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      To Dhane Taylor.

      

      I don’t care what they say about you, your red hair is beautiful! And who needs a soul anyway?
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            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Ice cream.

      One stupid, free scoop of ice cream. Dhane was in such a hurry to use the coupon that expired at midnight—not to mention his gamer friends waiting for his return—that even though the traffic light had changed and the little-walking-man sign glowed from the other side, he failed to do that one simple thing that all kids were taught from a very early age: look both ways.

      It didn’t matter how many degrees he had, or how many Latin or Greek words he had memorized, or that he was a day late on his review article for the latest role-playing game, the world didn’t care.

      Then again, if it weren’t for the garbage truck—forty tons of metal filled to the brim with everything society deigned to throw away—it wouldn’t have been so bad. In this case, though, the word splat would be the only word adequate to explain what happened. . . .

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dhane sucked in a breath of stale, cold air. It was damn freezing in here! In a place of pitch-black. There were others, too. People breathing, someone shivering nearby, a girl crying about a killer clown.

      Tiny balls of light—little dots in the blackness—wisped through the air and drew lines. Someone jumped back and crashed to the ground with a groan. Then light from torches illuminated the room of cold stone bricks across ceiling and floor.

      There were more than a dozen people, standing within individual chalk circles with fancy symbols adorning their sides, completely naked. That bit should have been obvious, though when you get smeared by a garbage truck, it often took a few moments to pull one’s wits about themselves.

      A rather petite and pretty girl standing five feet away, jerked at her own realization of being alive and bare, and tried to cover her lady bits, all the while glaring at Dhane.

      Of course, he wasn’t really staring, it just so happened to be the place he was facing when the lights came on. What did people say in such a situation? I’m sorry, my dear, for invading your privacy. It was like a line from a movie . . . in medieval times. Definitely not cool.

      She had brunette hair with highlights and curls cupping a heart-shaped face, a cute button nose, olive-colored skin, and dark brown, evil eyes. Evil, murderous eyes that seemed to scream, Look away or I’ll cut your throat.

      Yes, that was exactly what they said, it only took a solid fifteen seconds for those thoughts to slush through his brain. He offered an awkward, “Sorry,” which came out sounding far less majestic than the movie line.

      It was at this time he realized how loose he was hanging and the random roaming eyes from others, all hugging their own forms in odd manners. He mimicked the reaction, cupping his manhood with both hands.

      Footsteps scuffed the stone, followed by the tapping of a cane. “Welcome to Olindale,” a withered old man said. “Oh, don’t be embarrassed, it’s nothing I haven’t seen before. There are robes next to each of you.” He had wiry hair jutting in all directions, covering the sides of his head, avoiding a pale white dome that reflected torchlight, and sliding down the front of him, like . . . melted ice cream.

      Oi. . . . A simple hankering for ice cream and even death wasn’t strong enough to curtail it. Death. . . . Was he really dead?

      Next to Dhane’s circle was a nicely folded robe of thick, scratchy material. Little candles around his circle had, at some point, been lit, casting a modicum of warmth in the frigid room. He pulled the material over his form and immediately felt better. It was a night and day difference, of being cold to the point of shivering, and suddenly warm and comfortable.

      “I am Gameus, god of games and of this realm,” the old man said and sighed. “Yes, you have died. Yes, this is one of the many heavens. Yes, somehow I got stuck with a bunch of nerds. You know—and bear with me, I’m in great need of a good rant—the games used to be of warriors who risked their lives to fight animals in the arenas, or stand upon their chariots to face off with other brave men.

      “Now? Now. . . . Games have an all-new meaning. My heaven has radically changed since your kind started showing up. It’s quite rude if you ask me. I mean, this is my realm. And so, before I give you your starting items and send you on your adventure, please sign my petition. I only need two million more signatures. Maddeningly, of course, the choice is yours. I cannot revoke your free will, but I can promise that gods make far better friends than foes. . . .”

      Gameus let that last line linger in the silence as he eyeballed each of his petrified audience. Then he smiled and continued walking through the room, only to stop at a chalk circle with a pile of bones and ash.

      “Pip!” he yelled, voice rocking the room, eyes glowing blue. A stone brick cracked.

      From the shadows, tendrils of smoke formed into an imp, two feet tall, leathery red skin, with impractically tiny, bat-like wings. “Yesss, Master?” it said in a high pitched, wobbling voice.

      “How many times must I tell you the symbol crosses at the arch? AT THE ARCH! Look at this,” the god said, grabbing the imp by the neck and shoving its head close to one of the symbols that adorned the circle.

      “Yesss, yesss, I sees the problem. I goofed, that I did.”

      “Goofed? This soul . . . who was it? Amber? Guild master of the Razor Wolves, killed by dislodged air-conditioning unit, is going to hell because you goofed!” Gameus stared for a moment, then sighed. “Bah, fine, it’s just one less signature for my petition. Grab a broom.”

      “Yesss, Master.”

      Gameus raised his hands in front of himself, as if lifting something, and the entire wall on one side of the room opened, stone grinding upward. Sunlight poured through the opening, illuminating a long stretch of land and oceans and mountains and forests, all far below, beneath puffy white clouds.

      “Please follow me,” Gameus said and stepped outside, tapping his cane as he walked. Pip already had a broom, sweeping the remaining bits of Amber into a dustpan. Everyone shuffled forward, watching the little imp with a mixture of curiosity—for when had real imps existed?—and horror.

      Gameus took a seat on a stool outside, waved a finger in the air, and a box appeared next to him. “Form a line, if you will.”

      Dhane found himself at the front of that line, nobody eager to take up the ten feet in front of him to be first. He closed the gap, thinking it wiser to follow instructions than annoy the god.

      Gameus held out a clipboard with a #2 pencil attached by a string. Dhane took it. The top of the paper was a request to exchange Gameus with another god, one better fit for the position.

      He peered over the clipboard and Gameus stared back, tapping a long fingernail on the top of his cane. Dhane signed his name—Dhane, with an H, certainly not Dane, without an H, like mundane or Great Dane; no, he wasn’t a dog—and paused at his last name. What was it again?

      “I . . .” he started, though Gameus held up a hand to silence him.

      “We strip you of your last name. It makes the transition easier when you can’t think about your past family members, friends, kids, significant others, and the like.”

      And it was true. Dhane couldn’t think of his mother or sister. He had a mother and sister, not a father. But they didn’t have names or faces or really any emotion attached to them whatsoever. He also had a girlfriend, one that he could still feel an inkling of deep affection for, though just as he had felt it, the sensation evaporated.

      Wasn’t heaven all about being together with those you loved? But even as that thought struck, he didn’t quite care. These no-named, no-faced people were in the distant past, in a distant world.

      “So . . .” he started, though Gameus held up a hand to silence him again.

      “You can come up with your last name at any time, or just sign your first. If you should ever come up with your last name, it’ll automatically be added to my petition. Go ahead and pass the clipboard down the line.”

      Dhane looked at his name and found it completely satisfying as it were, then passed the board to the next person in line: a tall fellow with blond hair and a broad chest. The guy tore the clipboard from Dhane’s hand without so much of a Thank you.

      “Listen up,” Gameus said. “This world is unlike that of your world. There’s no sickness, no excrement, even garbage cleans up itself. But you’ll figure this stuff out on your own. For the sake of time, please limit your questions. Now, you each get one of these ancient, magical relics.” He held up a device. . . .

      “A phone?” Dhane asked.

      “What? No! It’s not a phone. It’s ancient technology that, once you bind to it, will forever be attached to your soul. Now, would you like the one with an apple on the back, or the one with a robot?”

      Dhane took the ancient and magical device, then moved to the side so the line could progress.

      Hello, Hola, Bonjour, Konnichiwa. . . .

      Yup, it was definitely an iPhone. An iPhone in heaven. . . . He tapped the display and it flashed through a dozen setup screens within a second, before displaying the home screen. There were a number of apps: Inventory, Map, Character, Party, Waypoint, Contacts, among others.

      “Once you get your device,” Gameus said, “go ahead and open the Clothing app. Your first set of clothing is free. Pick out something that fits your preference, then return your robes to Pip.”

      The little imp materialized from smoke, standing on a stool, holding a few hangers under an arm. He waved a three-fingered hand to make sure everyone understood that he was, in fact, the one and only Pip.

      Dhane tapped the Clothing app and it opened, revealing a mirror image of himself, standing at the center of a rotating platform. He had dark brown eyes, matching hair, thick with loose curls—or rather, thick with an idiotic mind of its own—that ran almost to his shoulders.

      He was tall, slender, with decent posture, and a deep tan from all the countless wanderings down hiking trails, finding new places to get lost.

      While he looked the part of the average everyday guy, he spent far more time exploring the vast worlds of video games and literature than he did outside. Then again, it was what paid the bills as a games journalist.

      Bills? Ha! He wouldn’t have to pay bills anymore! The random thought split into others, such as a possible article titled The Benefits of Death, or Budgeting for an Exciting Afterlife. Catchy.

      Did this world have journalists? Could he actually explore a real fantasy world and write about it? This just might be the best afterlife ever! A dream come true, for what nerd wouldn’t want to explore a real Middle-earth or Azeroth?

      People were already returning their robes while he hadn’t even explored his options yet. This was his world now, there’d be time to do all those other things, time to get lost in the mysteries of a new world. The thought was so intoxicating, he almost couldn’t focus on the various categories in the app.

      There were all sorts of styles for men and women, old and young. Tee shirts with various logos on them, one from Disney World, one from Blizzard Entertainment, one from practically every company, brand, or artist imaginable.

      There were options for everything down to the style of underwear he wanted: whitey-tighties, boxers, boxer-briefs, athletic shorts, some with hearts printed across them, some with ducks.

      Girls had all sorts of panties and bras, anything from sexy lingerie, to casual and comfortable, to sports. Was it mild curiosity that kept him on that page for five seconds longer than was appropriate or an inner perverse nature?

      Someone bumped him from behind and he turned to find the brunette girl, now fully clothed in torn jeans and a loose pink shirt, one end hanging over her shoulder. She started to apologize but stopped when she realized who she had run into.

      It was crazy how some people could shift their emotional state in a fraction of a second, from surprise to disgust to hate to surprise again and somehow linger on confusion. Her eyes roam his body, as if in revenge, You saw me, you twat waffle! I get to see you! It probably wasn’t the best revenge since he wore a robe, though she stared at his exposed chest nonetheless.

      “I’m sorry,” she finally said, cheeks now a little flushed.

