteed. To make it guaranteed, Barry formed that spike into a mouth and bit the entire heart right from the man’s chest to gobble it right up. “Thank you for the appetizer!”

      Spitting blood, Loki slumped forward on the three-pronged weapon as his Astral Celerity flickered, trying to patch him up. The loss of a heart and his health bar dwindling down to the low thousands made that difficult. Visually, Barry could see the slumping man dying as the light left his eyes, his human hands reaching for the weapon as a handhold. Likely to support himself from falling further onto the pointy bits.

      Barry was too busy laughing to care as he felt the life ebb away from this mongrel. “Finally, finally! I have bested you. This farce is over! Eternia is mine!”

      He gloated in pure delight, cackling as Odin shoved the trident forward, piercing Loki a little deeper so Barry could indulge in the pathetic grunt and pained groan that followed. “Any last words, pest?”

      Artorian gripped the trident tight. Victory indeed, even at significant cost. The prerequisites were now met. The scheme complete. Smiling through bloody teeth, the old man momentarily flickered off his Astra form and title side-effect, then wheezed out the last word Barry would hear for a very long time. “Artifacting.”

      Barry felt sick. Then failed to scream as Artorian ripped his soul to pieces.

      Unlike Urcan, Artorian knew what he was doing this time. He wasn’t going to give this brat the courtesy of being anything dignified. This ripping was going to be clinical. Academic. Total. In order for Barry to resurface, someone would have to gather up all the split parts and cram them back together, because Artorian was going to be thorough.

      No matter how much he might regret doing this.

      No matter how deep this cracked his Seed Core.

      It would be done.

      Artorian dipped into his ancient studies, and took Barry apart in four distinct pieces, each a divided chunk of nested psychology. In order, Artorian split Barry into the id, ego, and superego, with a fourth part that would comprise all that was lost.

      Ripping the id free first, Barry’s needs, wants, desires, and impulses were separated. His disorganized, basic, instinctual drives that made up what it meant to be human in ordinary circumstances were pulled away as a nondescript green cloud of little more than distilled hunger.

      This was the bit of Barry that would have caused the game in Eternia to be over, so Artorian named it just that before throwing the disembodied cloud to the side.

      Game Over.

      Tatum could bury the thing into the ground later. For now, Artorian continued his grizzly task as the pain in his soul mounted. Having handled the id, the set of uncoordinated instinctual desires, he then skipped a stage, because next came the superego.

      Working in direct contrast to the id, the superego would ordinarily strive to act in socially appropriate manners rather than pursue instant gratification. This moralizing aspect controlled Barry’s sense of right and wrong, guiding his principles of guilt. Since the Devourer had a pittance of this in comparison to his greed, this component Artorian turned into the abyss-blasted dessert fork.

      At least the fork would act in socially acceptable ways.

      By being a fork.

      Tossing the item like a card meant for the discard pile, Artorian tackled the ego.

      For convenience’s sake, he turned the whole thing into a pot. Calling it the Pot of Greed, he crammed in all that made up Barry’s effigy of the Burning Mind. All of Barry’s drives that sought to bring benefit in the long term, rather than sought to cause grief. While it may have supposedly been the mediator between the prior two, Artorian paid that no heed and crammed the whole identity right into the pot.

      They’d shove the pot in some complicated prison stuffed to the brim with Zelia’s teleportation tricks, or something.

      Lastly, after putting the pot to the side, Artorian bundled together everything that was left. That which was lost. Barry’s memories. His experiences. The culmination of life that made him him.

      No longer pierced by the trident since that weapon was now a small dessert fork lying on the glassy floor to his side, Artorian drew a deep enough breath to groan as he felt the wound close up thanks to Astral Celerity working its magic. Pressing a hand to the other side of his chest, he felt his second heart working overtime. Praise that blasted dragon evolution. That second heart had saved him from the instant kill effect of the critical hit, allowing him to pull through.

      Several Forum requests were already bashing his skull for attention, but Artorian just didn’t have the heart to open them up. The loss and pain he felt was both serene, and unfathomable, as he held the swirling mass of Barry’s memories. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Had it… had it been me in that alley, this would not have happened. I am… I am supposed to be the Ascended of Love. Yet here I sidestepped my path just because I felt forced to. Because I thought it was the way I needed to deal with you. To win.”

      Artorian grit his teeth, feeling as frail as he looked. “I despise it so, Barry. I despise it so.”

      Observing the swirling mass, he sighed, and wished he had the chance to do better, rather than merely the chance to win. “I am Love. I am one, for all! I do not make exceptions. Yet look at me, sitting here with you in my hands, like this. What a failure I am. If even a demon can come to know compassion, and be looked at by a celestial with kindness, surely you… surely you too have hope.”

      Delving into that first memory experienced in the dream, Artorian decided that he knew what to do. “One day, my boy. One day you will be whole again. On that day, I promise that I will be there. We will do this again. Except that next time, I will save you. You may, in the end, be Tatum’s task. So you two can hash your ancient rivalry out one last time. But when it’s all said and done, I will save you properly.”

      Funneling some of his old starlight Essence through his Mana, he called upon its original functions, and erased the tethers between the four aspects. The remains… the remains he focused on, breathing out the words. “Eternium. Some help, please.”

      Sunny’s DE points dipped even further into the dark red negatives as the dungeon did what he said he would when he’d assigned Artorian the Absolute Unit title. When it came to Barry, Eternium would help as best he could.

      Pulling right from the dream state, the leftovers of Barry formed to take on the shape of a small kitten, with white paws that made it look like he had little boots. Artorian welcomed the cat. “Hello, Mittens. Have a good sleep before we decide where to put you.”

      The cat blinked, yawned, and curled up on the old man’s chest without a care in the world.

      Artorian then lay down, and found the fork. Working the piece of cutlery between his fingers, he held it up to the sky, seeing the broken chunks of Asgard hover in space behind it. The detail was exquisite with Divine Sight.

      The view felt nostalgic as he recognized bits of Odin’s most ostentatious castle floating on by. After a few seconds of his eyes dancing across the sky, he closed them tight and deactivated Divine Sight. Letting the rush of exhaustion catch up to him.

      Artorian chuckled, feeling drained, weary, and depleted beyond words. Before the unopposable need for sleep took him as his Artifacting ability culminated, Artorian whispered out as his arm hit the floor, “All that effort to get through Asgard so I could reach Hel, only for Hel to come to me. Fork you, Asgard.”
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        We hope you enjoyed Asgard! Since reviews are the lifeblood of indie publishing, we’d love it if you could leave a positive review on Amazon! Follow this link to be redirected to the Artorian’s Archives: Asgard Amazon product page to leave your review.

      

        

      
        Don’t miss out on future releases! Sign up for our newsletter to stay up to date. And as always, thank you for your support! You are the reason we’re able to bring these stories to life.
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