      That was most definitely not the reaction he had expected. He wasn’t a bad looking guy, by any means. But he also wasn’t the type that got cute girls like this to blush, all without saying a single word. It usually took a bit of work, took a bit of timing. Not to mention the little fact that this particular girl had tried to kill him with her deathly stare only minutes ago.

      She continued, awkwardly searching for the right words, the right way to say them, all the while flicking her brown eyes to his and then back to his chest, “I had no idea. I’m Bexley, by the way.”

      She reached toward his chest in an overly forward manner, as if unable to control her urges. She tugged on something smooth and silky, something that now he had looked down, looked particularly like a red, thin-laced bra.

      “There, that’s better,” she said, almost in a motherly tone.

      Oh, shit brownies! The phone revealed a green checkmark where his damn thumb had decided to take a little break while he was distracted. “It’s not what you think.”

      “It’s not?”

      “No, I’m not—”

      “You’re not!” This seemed to only confirm Bexley’s earlier assessment that he was, in fact, a creep. She straightened and lost all prior sense of soft, caring warmth, those murderous brown eyes now glaring holes into his soul. She hmphed, turned sharply, and marched away.

      “That!” yelled the blond guy, “is what you chose? Haha!” He had an obnoxiously loud voice, like a quarterback calling out numbers. It was the sort of voice that summoned everyone’s attention, directing it with ease by thrusting a finger in Dhane’s direction.

      Everyone stared. Some laughed, some didn’t care, some gave disapproving glares, while others looked rather high . . . staring at the world in a wide-eyed daze by the sudden shift from their once physical life, to whatever this was.

      Dhane hit the Remove button and the silky soft material faded away, though was still Owned. He sighed. Well, that’s just great. Heaven needed an undo button. Better yet, a Load From Last Checkpoint option would be stellar.

      He tapped into the men’s section—chiding himself over being in the women’s category in the first place—and chose a black pair of boxer-briefs, some nice Jeans, and black boots. When he tried to buy a shirt—a fun shirt with a Warcraft murloc on it—the app displayed an error.

      
        
        > You cannot afford that item.

      

      

      The shirt was 52 copper pieces. Not dollars, not credits, but actual copper pieces. And that really sucked, for he had no copper or any other way to purchase a shirt.

      The bra could be sold to the System for 15 copper. Yet there were no shirts that he could get for only 15 copper.

      Everyone else had already purchased their clothes and returned their robes. A man in his thirties—short-cropped hair, brown skin with a rosy undertone, and an athletic build—wore a nice three-piece suit. A whole freaking suit while Dhane couldn’t afford a simple, if not iconic, tee shirt.

      Dhane returned the robe to Pip, losing that comfortable sense of warmth. Cold air cut across goosebumps, and he clasped arms around his bare mid as others gave him their best, incredulous stares.

      Pip slid a hanger into the robe’s arm slots, then dropped the cloth into a bag that somehow held all the robes while not being materially large enough to hold a single one.

      Gameus tapped his cane on the stone ground. It rang through the commotion of conversation, of introductions, of compliments on style choices, and of whispers about the strange guy who wasn’t wearing a shirt at all.

      “Yes, yes,” Gameus said, “this is all very new and exciting for you, I am sure, though your most important choice has yet to be made. Please follow me.” Gameus turned and walked across the stone to a set of curving stairs, carved into the mountain. Everyone followed him, up and around and around, hundreds of steps.

      Dhane’s phone—that was, his ancient and magical device—vibrated. A notification revealed he had dropped to 10/100 Stamina. Huh, just like a video game. Maybe it was from all the shivering. The higher they went, the colder it got, even to the point where people’s once incredulous stares had somehow morphed into pity.

      The three-piece-suit guy even asked why he hadn’t bought a shirt, to which the blond guy only laughed. Dhane explained the mistake and the man nodded, then removed his vest, a rather large vest, and handed it over.

      Just like the robes, wearing the vest—even if it looked more like a strung-out tank top on him, dipping down to his thighs—immediately replaced the frigid cold with the comfort of mid-Spring.

      The top of the mountain had magnificent creatures, all glowing in radiant light, bigger than life. The one that immediately caught Dhane’s attention was a lion, sitting on its haunches, two feet taller than anyone in the group, a king in its own right.

      There was also a monkey, a wolf, ferrets, a hawk, an owl, and—swimming in the air through golden light as if it were water—a dolphin. Their light gave off warmth, happiness, and fulfillment, like the whole purpose of life was to appease these divine creations, which seemed odd since Gameus didn’t have any such aura.

      “Before you,” Gameus said, “are the divinities of this heaven. You may only choose one and will serve that divinity for all time. Search your hearts, you will know which is the right choice for you. When you are ready, step forward and touch the divinity of your choice.”

      Dhane already knew which divinity to choose. There was no question about it. The majestic lion seemed to call to him, whisper into his mind, summon him forward. He stepped toward the lion without much of a thought, as if his body moved on its own, aligned with purpose and belonging, then promptly stumbled over the blond guy’s, extended foot.

      Dhane summoned all the dexterity of his previous life—all of his experiences of falling with grace—and found no such experiences existed. Instead, he slammed his head against the stone, prompting all the bells in the world to ring at once.

      Something crawled across his hand and he pushed away, a jolt of revulsion swam through him at the icky touch of some insect. Oh, how he hated insects and their little ugly legs always scurrying into places they weren’t wanted.

      Others approached the divinities and reverently held out their hands. A simple touch sent a stream of golden light into each of them. Once a divinity was chosen, Gameus tapped the person and they shifted to stone, like statues that then burst into magical swirls of light and vanished.

      Dhane pushed himself to his feet and approached the lion, though the lion turned away. “You have already chosen,” the lion said in a low, growling voice. “You cannot choose two divinities.” The lion jumped from the mountain and dispersed into golden shimmering light, vanishing.

      “But what other?” Dhane asked to the void. He hadn’t chosen anything, not yet. The only divinity he wanted to choose, needed to choose, was the lion, the radiant king of gods, the only divinity that made sense to his very soul.

      Gameus turned from another vanishing statue, the last of all the other people. He crooked an eyebrow at Dhane, looking more through him than at him, and slowly nodded. “Not a choice I’d expect, given where we are, though a choice nonetheless.”

      “But I didn’t choose!”

      “Then you were chosen. In the end, it doesn’t matter. We leave such things to the fates. Your future will be interesting to watch.”

      With that, Gameus tapped Dhane’s shoulder and the world swirled to darkness.
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      Dhane broke free of the tight gripping stone that had wrapped around him. Crumbled pieces of shale, pieces that looked identical to him, lay in green grass. His stone carved face, a bit of statue that could withstand the test of time, revealed his eyes half shut, mouth contorted in protest.

      “A warning would have been nice. . . .”

      The grass swayed in a soft breeze, dancing along rolling hills. Trees with bunched up tops, like cotton balls of pink leaves, cast flittered shadows. Boulders and jutting stones carved through the land, surrounded by bushes sprinkled with flowers.

      There wasn’t a person in sight. But what a wondrous world! The way the trees grew with twisting branches, the birds and their metallic blue wings, shimmering in sunlight, the vast stretch of green and pink in every direction.

      Yet . . . what was he supposed to do?

      It was one thing to get lost on purpose, and a totally different thing to be truly lost. When he would drive up to the mountains, there had always been an anchor that tethered him to society: roads, trails, people, his compass, and the general understanding of where things were. Walk far enough east and he’d hit the city. Easy peasy.

      That’s all he needed, a map. And wasn’t there an app for that?

      Oh . . . shit brownies! Where was his phone? He had it right before being turned into a statue. His pockets were empty. The only things around him were the crumbled bits of shale.

      But it was supposed to be a piece of his soul! Could he have lost it . . . dropped it on the mountaintop when he fell? Of course he did, that was what happened with all new phones: get the pristine box, the pretty screen, and five minutes later, a crack down the center.

      Did they sell screen protectors in heaven?

      If there ever was a time for a handy Find My Phone app, this was that time. Then again, he wasn’t on a mountain top anymore. Who knew how far away Gameus had sent him.

      With that thought, he turned and there, soaring into the stratosphere, was a dull gray of a shape, like an upside-down funnel, distinct from all other mountains, and no doubt, the mountain he had—moments ago—been standing on.

      It would be impossible to climb that, a dozen miles of cliffs. To even reach it would take weeks.

      “Gameus?” Dhane tried and waited. The only reply was flittering leaves. Then, feeling silly for the thought, though enough on the verge of panic that it was worth a try, he called out, “Customer support?”

      Nothing. Just thinking heaven had game masters made him cringe. But there had obviously been a mistake, a glitch in the matrix. Not only did he not get to choose a divinity, but he was also now without the single device that contained any hope of finding information.

      A footstep, tiny as it were, crinkled leaves. Dhane turned and a small, green . . . goblin?—for lack of a better term—had his head poked out from behind a tree. He had a leather helmet that cupped his head, leaving enough room for two large ears, each nearly half the size of his head, lined with tiny brass ring piercings.

      The goblin arched an eyebrow, seemingly confused, then slowly moved back behind the tree, as if by moving slowly, it couldn’t be seen.

      “Coru burrah . . .” came a whisper.

      “Pfff! Tatti?”

      Another goblin stuck her head out from the other side of the tree. This one didn’t have a helmet. She had short, spiky black hair, like a green Barbie doll with her hair chopped off. Her eyes were large and expressive, shimmering in tones of gray. She carried a tiny bow, an arrow nocked at the ready, quiver hanging at her side.

      The goblin squinted for a long moment. Something touched him, like a feather, drawn through his chest. She loosened her arrow and looked back behind the tree. “Au, coru burrah.”

      “Au au!” the other said and jumped out with a wide, crooked tooth smile. They approached slowly, barely three feet tall. The archer looped the bow over her head into a more casual placement. The other goblin sheathed his sword—well, sword for a goblin, more like a slightly long dagger to any human-sized person.

      The archer made a soothing, shushing sound. She held her hands out in front of herself, padding the air. When Dhane didn’t move, she smiled and hooked a thumb at her chest. “Aia, Desley,” she said.

      “Aia, Knock,” the other said.

      Usually, in a video game, goblins weren’t your friends. . . . But having no weapon, no phone, and a complete lack of knowledge about how the world worked, Dhane played along. He hooked a thumb toward his chest and said, “Aia, Dhane.”

      The goblins smiled and nodded. Desley held out her hand, palm up, and mimed pushing buttons.

      “My phone?”

      She nodded again, ears perched, as if in anticipation.

      “I don’t know where it is.”

      Desley frowned and shook her head, then pointed to her ear. She didn’t understand what he was saying. For a goblin, she seemed rather smart.

      She reached out her green little hands with long black nails and took his hand gently. She turned his palm up, pointed to her head, then squinted, as if in thought, before tapping his palm like it were the phone.

      Dhane considered this for a moment. Things like telepathy or telekinesis just weren’t real, though neither were turning into stone, teleportation, or imps and goblins. He looked at his hand and imagined his phone.

      His thoughts snagged on something deep within, like fishing and the line caught a nibble. He gave it a bit more thought, digging into that sensation, then the phone was there, nothing special about it. No shimmering lights, no brush of cold air, no crack down the center, it merely existed.

      Maybe heaven did have game masters. . . .

      Desley laughed and threw her arms up in celebration. She tried to swipe the screen, though her finger went through the device, blurring the material.

      He swiped the screen, which filled with even more apps. The top-left app was one for translation. He tapped it, and Desley held her hand out, palm up. The app had three little white balls projected off the screen. Two were listed as free, though to buy another would cost 1 silver.

      Dhane pulled on one of the balls and it popped out of the screen. He dropped it into Desley’s hand and she . . . ate it. He gave Knock a ball as well, then paused to consider if he needed to eat one as well, and if he did, what would it taste like, this white ball of light?

      “Ho, Dhane of corruption,” Desley said.

      “Corruption?”

      “Yes, you like us, from darkness, not light.”

      “Darkness, darkness,” Knock said, nodding vigorously.

      “I don’t understand. I’m not from this world,” Dhane said.

      “Ah,” Desley said, examining the ill-fitted vest, “you are fresh shadow, I see. But you, strong fresh shadow.”

      “Fresh shadow?”

      “Yes, new. We show you the way.”

      And with that she turned and hurried back to the tree they were hiding behind, waving for him to follow. The other side had a rather large hole, big enough even for him to crawl into. It was a tunnel that wound around the roots of the tree.

      Desley nodded and pointed to the hole. “Inside, you see soon.”

      There was a good chance he wouldn’t see anything inside of a dark hole. There was also a good chance these goblins were just trying to get him back to where they could more easily butcher him.

      He pushed away, shaking his head. “I . . . you know what, I’m good up here.”

      “You must!” Desley said. “You are fresh shadow—lost shadow. We find you for reason and take you to Mother of Shadows.”

      Somehow that sounded even worse.

      Knock moved behind him and started pushing. “You. Go. In. Hole! In hole! In hole!”

      “Knock!” Desley said. “He is strong shadow, you respect!”

      Bushes shook behind them, maybe twenty or so feet away. The two goblins immediately drew their weapons, crouching.

      “What’s wrong?” Dhane asked in a whisper, really wishing he had something sharp or dense or anything at all. Why hadn’t Gameus given him a weapon, or was that what the divinity was supposed to do?

      Desley shushed him, then nocked an arrow. Knock, on the other hand, drew his sword and moved off to the side. He put two fingers in his mouth and whistled sharply.

      A boar, no smaller than the two goblins were tall, broke out of the bush. It had large, jagged tusks and its head was covered in bone, like an exoskeleton. The boar completely ignored Knock and charged Dhane instead.

      He yelped and ran perpendicular to the boar, only to have it change direction and give chase. Desley yelled something, something that was lost to the pounding of fat hooves on dirt.

      He should have run around the tree. An arrow whistled from behind and struck the boar. A -4 in red materialized and the boar’s health . . . health? The boar had a health bar, showing 49/53.

      At this point, the boar slammed into the back of his legs, launching him up and over itself. He twisted in the air—yelling random profanities—and landed heavily on his neck. A dense pain shot through his body, taking his breath with it. A moment later, the pain was completely gone.

      This sent a series of worrying thoughts that he might be paralyzed. That mere minutes into this afterlife, this heaven, and he would soon be dead, or maybe worse, forever a cripple in a fantasy world that begged to be explored, begged to have its mysteries discovered.

      Could he move? Could he feel his toes?

      Yes. . . .

      This all happened in a span of three seconds, long enough for the boar to turn and start its charge again, and just long enough to see the -6 above him fade, displaying his own health bar as 34/40.

      “Fresh shadow!” Desley called. “Move!”

      He didn’t need more encouragement than that. Really, he didn’t need anything more than the enraged boar charging. Dhane rolled twice, barely escaping the edge of a jagged tusk, then pushed himself back to his feet.

      Knock yelled a war cry, then dove off a rock with all the courage of a berserker charging into battle. He held his small sword with both hands, angled down. His body made an audible slap against the dirt, a perfect bellyflop, two feet from the boar.

      “Idiot!” Desley yelled, releasing another arrow, this one caught the boar in the left hind leg. -6 in damage lifted from the creature, dropping it to 43/53.

      It tried to tear the arrow out, though couldn’t reach it. But just as pain had quickly stopped affecting Dhane, it seemed to stop affecting the boar. It turned and this time charged Desley.

      Dhane ran to Knock and took his sword.

      “Did. I. Kill it?” Knock asked, trying to push himself to his feet.

      Desley shot at the boar and missed, then started to shoot again, though then decided to abandon her spot and jump into the hole. Unfortunately, the boar had no problem with this and followed.

      Dhane went in after the boar on hands and knees, knocking bits of dirt loose. After a dozen or so feet, the tunnel opened up a lot more. He could almost stand.

      Desley yelled, followed by the telltale whistle of another arrow. The boar made a snorting noise, dug at the dirt, and charged.

      While everything should have been pitch-black down here, Dhane had no problem seeing. It was as if everything gave off the slightest amount of glow, not enough to see colors, though enough that all the details of rocks and roots and . . . freaking bugs! Spiders and worms and centipedes squirmed from all around, enough to give anyone a nightmare. What was he thinking!

      And yet, the boar was not that far ahead. Who would just let random friendly . . . monsters—but that was beside the point; friendly entities—die without doing something?

      He ducked his head and ran, short blade in hand. Knock was somewhere behind, scurrying to catch up. Desley screamed, and something like bone scraped against rock.

      The tunnel opened into a room of sorts. Platforms lined the walls and there was a dip in the middle, like a small court or arena. Desley was down below, her leg pierced by the boar’s tusk, bow snapped into two pieces, arrows scattered about. She was trying to crawl away, though the jagged spines along the boar’s tusk made that impossible.

      She punched the boar’s exoskeleton snout, which didn’t seem to do anything but hurt her hand. The boar’s life sat at 34/53. It yanked at its tusks, tearing at her leg. Little red -1s and -2s drained from her wound. She only had a maximum of 24 health, and it was now down to 10/24, glowing red.

      Dhane charged. The dip of the arena made it so he could stand upright, or sprint without worrying about smashing his head on one of the gnarled roots that twisting along the ceiling.

      He crashed into the boar, knocking it to its side. It writhed, twisting to reclaim foothold, tearing life from Desley.

      Dhane slammed the blade into the boar over and over and over, slicing chunks of numbers from it, though not blood. Each cut seemed to open slits of light, of its . . . soul?

      With one last hit, the boar stopped moving, yet a screeching Knock jumped from one of the side platforms, somehow having another dagger in hand, and promptly bellyflopped to the ground, three feet from the boar.

      “Idiot,” Desley said through clenched teeth. Her leg remained speared through, though the damage had stopped, and luckily so since her life had dropped to 4/24.

      The challenge, now, was how to get her leg free without killing her. Maybe they had a health potion or healing spell, or—

      The inner lights of the boar seeped from its wounds and seemed to coat its hide, hair, tusks, and exoskeleton snout. Then all at once, it burst to a tiny shimmer of lights and was gone, releasing Desley’s leg. Various items hovered in the air.

      
        
        > 2x Durum Boar Meat

        > 1x Leather Scrap

        > 32 Copper

      

      

      “Can you see that?” Dhane asked, pointing to the items.

      “Yes, we see our loot, but not see your loot.”

      “Did. I. Kill it?” Knock asked, peeling himself off the stone floor. His eyes lit up when he saw the loot and quickly fished invisible things out of the air with a wide smile. “Meat, meat, meat!”

      Desley rolled her eyes, then focused on Dhane. “I don’t get you. Why you no use shadow?”

      Dhane tapped the items and they turned into tiny balls of light that shot into his chest. “I don’t know what you mean by my shadow. I didn’t have any weapons, so I took this from Knock,” he said and handed the dagger back to the goblin.

      “No, strong shadow,” Knock said, waggling a finger. “You save my Desley. You take great sword—my gift. I find other!”

      Desley stood without any pain. Her leg wasn’t bleeding light anymore. In fact, her health had already increased to 8/24. “You had sword, but no shadow?”

      There was a very good chance his phone would tell him about this shadow. Perhaps it was a skill, a way to deal damage by using mana or some sort of resource. He shook his head.

      “Most curious. It be why you need to see shadow mother. She show you.” Desley marched up the sloping ground to the other side of the pit where the tunnel continued.

      “What is this place?” Dhane asked. It really did look like an arena with indistinct stone seats lining the walls.

      “Fodder pit.” At the confused look he gave her, she continued, “Adventurers of light kill Cobalins. They evil, but dumb. We sacrifice Cobalins and give treasure to appease their needs. You see.”

      Desley led the way. They were moving downward and the tunnel’s ceiling was now a good seven feet high. She stopped and pointed at a pit that covered the full width of the tunnel, jagged spikes were carved into the bottom. “This is great Cobalin illusion,” she said with wiggly, magical fingers. “You see only tunnel stone, though—”

      “It’s a pit,” he said.

      “You see pit?” Desley looked to Knock and Knock shrugged. “More curious. You have sight through illusion. Can you see illusion?”

      Now that she asked, there did seem to be something unique about the pit: tiny sparks of purple flickered here and there, barely noticeable. He focused on them and the pit disappeared, covered by stone and dirt, perfectly matching real stone. “It’s a really good illusion.”

      Desley smiled with a bit of pride and hooked her thumb at her chest. “Me and Knock cast illusion. Fodder responsible for renewing magics.”

      “Wait, you guys are fodder? You’re just meant to die.”

      “Yes. You understand. To appease evil adventurers.” She jumped over the pit and Knock followed.

      How could they just send their people here to die, people like Desley who seemed to be quite smart and capable? She could fight and cast illusion spells. But to her people, she was just fodder?

      He followed them to an old, wooden treasure chest at the end of the tunnel, surrounded by a pit in the shape of a horseshoe. This pit, however, didn’t have any illusion magic hiding it.

      “Fodder responsible for treasure chest. We each deposit one item to gain entry to tribe. It is passage tax. If adventurers are appeased by items, they no more reason to look further.”

      Both Desley and Knock dropped a scrap piece of leather into the box, then looked at him expectantly.

      Dhane summoned his phone and opened the Inventory app. The scrap leather, when tapped, displayed additional information. Its base value was worth 16 copper if he sold it to the System, while the stupid red-laced bra was worth 15. He selected the bra and tapped Withdraw.

      A small ball of light jumped from his phone and morphed into an outline of the bra. When he touched it, the outline filled in with the soft silky material.

      Desley scrunched her brow. “Boar drop . . . sexy cloth? Poor boar. . . . See! Adventurers evil, do nasty things.”

      “Gah, it’s a long story,” he said and tossed the bra.

      Knock caught it and quickly stashed it into a bag.

      “Knock!” Desley said. “You no take from treasure!”

      “Was not in treasure,” Knock said, then pulled a chunk of boar meat from his bag and put it in the box.

      “Sexy cloth more important than meat?” This most definitely surprised Desley, though, with the entry tax paid, she didn’t seem to have an argument to stand on and instead shrugged.

      She closed the treasure chest’s lid and drew a symbol in the air over the chest. The symbol glowed green for a moment, then the bits of light shifted to the treasure chest and stone grated on stone.

      “Doors to Dedu Tedu accept we offerings and give welcome,” Desley said. She walked to the pit on the right, swung her legs over the side, turned, and climbed down what appeared to be a ladder. The floor of spikes had moved to the side, providing a long vertical shaft.

      Knock slapped Dhane on the butt and smiled. “Get in my hole. I follow.”

      Those words aside . . . there was something about a deep, dark unknown that was exciting. A place to get lost in. A place of mystery. And since he was of shadow, perhaps he was the only human that could experience it.

      And so, driven by curiosity, he swung his legs over the side, turned, and climbed down into a new world waiting to be discovered.
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      The shaft dropped a good hundred feet before Dhane reached the bottom. It was markedly colder down here in the spacious room. Stalactites hung like icicles from the ceiling, some massive, surrounded by hundreds of little knobby protrusions, others were broken and cracked.

      The room had an organic feel to it, the walls smooth and rounded. Mounds of rock reached up toward the ceiling, somehow glistening despite the complete lack of light. Water dripped from everywhere into little pools that echoed.

      Knock jumped the last few rungs, feet slapping the cold stone. Desley drew another symbol in the air, and the distant grinding of stone echoed from above.

      “See Mahai first,” Desley said. “Then Mother of Shadows.”

      “Mahai not be happy,” Knock said then stood straight-backed with an overly serious expression that didn’t fit the little green guy. He jabbed a finger at Desley. “You be fodder! No be here. No meat, no meat for you.”

      “Mahai no talk like that,” Desley said. “And we go back soon. Lost shadow more important. If meat so great, you go back. I take blame. Now, come fresh shadow.”

      Knock pursed his lips in thought, then eyeballed the ladder. Finally, he shook his head. “Fodder needs two. Must go with fodder partner. Always.”

      Desley led the way through a maze of paths. Many were interrupted with pits of spikes covered in illusions, others ran to dead ends.

      Round and round they went, following the stone that split off to new directions, over archways and makeshift bridges, down into short, winding tunnels.

      Anyone else would find this trek maddening, but Dhane loved this stuff, loved getting lost out in the unknown. He memorized every step of the way, an important skill for an explorer.

      Outside the fifth short tunnel, the area filled with a rumble of distant water. It seemed to be coming from the stone itself, from all around. Just another layer to the maze to disorient adventurers.

      Knock ran forward with gleeful steps. Desley called after him, though the little Cobalin ignored her and disappeared around another crook in the path.

      “Idiot,” Desley said, shaking her head. “Never listen! I head fodder, but he be stubborn.”

      “Do you have to work with him?” Dhane asked.

      “Yes. Per law of fodder. Partners in fodder, partners in life.”

      They were married? He crooked an eyebrow and she glared back in reply as if any mention of it was too much of a reminder.

      They turned a corner and ahead, almost as if levitating in the air, was a woman. A scantly clad woman with delicate features, bent suggestively, her skirt barely covering her bottom, and massive breasts stretching the material of one red-laced bra.

      “Helloooo, strong adventurers,” came a scraping, small, somewhat feminine voice. “I’m lost and scared. Pleasssse help.”

      “Agh! Knock!” Desley yelled and her voice echoed down a chasm Dhane hadn’t even seen, two steps away. A river rushed far below, the path, slick and angled toward the ledge.

      Knock jumped out from behind them. “It be perfect! Adventurers so dumb, so lusty for my busty, see statue . . . jump in my hole!”

      “No one jump in your hole, they not that dumb. Statue ugly!”

      Knock gasped. “Statue not ugly! Statue perfect.”

      “Alright-alright,” Dhane interjected, standing between the two Cobalins with their little green fists ready to duke it out. “How did you do the voice? You weren’t over there.”

      Knock grinned and hooked a thumb at his chest. “Sound illusion maker! You human, step on sound trigger. Is good?”

      Dhane examined the statue, carved from a stalactite. It was rough work, though, with the pieces of random clothing and the audio, it just might get someone to take a misstep.

      Of course, not for reasons of lust. No one went spelunking, looking for sensual pleasures. He finally said, “It’d probably work better if she was crying and less sexy.”

      Desley clapped and nodded. “I say same thing! Less sexy.”

      Knock frowned. “Don’t like busty?” he said slowly, as if the words didn’t make any sense. He pointed to Desley and shook his head. “She flat like board.”

      “Am not! Enough of this, we going.” She marched off, shoulders pinched, obviously caring more about Knock’s opinion than she would admit.

      Desley rounded a stalagmite, drew a symbol on the wall, and pushed light into it. The stone wall opened to a massive bowl of a room, filled from ceiling to floor with misshapen stone towers, staircases ringing them, rooms on every floor with little windows. Everything was lit by torches and massive bonfires, giving the entire . . . town an orange glow.

      Two male guards at the door had their spears at the ready. They were nice weapons that matched equally nice armor, black and glossy, reflecting the room’s light.

      “Tatti adda dun?” one guard asked, evident by the inflection in his voice.

      Desley glared. “Here is fresh shadow. See Mahai.”

      The guard who had spoken looked over Dhane, then sniffed. “Burrah. . . .”

      “Yes, but of shadow, not light.”

      This seemed to surprise the guard. He squinted for a moment, then his eyes went wide. He shouted something and both guards straightened, stepped to the side, and smashed the butts of their spears against the ground at the same time.

      Desley moved past the guards and down a massive staircase that led into Dedu Tedu. There were hundreds of Cobalins, climbing the stairs of towers, arguing, training in courtyards, cooking, and bartering at merchant booths.

      The ceiling was a storm of smoke, constantly undulating, and something else. It seemed to be aware, an entity of its own, watching the small Cobalins and now Dhane.

      An icy chill ran down his back and he looked away. “So,” he started, making sure they were out of earshot of the guards, “those guards don’t seem to do much, but they have really nice gear.”

      “Yes,” Desley said, “they royal bloods. Guarding entrance is great honor.”

      “But why don’t you guys have better gear?”

      “Fancy armor not useful. Would attract more adventurers, more riches to find, more evil to commit.”

      “And you’re okay with being fodder?”

      Desley raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Of course! Great honor, more than boring guard duty. See surface. Breathe free air.”

      Pathways broke away from the stairs, running across random bridges, some tiny, barely needing a bridge at all, others arched between buildings and towers. And despite the great distances between the bridges and the floor below, none of them had handrails or anything to prevent someone from falling.

      The Cobalins didn’t seem to value life at all. While fodder pits made some sense—a small sacrifice for the ruse, to hide a civilization—their construction efforts seemed to invite death by accident.

      Desley turned onto an offshoot path highly adorned with precious metals, symbols, and flowers that were drooping over the edges of their pots with wilted petals.

      This path had a guard in shiny armor, standing at attention. He didn’t react to Desley, nor did he seem to care that a human, twice his height, was with her. Knock, on the other hand, got a curt nod.

      “What was that about?” Dhane asked him.

      “Tugi is great wizard,” Knock said. “Has slain all foes of Cobalin—dragons, en demons, en great boars. He—”

      “—is in Knock’s role-playing group,” Desley finished.

      “You role-play?” Dhane asked. “Like dungeon master and players?”

      “Oh!” Knock said and lit up. “You know this? You play game of imagination?”

      Dhane thought about it. Of course, he had played D&D and Pathfinder and even one for Star Wars, though up until that point, it was as if none of those things had happened. His past life was a dam of memories, leaking through, turning the turbines as those experiences fell away.

      The adventures were still there. The fun, the excitement, the exploration of creativity, though the people, they were just blurs. No named blurs. . . .

      Dhane finally replied, “In a past life.” The words stirred an odd emotion of sadness mixed with a sense of not caring. It was a life that clearly defined him, and he should feel something for it, though instead, it was the past and this was now.

      Knock nodded, then smiled. “You must join group. You could be . . . Cobalin. Haha! Yes! The group already play human, so it works.”

      “Knock,” Desley said, “he no want to join stupid imagination game.”

      “How you know? Dhanie? We meet after Taco Tuesday.”

      Dhane laughed. Cobalins had Taco Tuesday? He shrugged. “Maybe.”

      Knock hit his chest with a fist and smiled, then smiled wider at Desley’s dismayed reaction.

      The path led to a bridge that swerved between three towers, using the towers as support. Dhane swallowed hard and took the full width of the bridge while Desley and Knock casually walked side-by-side. Luckily, no one was traveling in the opposite direction.

      The bridge led to a dome building, cut from white stone, maybe marble. It was smooth and glossy, reflecting firelight and the shifting, shadowy form from the ceiling.

      Desley stopped by the door where another guard waited, then turned to Dhane. “Mahai is leader and savior of Dedu Tedu. He welcomes those of shadow, serves mother, and want to know you. I know of no other like you, an adventurer and shadow, a kind person. Just know, Mahai sensitive about his size. You no mention.”

      And with that, she motioned to the guard and he opened the door. The four of them, including the guard, stepped into a foyer with a brass bell hanging in the wall. The guard rang it three times, then stood at attention.

      Beyond the foyer was a room far larger than it had appeared outside. Everything was sculpted with precision and a mind toward art and creativity. Flowers reached toward a ceiling of glowing light, as if a piece of the sky had been stolen for this single room.

      Hundreds of tiny statues of people, of creatures, of imagination, held flowers perfectly chosen for their colors and textures. They almost seemed to glow with life, far different than those flowers at the start of the path.

      There were winding trails, smoothly cut from stone, that circled the room, up the sides of the walls to higher gardens. And from above, from those gardens, large golden eyes watched.

      White scales caught the light as the form glided from behind the decorated walls. It made no sound as it moved, like a serpent, gliding through water unnoticed. Except, soundless or not, it was impossible to ignore it for its size alone demanded attention and respect.

      “Hello Desley and Knock, I see you have brought me a guest,” a smooth and deep voice resonated throughout the room. It spoke perfect English, and even so, Desley seemed unaware.

      “Yes, Mahai. This Dhane, fresh shadow, lost shadow. Bring to you and mother.”

      “Thank you, Desley,” Mahai said, entering the main room. He was a dragon, of sorts, without wings. A giant snake with a mixture of white scales and blue feathers. He curled in the air, head as big as any human, probably could kill Dhane in one bite. “Now please, return to your position on the surface.”

      “Yes, Mahai,” Desley and Knock said at the same time. They turned and Knock slapped Dhane on the butt, then gave a him crooked-tooth grin. He whispered, “No you forget, Taco Tuesday.”

      Mahai dismissed the guard with the others, and once they were alone, silently considered Dhane, looking at every fiber of his being from giant, golden eyes, a gaze that seemed to burn.

      “I can see the shadow in you, human. It is a strange thing, unformed, yet unmistakably present. Tell me, why did you not choose a divinity of light?”

      “I didn’t get to choose,” Dhane said. “When I approached the Lion, he said I couldn’t choose two divinities. But I never chose a divinity.”

      “The Lion? So that would have been your choice?”

      “Yes.”

      “You say that with such confidence. Well, I appreciate your honesty. Though life as it were, never seems to go as planned, does it? If you did not choose a divinity of shadow, then it would appear you were chosen instead.”

      “But why?”

      “That is not for me to know. Your fate is outside of my domain. The divinities are always locked in balance, perhaps you are the pawn that reaches the other side, the pawn that can offset the balance and become something new.”

      “I really don’t understand. Not this world, not the Cobalins, not why you send Desley and Knock to be fodder for adventures. I died and now I’m standing before . . . a dragon?”

      Mahai laughed a booming sound. He unwound himself and shifted down toward the ground, changing his shape to a man with impossibly white skin, and eyes larger than natural. He stood naked, blue feathers running down his sides, and . . . nothing between his legs.

      “A dragon, you say?” His voice a deep baritone, yet singsong and smooth. “I am no dragon, lost shadow. I am a Volantes Serparie, servant to the shadow divinities, savior to the Cobalin.”

      Mahai held out his hand. “Please, Dhane, walk with me for you have much to learn and the Mother of Shadows to meet.”

      Dhane accepted Mahai’s hand; it was very warm to the touch, a warmth that seemed to spread from his hand, up his arm, and into his chest. A calming warmth, like the divinities on the mountaintop.

      Mahai didn’t let go and instead walked with Dhane up a smooth, curving path. “I am touched for your concern of Desley and Knock, they are good souls. But you do not understand this world. Of course, this is of no fault of your own. I can only imagine the confusion you’ve had to bear.

      “You see, most here are like you, in the sense that death brought you to this world, this plane of existence that transcends the physical. All souls who persist here, come from one plane or another.

      “Most people, however, are granted knowledge from their divinity. The mere fact that you are of shadow instead of light, despite arriving atop of Paradeise Vono, the Heaven’s Mountain, speaks of great powers in the works.”

      Dhane thought about that for a moment. “Why does it matter so much that I’m of shadow?”

      “Because Gameus does not permit the divinities of shadow to new, human transcendents. For you to be of shadow must have taken a lot of effort from the Mother to tilt the game in her favor.”

      “But I don’t want to be of shadow. Isn’t shadow evil?”

      Mahai laughed. “No, shadow is merely the counter to light. They both exist in balance. It is this balance that creates the game that all souls here play, fighting for their side. Morality does not play a part, for this is a game with objectives, successes, failures, and no permanent ends.”

      Mahai stopped before an archway. “You wanted to know why Desley and Knock are fodder. They distract the players of light from this town. The Cobalin were defeated and scattered. I brought them here and now protect them. And through the powers of the divinities of shadow, should they die as fodder to adventurers, they’ll be given life again.”

      “If balance is so important, then why the change now?”

      “I cannot say in full confidence, though I imagine the game has evolved. There are moving pieces far outside my ability to see. All we can do is play our part.”

      Mahai released Dhane’s hand, then drew a series of symbols in the air in front of the arch. The lines melded together, merging bits of light and color until they expanded into a black liquid that gushed out from the middle of the arch and ran to the edges, forming what appeared to be a portal.

      “The great mother,” Mahai said, “shall imbue you with knowledge so you can take your place on the board. I imagine I’ll be seeing you again someday, young shadow. No matter what the divinities do, you are born here to live as you wish, and so I can only hope when next we meet, we’ll be allies.”

      “Thank you, Mahai.”

      “It was my pleasure,” he said and gave Dhane a small push through the spiraling, black water.

      A glacial cold shot through Dhane, vein by vein, through muscles, into his bones. Something roared through him, reverberating deep within his chest. His ears knew only that singular, scraping noise. It lasted forever and mere seconds at the same time, and when it stopped, he stood in a void of darkness.

      “Come, my child,” said a female’s voice. It spoke in his head and out, like an echo, two voices at once. It came from ahead, though he couldn’t see anything.

      Dhane sucked in a deep breath, his heart a drum to a fast tempo. He walked forward, the ground so smooth it seemed to not exist at all. It gave off no sound, had no texture, like walking on a cloud.

      Oh, shit brownies. . . . A massive spider seemed to merge from the shadows. Her body, thirty feet tall, built as if stone, her eight gleaming eyes, like rubies. He swallowed a dry lump in his throat, then took a quick glance behind, as if there would be an exit he could sprint to.

      There wasn’t one. Of course not. For better or worse, he was now here and entirely vulnerable to the Mother of Shadow’s decisions. He stilled himself and looked at the spider again.

      It didn’t move, not one tiny bit, like they were in an eternal staring contest, his two eyes trying to stare into each of her eight.

      “Down here,” said the voice in his head, a seemingly tiny voice.

      Dhane looked down and there was a pedestal. He had completely missed it, no doubt because of the massive spider ahead. Upon the pedestal stood a silver and red spider, almost as if it were made of metal. It gleamed in a nonexistent light.

      “Not what you were expecting?” the spider asked.

      Dhane jerked back. Oh, how he hated spiders! The big one was bad enough, though at that size it was far less creepy. Perhaps the fact that it still didn’t move, because . . . Gah! He was stupid. It’s a statue.

      Ever since he fell into an old wine cellar, falling into hundreds of the creepy crawly things, and how they got beneath his coat and in his shirt and down his pants, running across his skin and biting, biting, biting! The mere thought, the glimpse into that tiny experience, was enough to lock his muscles in place and clench his jaw to the point it throbbed.

      “I know this memory,” the voice said. “I’m sorry you had that experience.”

      “What do you want?” Dhane asked, voice tense.

      “I’m afraid I have cheated you. I knew your life, your passions, your curiosity, your determination, your honesty. I knew you would hate the very sight of me. And yet, I stole your choice in divinity.

      “I did not do it with casual deference, a fleeting choice. It weighed heavily on my mind far before you made it to Olindale.”

      “Why?”

      “The divinities of light are changing the rules. They don’t see shadow as a balance, though as a hindrance to their power. This world is bound to unravel for those of shadow, for Desley, for Knock, and for the other hundreds of thousands who wish to stay in this world.

      “It is for the world that I acted, for those I’m responsible for. I only wish to maintain the balance and don’t expect your service to me. Instead, I want you to be both, of light and of shadow. I want you to witness the change of power and be the force that can protect those needing protecting, no matter what affinity they belong to.

      “I’ve seen the hearts of thousands of souls, and it is you, Dhane, that I trust with this.”

      Dhane let out a breath. “How can live up to those expectations? I don’t know anything about this world. I don’t have any power to protect or balance the war between light and shadow. That just seems too much. . . .”

      “You won’t be alone, Dhane. And the game is eternal. There is time for you to learn and grow your influence. I believe in you. But . . .” the silver spider said and turned away, “if you cannot, I will remove my touch on your soul and deliver you to Gameus. If that’s truly what you want, what you can live with now knowing that if you do join the divinities of light, Desley and Knock will forever be your enemies.”

      “You’re manipulating me.”

      “I am. And I’m truly sorry. But is what I ask so out of character for you? While this is a game, it’s something that all species, all entities are excited to participate in. Though when one side destroys the other, the world breaks, the point of you being here, goes away, and what happens after that, not even the divinities know, not even Gameus, the god so distracted by his desire to leave, that he has let this all happen under his watch.

      “The divinities of light have forced my hand. I cannot wait for the impending doom of those I care about. Will you help?”

      Dhane ran a hand through his hair. Mere hours ago, he was walking across a street for ice cream—ice cream—faced with the hard choice of vanilla or chocolate chip mint.

      Now a spider was asking him to save a world he knew nothing about. But the spider did know one thing about him, that whether or not she had moved to steal him from the divinities of light, he wouldn’t stand for unfair play. The only problem was, if she hadn’t acted, by the time he discovered the problem, it might have already been too late.

      He looked at the Mother of Shadows, really looked at her. Every part of her body made him want to smack her with a rolled-up newspaper. And yet, what she wanted from him was sincere and honest.

      If she knew him as well as she said, then she already knew that there wasn’t a decision to be made. He would do what he had to do because that’s just the person he was.

      Finally, he asked the only question that needed to be asked.

      “What do I do?”
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      Touch the spider? That was what he had to do? Might as well ask me to touch the hot end of a blow torch or bite off my pinky. He shivered inwardly and forced his mind into a black calm, blocking all those terrible memories of spiders across a lifetime.

      They never liked him—he never liked them. It was fair. Then again, it wasn’t like those spiders were willing to sit down and have a long discussion about world affairs.

      “Just,” he said, wringing his hands, “don’t move, alright.”

      “Are you sure? You could just touch the pedestal and close your eyes.”

      “I really don’t think I can do that.”

      “Out of everything I’ve told you, this is your one hangup?”

      “You know my past! It’s a rather big hangup.”

      The spider sighed, actually sighed. Could spiders really sigh? Then again, could they talk. . .?

      “Fine, I’ll touch the pedestal and close my eyes.” He reached out a finger and touched the very edge of the pedestal and clamped his eyes shut.

      “I can’t reach.”

      “You’re a spider, figure it out.”

      “It doesn’t help that you keep moving your finger.”

      “Well, it has a mind of its own.” He opened his eyes to find his finger six inches below the edge of the pedestal and a silvery red spider spinning on a thread, like all spiders do, the other end attached to some random thing, left for you to run into it face first.

      His reaction was immediate and . . . involuntary.

      His hand ripped away so fast, he barely felt the back of his hand slap the Mother of Shadows. What wasn’t barely felt was the surge of energy and knowledge and warmth that pushed into him.

      “Ow!” the spider said, hanging from his vest, running her tiny, little legs to catch the fabric and gain a foothold.

      This produced another immediate and involuntary action.

      After a solid fifteen seconds of dancing and slapping, Dhane stopped and searched the blackness. Shit brownies! “Are you okay?” He didn’t kill the Mother of Shadows, did he? “Spider?”

      “You’re lucky I can’t die,” she replied, testily. “Not that getting smashed five times doesn’t hurt.” She muttered something about recruiting the guy with arachnophobia, then sighed again.

      “First,” she said, “let me assure you that I am not on you. I’m nowhere near you. In fact, I’m not even physical anymore, thank you very much. Your little minions are going to have a tough time and I sympathize with them. But I can’t do anything about that.

      “Second, I’ve added something special to your concoction of divinity blessings and knowledge. It’s a permanent divine gift that prevents anyone from seeing your affinity or reading your mind unless you want them to.”

      Dhane thought back to how all the Cobalins seemed to know he was of shadow and not light. “So I can remain hidden.”

      “Right. You can appear to be of shadow or of light by triggering the effect, which you should know how to do now.”

      She was right, triggering an ability only took a mental thought. And now that he had noticed knowing something new without learning it, all the other things started clicking into place: different types of monsters, weapons, skills, leveling, everything just shot through his brain, like drinking from a firehose, flashes of information only to be immediately forgotten unless he focused on it.

      “You know,” she said, “I can’t remember the last time a person tried to kill a divinity.”

      “I didn’t . . . umm, yeah.”

      She laughed. “I’m sorry my form triggers your fear. Maybe with time, you’ll overcome it. But for now, that concludes our meeting. I shouldn’t have to tell you this, though you won’t want to reveal your affinity to other adventurers. Once they know your power comes from shadow, you’ll forever be their enemy and won’t be welcome in their towns for trade or anything else.”

      Dhane nodded. It made sense. He’ll be playing both sides of the game.

      “Now for the tricky party.”

      “Huh?” Dhane managed to say just as a silvery red spider landed on his cheek. His skin went cold, his eye twitched, and every muscle tensed just as the world shifted, swirling in elongated streams of color until he stood on green grass.

      As soon as everything appeared and his feet were on the ground, he slapped his cheek so damn hard a -2 in red lifted up above him. It stung for only a moment, then the pain vanished, leaving an echo of distant, psychic laughter ringing through his ears.

      Some woman riding an ox gave him a startled look. “Why you go and do that, son?”

      “Mosquito!” he called back.

      The woman mouthed Ah-hah and continued on her way along a road that sloped down toward the sprawl of a fantastical city. The stone walls were thirty feet tall with a thicker base. Guards marched along the top, their armor alight in the deep oranges and reds of the setting sun, half-hidden by the parapet and jigsaw looking embrasures.

      On either side of the gate—which was crowded by hundreds of people, moving into the city—stood two giant statue guards. They soared above the walls by a good fifty feet, watching over the valley, each equipped with a copper green shield, spear, and barbute, open visor helmet.

      Oh, and the city. . . . A palace of white stone with blue, conical roofs, driven to a point with gleaming metal spires; domes of gold, mounted on fancy corbels, and somehow he knew the divinities of light were carved into their stone. Parts of walls were held by the carvings of men prevailing against monsters.

      Below the palace were hundreds of buildings, wrapped around a canal and divided by streets that sloped down from the palace to the outer walls. Each building stood no more than three floors, their construction suspect, as if built from the imagination of a toddler. Nothing seemed to fit or align. The buildings leaned and supported each other, everything at an angle, not straight.

      Dhane just stood there, his brain in an infinite loop, practically on the verge of a blue screen of death and desperately needing a reboot. Minutes passed as he studied the shapes, the majestic palace juxtaposed by pedestrian disarray. And even so, it had an art to it, as if one shabby building was trying to outdo the other in how crazy and farfetched it could become while still standing.

      He took in a breath, breaking from the spell. This wasn’t some fictional game or book, though real life. This city of light— Oh . . . of light. He wasn’t of light, wasn’t one of these citizens, though something entirely different. And just as that thought struck, another thing manifested from the fog of untamed knowledge, a single word: arachnomancer.

      Arachni, Greek for spider, and Manteia—like the suffix of Necromancy, which was the only reason he knew it—meant divination, to seek knowledge of the future or the unknown.

      By touching the spider divinity, Mother of Shadows, he had automatically accepted his class. Just as the Lion made someone a warrior or the Owl made someone a wizard, his power was over that which he hated more than anything in the world: spiders.

      Oh, shit brownies.

      He let out a deep breath.

      What he really needed to do was sit down and sort through all the things he knew while not knowing all the things he knew, but night was quickly approaching. One fairly standard thing was how a cheap room and board started at a silver piece per night.

      And yet . . . he didn’t have any silver. He didn’t have much of anything. Actually, what did he have? He summoned his phone and opened the Inventory app.

      
        
        > 2x Durum Boar Meat

        > 1x Leather Scrap

        > 32 Copper

      

      

      The leather scrap was worth 16 copper and the boar meat was 10 copper each. He could vendor it, as games would call it—sell the items to the game system or non-player characters; are there NPCs in this world?—or maybe sell the items to real people. . . .

      And now that he had stopped to think about this stuff, his stomach was painfully empty. Who knew being revived and thrust into an eternal war could be so draining.

      He tapped the Map app and it opened to reveal a vast world set perfectly in a rectangle, divided into columns of different colors. The colors were like seasons or biomes. They started from the left with a wintery white, then dark green of forest trees on rocky mountains. The trees changed in the next column, becoming more sparse, surrounded with dark water. Then it was the column he stood in: bright green with yellow fields and pink trees.

      The rolling green hills eventually merged with a different shade of green, surrounding lakes and rivers and bridges. The trees were white with bright blue leaves. Then came the ocean, spanning three columns with pockets of islands and beaches.

      Beyond the ocean was a desert, then a gray, jagged mountain terrain, and finally ending in a column of molten lava, running down cliff faces, pouring into the water and exhaling great torrents of steam.

      Each column was a world into itself, four hundred miles wide, a hundred long. And now that he gave it some thought, he knew it crawled with creatures of every type, even those that matched no affinity to light or shadow. In fact, most monsters and animals, were of a neutral affinity, belonging to neither side—soulless.

      The Heaven’s Mountain, or Paradeise Vono, wasn’t even a part of the map. It sat beyond the domain of ice, marking north for all to see. Well, it certainly was good he didn’t have to travel there to get his phone back.

      But none of this was why he opened the map in the first place. What he really wanted to know was information about the town and where he could sell meat. The thought triggered the knowledge that yes, there were meat vendors that he could trade with.

      He performed a reverse pinch on the screen and it zoomed in. Ceratree City had four gates running in each of the major directions, and each gate had an alert. The yellow, triangular icon displayed with an exclamation point inside.

      
        
        > Gates closing at 8:00 p.m. (14 minutes, 2 seconds)

      

      

      There was no knowing what came out at night. Actually, there was plenty of knowing, now that he gave it thought. That’s going to take some getting used to. At night, the nocturnal monsters crawled out of their holes. For monster hunters, that was great. For someone who only had a tiny Cobalin sword, not so much.

      Dhane followed the road that led into the east gate filled with people returning from a day of adventuring. Platforms, a hundred feet out from the main road with circles and symbols cut into stone, lit up with a golden glow before people would suddenly appear in a swirl of light.

      Four guards, two on either side of the gates, wore polished armor and sheathed swords. They watched the people with a focused gaze, as if searching for some escaped criminal. One guard looked at Dhane and crinkled his forehead. Well, he did look rather ridiculous with the oversized vest.

      The guard said something to another guard, though the crowd pushed forward and he entered the city.

      Seeing the buildings up close was entirely different than casting judgment far away. They were expressive, colorful, fun, exotic. They had all manner of decorations, and signs, and prices painted on wood as unique as the buildings themselves.

      People marched up brick steps and through doorways, little bells rang announcing the arriving and departing customers. People were merry, excited, full of life, lit by flickering street lanterns and the occasional glowing crystal, mounted near display windows and doorways of important businesses, no doubt.

      People were everywhere, wearing a juxtaposition of clothing styles from modern-day to something that would fit perfectly in a fantasy setting . . . like this one, come to think of it.

      People rode on all matter of things, from horses and donkeys to giant wolves, great boars, and bears. The stables must be fun. Except, now that he thought of stables, most cities didn’t have them. People received a mount at level 5 and could summon and desummon them at will. Interesting.

      Even with all the different types of mounts, there were people being carted by men and women, pulling two-wheeled rickshaws. They had little lanterns that swung above the passenger’s seat. None had visible baggage, though of course, why would they? The Inventory app could hold a hundred items, and some items could be stacked, like his 2x Durum Boar Meat, which could be stacked ten times before taking another slot.

      People hawked weapons, armor, potions, scrolls, and all manner of clothing, furniture, and magical wares. Apparently, the Clothing app didn’t provide enough variety, otherwise, tailors wouldn’t be able to make money.

      The smells of cooked meat, spices, sweets, and woodsmoke, filled the market. Dhane pulled up the map again and zoomed in. All the streets in the town were outlined and marked with names. Little icons started appearing to show restaurants, inns, a theater, government buildings, and various types of vendors. Perfect.

      He swiped a few times and found a meat vendor. When tapped, a green line appeared on the map indicating directions. It even had reviews. Heaven had Yelp!, what a thought!

      In a hundred and twenty feet, turn right, the screen reported. Sure enough, when he did, he came upon a booth with a sign hanging overhead, matching a meat icon.

      The man inside was leaning back in a chair, feet propped up on the table, flicking his phone. He had thick brown hair combed neatly, pale white skin, and well-trimmed facial hair with a gold stud earring in either ear.

      He wore a casual suit, shiny black shoes, a slick coat hanging off his chair, and a button-up violet shirt with the cuffs undone and bunched to his elbows.

      This was the butcher? Then again, why wear an apron when there was no actual butchery involved. He was more of a trader, like the stock market sort, buy and sale. For that, one didn’t need an apron.

      Dhane paused, scanning the reviews—or, review. There was only one, and it was 1-star: What a complete idiot. This guy knows nothing about meat. He offered me half the going rate! Do yourself a favor and trade with ‘Goleski Loves Your Meat’ instead.

      “Hey there, I’m Nick,” the man said. He dropped his feet from the table and stood. His phone vanished and he held out his hand. Dhane shook it, noting just how strong the man’s grip was despite not looking the part. Then again, little bits of knowledge told him that people had stats and could improve aspects of themselves as they level from experience.

      “I’m looking to sell some meat. . . .”

      “Perfect, what do you have?”

      “Actually,” Dhane said and turned his phone so Nick could see, “what’s up with this review?”

      “Oh, give me a break!” Nick said and plopped back down in his chair. “I see, off with you then.”

      “So you don’t deny the review?”

      “It’s a fake! That guy was paid by Goleski to tear down my business. And since I’m new in this city, spending most of my money on my merchant’s license, I can’t get any business.”

      “So you don’t pay half the going rate?”

      “I’m a fair trader, more fair than that bastard. You know what, test me. What do you want to sell?”

      “I have two Durum Boar Meat.”

      “Durum, you say? You don’t see a lot of Durum Boars in this area. In fact, I believe they are far to the east, in hills infested with Cobalins. Not an expensive type of meat, though the rarity should catch a better price. But given the distance, I’m sure the expiration date may not be ideal?”

      “Wait, meat exp—” Dhane started to say, then that bit of knowledge bloomed into his mind. All food items and potions, and really anything a person may eat or drink, had an expiration date. He opened his inventory, tapped the stack of Durum Boar Meat and the information appeared. “I got it today at 4:27 p.m. and it doesn’t expire for another week.”

      “Impressive. Not to be rude or anything, though you don’t seem that well equipped for a Durum hunt.” Nick squinted as if trying to look into Dhane, then his forehead crinkled and he shrugged. “How did you get here so fast?”

      “My divinity? It’s my first day.”

      “Really! That’s crazy. Most new people are welcomed by the Royals and given gear and an introduction to the world. Your divinity just plopped you outside the town with some Durum Boar Meat?”

      “More or less. So what’s it worth?”

      “I can give you 20 copper each.”

      That was twice what the System would have paid, and nearly enough to get him room and board for the night. Of course, everything in a fantasy world was done with a bit of barter.

      “I guess,” Dhane said, “I should check with Goleski.”

      Nick huffed. “Yes, go ahead and test my rate. He’s just going to ask what I offered and give you the same amount. Why walk all the way back here to make the same amount, right?”

      “You could just offer more, maybe in exchange for a positive review?”

      “Whoa-whoa-whoa, I can’t just go bribing people for reviews.”

      “It’s not like you’re the one who offered. You’re a new business and need reviews. And I’m new to the world with nobody, hardly any money, and this crappy vest.”

      Nick rubbed his chin. “You have a point. . . . What if I paid 30 copper each and threw in a decent shirt in exchange for the vest? It’s really nothing special, though it’d look a whole lot better than . . . that.”

      “I’d say that’s worthy of a glowing 5-star review.”

      Nick grinned and held out his hand. “It’s a deal then.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Changing clothes was as easy as tapping a button. They really did make an app for everything. His new silver shirt was form-fitting and corded. It showed off his build, which seemed a bit better than his past life. While he was always down for a good walk or hike, hitting the gym just never came about.

      People no longer gave him that confused look, the same one a teacher gave a student wearing mismatching shoes. It was nice not sticking out like the wrong character in a video game.

      The Map app provided more than a dozen places to get room and board. At this point, he’d eat anything. Could a soul starve to death? Yes, yes it could. It was a long, boring, and terribly uncomfortable process, and once death finally came, the person would be revived so they could do it all over again.

      Woot! That sounds like fun. . . .

      The inns were ranked by a number of dollar signs and reviews. The Cali Bali—an inn closest to the east gate—had a single dollar sign and decent reviews, most of which said the rooms sucked, though the company was nice.

      He followed the directions to a run-down building with three floors. It was larger than most other buildings and the first floor, revealed by large arched windows, was entirely packed with people at tables, eating and laughing as waitresses and waiters carried large trays covered in plates.

      The smells were to die for!

      Dhane pushed into the building. There wasn’t anyone to welcome new guests, ask for his party size or anything like that, so he walked up to the bar where a young woman worked. She had gorgeous blue eyes and blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail, capped with a green hat, kind of like an elf’s hat that came to a point with a little red ball pulling it down to the side.

      “Hi,” she said and flashed a radiant smile. She grabbed a glass, filled it with golden liquid, then slid it down the bartop. The cup stopped perfectly in front of an old, merry gentleman, laughing and slapping his side, white fluffy beard bouncing along.

      “I’m looking for a room.”

      “I see,” she said and looked behind him. “Just for one, then?”

      He nodded. “Cheapest you have.”

      “Alright, cheapest we’ve got is one silver for the night. You must be out at first light, and no breakfast included. Bath is extra.”

      He only had 92 copper. Sure, he could sell the leather scrap to the System and make up the difference, but finding a vendor for that would be more profitable. And, oi, all he wanted to do right now was eat something and pass out.

      When he didn’t immediately reply, the barkeep crooked an eyebrow. “You don’t have a silver, do you?” She said it with kindness, not judgment. “Alright, how much you got?”

      “Just 92 copper.”

      “Sold!” she said and smiled. “I’ll cover your 8 copper, but just this time, okay? It’s out of my pocket, the innkeeper doesn’t budge on prices at all. . . . Maybe when you come into some money, you can leave me a big tip?” She winked.

      And now he felt a little guilty for not just selling that damn scrap of leather. If it were the last thing he did, he’d kill all the Durum Boars in the zone to pay her back. For now, he nodded his agreement: big tip once he could manage it, deal.

      He opened the Inventory app and tapped on his money. This brought up a calculator of sorts that allowed him to enter the exact amount he wanted. He entered 92 and a small bag materialized with a label indicating the amount.

      The barkeep took the bag, then bumped her phone to his. “There you go. Use your phone to unlock the door and if you need anything—though most things cost money, what a drag, right?—I’ll be down here.”

      Despite all the literature, poetry, and languages he had studied, his mind became blank of anything clever to say. Then he tried to muster up something less than clever, which amounted to a bunch of one-off sayings that bubbled up and got stuck in his throat.

      Luckily, he managed to say, “Thanks,” then turned away lest his brain-fart stare became creepy.

      Ah! Of course, and always a moment late, he thought Your kindness was all I needed. Boom! That would have been smooth. Or maybe The best things are free, like your smile. Cringy, but she really did have a nice smile.

      “Oh!” the barkeep said from behind. Dhane turned in time to catch a softball shaped roll. It slapped against his hand and stung, much heavier than it really had any business being. “That’s your food. Thanks!”

      To which Dhane replied with every ounce of suave he could muster, “Kind smile.” Kind smile? That wasn’t exactly how that was supposed to go, though she smiled all the same, so perhaps that was all that mattered.

      He considered the heavy piece of bread with butter-polished crust, reflecting lantern light. It weighed like a brick, a chunk of metal, or like a few jawbreakers merged into one, teetering on the brink of a black hole.

      Dhane moved out of the main dining room where all the scents of delectable foods wafted through happy customers who had the silver to spend. Had he known this dense roll was going to be his meal, he might have tried eating raw Durum Boar meat instead.

      He sighed and tried to take a bite, dragging teeth ineffectually across the gloss surface. This wasn’t a piece of painted wood, was it? Maybe he could cut into it in his room. He climbed the stairs to the second floor where he passed a couple heading in the opposite direction, dressed nicely for dinner.

      The guy whispered something in the girl’s ear, then grabbed her sides. She laughed and swatted his hands away, then turned to walk backward, one finger out. “Oh, don’t you dare,” she said, playfully.

      She was all grins and happy, a flush on her cheeks, wearing a rather pretty black and red, bell-shaped dress. The guy moved with practiced skill, evading her defenses and tickling her side one last time before she disappeared, leaving only her kicking shoes and the fringes of her dress as she went rolling down the stairs.

      Dhane cried out in surprise and moved to help, though there wasn’t much he could do, and the girl seemed okay. She pushed her face off the floor, apparently unharmed except for her face turning the deep color of embarrassment. The guy hurried down and picked her up. She called him a jerk, and they both laughed some more.

      This world would really take some getting used to. People simply didn’t die here, and if they got hurt, it was only momentary, a sting without the lingering anguish. In real life, people didn’t heal in minutes. And that prompted caution and survival instincts. What side effects were there where society didn’t fear death?

      The hallway on the third floor had doors lining both sides, none of them identical. The second to last door on the left, next to what was probably a closet, had a brass plate with his room number on it, so he tapped his phone to the doorknob.

      Nothing happened. Or maybe it did? He tried the doorknob and it remained locked. He checked his phone again and noticed a very small, nearly imperceptible, .5 next to 313. The closet. . . .

      Okay, well it wouldn’t be the best of rooms money could buy, nor did it seem worth the 92 copper he had paid, though it beat sleeping on the streets. Besides, tomorrow was a brand new day, one he was determined to take full advantage of. There was certainly something he could kill or harvest or cut or mine or something.

      He tapped his phone to the doorknob and a lock clicked. Inside, squished between two walls was a twin-sized mattress that barely fit, shoved beneath a bunk bed, occupied by a rather massive man, fast asleep.

      Dhane exhaled.

      Oh, shit brownies.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      At precisely 6:00 a.m. a disagreeable ringing thrummed through Dhane’s head. He jerked upright, slamming his head into the bunk bed above, the one that hung, concave throughout the night, wood creaking in its struggle to support the man above.

      Apparently, it only needed a rude head-butting to exclaim, “Fuck it!” and give up entirely. The top bed cracked and groaned then the world came crashing down.

      Luckily, ten minutes later when they were able to fish his body out of the wreckage, they didn’t charge him for damages. It nearly happened, given the intense debate between last night’s barkeep—the one who baked rocks—and what appeared to be the innkeeper, a sizable man with a booming voice.

      Now below in a much less busy dining room, the girl made him an egg omelet as an apology for his near-death experience. Dhane wanted to decline, he really did, given that out of all the destruction in room 313.5, the only thing that made it out unscathed was his dinner roll. But alas, he had no money and an empty stomach.

      “I’m Penny, by the way,” she said, sprinkling something over the pan. “I hope you don’t give us a negative review. Them old bunk beds are typically quite sturdy. I think we need a rule for those over four hundred pounds.”

      Given that Dhane experienced those four hundred pounds first hand, he nodded his agreement while anxiously waiting for the next thing to try and kill him.

      Penny grabbed a plate, shifted the omelet to it, and then presented the fine breakfast to Dhane like he was one of those happy paying customers. It actually looked like an omelet, though so did the roll. . . . He might have considered it a bit too long since now Penny looked at him questioningly.

      Instead of saying anything, he used his fork, noted how the tines didn’t break or melt when he cut into the eggs, and took a bite. “This is actually really good,” he said, still chewing.

      “Actually?” she asked, cocking her head, her blonde hair spilling over her shoulder.

      “I just didn’t . . .”

      “Didn’t. . .?” she pressed.

      Dhane swallowed, then tried a different tact. “If you don’t mind me asking, have you had one of your . . . dinner rolls?”

      “No,” she said, voice a little sad. “I just paid 50 silver to the master baker for his course. It’s not like I can afford to eat own bread, but I sure want to! It smells delightful! One day, I’m going to open my own bakery, maybe in Terralacoos, the next zone. Bake bread all day and dip into the pools in the evening, floating in the still waters, watching the stars as they sparkle to life. Hmm . . . What? Wait, why do you ask?”

      “I ask because your omelet is amazing and your roll, not so much.”

      “Well, I’ve never had any complaints.”

      “Not one?”

      “No. Everyone loves my bread. In fact, it’s a big talking point whenever someone comes over. ‘Got any more of that bread?’ and ‘Penny, how on Earth did you make this?’ ”

      A bunch of guys trying to talk to a pretty girl, and she was clueless. “Alright, what are your rolls called?”

      “They’re Petra Rolls.” She summoned her phone, opened the Baking app, and tapped her one and only bread recipe.

      Dhane laughed.

      “What! What’s up with all of these questions anyway?”

      “Alright, first,” he said, holding up a finger, “petra is Latin for rock. And second, how many bread recipes come with a damage indicator? This bread can do 1-3 damage?”

      “Pfft, so you know Latin?”

      “Yeah, I do. I have a degree in English. Latin and Greek make up most of our vocabulary. For instance, ‘petrified’ means to be turned into stone. And ‘petrichor’ is the smell that comes after a rainfall. It’s water on stone and dirt and plants.”

      “Oh, I love that smell. I could sit out in a rainstorm for hours.”

      “So you make rock rolls, is what I am trying to say. Here,” Dhane said and opened his Inventory app. He summoned the roll and grabbed the outline of it from the air. It materialized, gaining a sizable weight as it did. He handed it to Penny. “You can have mine. I tried to eat that part there . . . I might have chipped a tooth.”

      Penny tried to bite the roll and her teeth scraped the crust, not even leaving a scratch mark. She scrunched her forehead then hit the roll against the counter, leaving a dent. She grimaced, sucking air through teeth, then looked around the room before pulling her sleeve down and buffing the spot.

      “I think,” Dhane said, “you need to get some more recipes. And if I need cannonballs, I’ll know who can make them.”

      “Oh, ha-ha. These have been really popular,” she said, shaking her head. “Just doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Maybe there’s a Petra Roll throwing contest. . . .”

      “Alright, they suck, I get it. I was about to get another recipe anyway.”

      “That,” Dhane said, “is something I’d be happy to try.”

      Penny smiled the nicest of smiles, then took his plate.
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        * * *

      

      Dhane left the inn and headed toward the east gate. The morning was bustling with activity. Everyone had something to do, a product to sell, an enemy to slay, a delivery to be made.

      A woman dressed in leather armor with a bow and short sword, did something with her hands and the air in front of her distorted, like how heat or fumes gave the air a fluid texture. Out of that distortion, pinpricks of light merged and formed into a large wolf. She mounted and the two of them sprinted down the street.

      Merchants were in their booths, calling out to passersby. Most weren’t trying to sell anything, which was peculiar. While some had potions and scrolls to sell to the adventures, others were making requests: ore, lumber, herbs, fish, meat, hide.

      That last one caught Dhane’s attention. He still had a leather scrap. It probably wasn’t worth much, being scrap and all, though anything would improve his financial state.

      The merchant was a short man standing on a chair. He had a round, friendly face, cleanly shaved to reveal his rosy complexion, and strands of black hair combed over a balding pate. The man just finished calling out to a group of adventurers to get his list of hides and their going rates when he noticed Dhane.

      “Hello hello!” the man said, then opened his inventory and summoned a sheet of paper. “Here you go, the going rates for hides of all kinds. Find any out there, bring it back, and make some coin.” He smiled then called out to another group, waving his short arms.

      “Thanks,” Dhane said. Having a list would be quite handy, actually. And farming animal hides could be a good way to make some decent money. He scanned over the list.

      
        
        > Alegeth Scale — 4 silver

        > Katsen — 2 silver, 30 copper

        > Metsuni — 1 silver, 40 copper

        > Giant Wolf — 90 copper

        > Durum Boar — 60 copper

        > Wolf — 40 copper

        > Sumilian — 35 copper

        > Fox — 25 copper

        > Rabbit — 11 copper

      

      

      Each of the arcane, fantasy monsters he read over summoned a trickle of understanding, an image of sorts. These were only monsters or animals in this zone. Other zones had their own, though requesting hide from far away lands probably wasn’t too helpful to adventurers in this town.

      “There’s nothing here for leather scrap,” Dhane said. He deposited the list in his Inventory.

      “Scrap, you say?” the man asked. “Well, scrap is scrap. It has its uses in repair work, though isn’t something we need a lot of. How much you have?”

      “Just the one. Killed a Durum Boar yesterday and it dropped.”

      “That’s some rat-sucking luck, I’d say. I mean, a Durum Boar? You must have mangled its hide trying to kill it. Next time, kill it by striking the back of its head. That boney face-shield it has only extends so far, and that way you won’t ruin the hide.”

      “Huh, I didn’t realize that how you killed something would affect the loot drops.”

      “Ah, you’re a new transcendent, then. This is pretty common knowledge. When did you transcend to our lovely bit of paradise?”

      “Yesterday.”

      “Yesterday! And you killed a Durum Boar? Well, I’ll say, that’s mighty impressive. My first day was spent in the luxurious Royals palace, eating some of the best food I’ve ever had while servants gave me a pedicure. Seems odd you’d be out hunting.”

      The merchant did that stare thing that everyone seemed to do and for the first time, in an Oh duh! moment, Dhane realized why: they were trying to see his affinity.

      He channeled the light affinity, and now that he had done it, a lingering sense told him that he could take it further. He mentally summoned the lion as his divinity and projected that.

      “I see,” the man said, “I wasn’t of the warriors’ cast, too short! They must do things differently. I never much cared to fight monsters and swing a sword. More of an EVE guy, myself. Love the number crunching and strategizing.

      “Well, that’s all besides the point. Since you’re new, I’m happy to buy your scrap leather. But be mindful that most merchants aren’t in need of it. In fact, most scrap items of any type are often sold to the System. I’ll give you 20 copper, this time.”

      “I really appreciate that,” Dhane said and they made the trade.

      “Just doing my part. Though do remember, if you have any hide, I’m your guy!” He held out his hand to shake and Dhane accepted it. “I’m Tertari, and you?”

      “Dhane.”

      “Been a pleasure, my friend. Good luck out there!” And with that, he turned to more passersby and called out for them to grab his list before venturing into the wilds.

      Dhane moved on toward the east gate, though then passed Nick, the meat merchant, who had four people waiting in line. Nick looked up, then quickly told his customer he’d be right back.

      The man ran over, laughing like he’d just won the World Cup, and wrapped arms around Dhane in a bear hug, lifting him off the ground, spinning twice, losing his balance, and careening into a group.

      “Sorry! My bad!” Nick yelled to the people, and scraped Dhane off the ground, slapping the dirt from his clothes. “You are a wizard! A wizard of marketing. I read your review and might have shed a tear or two. In fact, it was so moving, the System removed—removed!—Goleski’s obvious attempt to ruin my business. He’s lost his merchant’s license for a week and now I’m being flooded with customers. What a turn of events!”

      And that was the power of the pen. Journalism always had a way of reaching out to people and getting them to care when they otherwise didn’t. Dhane smiled and noticed the annoyed glances the customers were sending his way, they probably had better things to do than wait for the merchant.

      “That’s great,” he said. “Now don’t screw it up, you have customers.”

      “Yes! Of course! I just had to thank you, like wow, you really made a difference. And”—he summoned his phone, then glanced at the screen—“I’m glad I caught you because it’s almost seven. The arena opens to newcomers for training and you can’t be late. They literally pay you to train. I figured you hadn’t been told since you didn’t get the royal welcome.”

      Nick put two fingers in his mouth and whistled, then thrust his arm up. “Runner! Priority!” This summoned a girl like magic, she practically appeared from thin air. “I need you to take this fine gent to the arena.”

      “Ugh! I deliver packages, man, not people,” the girl said twirling a curly lock of brunette hair. She turned to find her next job when Nick caught her shoulder.

      “He is the package. Get him to the arena before seven.” Nick summoned a silver piece and flicked it to her.

      This seemed to change her tune completely, especially when she checked the time and cursed. Apparently, a silver piece for a run was decent money. Dhane didn’t have a chance to thank Nick before the girl snatched his hand and sprinted down the street.

      “This way!” she yelled, then cut through a tight alleyway, ran down two residential roads, turned a few more corners, pushed through people who yelled, and then threw him, like in the literal sense, what a pitcher would do with a baseball.

      Dhane arched through the air, head first, the world a blur, then he came to an abrupt stop on his chest, beside a pair of very large boots. The man who currently wore those boots was closing a rather massive, wooden door.

      “New transcendent?” the man bellowed in a deep baritone voice.

      Dhane pushed himself to his feet, the sharp pain that accompanied the act of grinding one’s chin on stone, already fading. “Yes, new transcendent,” came his reply with more confidence than he felt.

      “In you go,” the man said and Dhane needed no other encouragement.

      He hurried through the door and immediately stumbled down three steps before catching a handrail. The sudden shift from daylight to a single candle may have been enough to send him sprawling, head over feet down the stairs, like the girl in the inn, though his perfect vision in the dark helped him plant his feet where his feet needed planting.

      The stairs descended to a platform, rounded, and descended farther. After the third set of stairs was a stretch of hallway, voices echoing along the stone. Dhane stepped into a round room with shimmering murals painted in metallic red, depicting twelve divinities. Were there so many?

      All the new transcendents who had entered the world with him, stood about, talking in little groups. There were others, too, people who likely had a low level despite being in the game—or heaven—for a while.

      The room immediately silenced and they all turned to him with an expectant look, as if he were there to give instruction. Then the giant of a man, standing directly behind him, cleared his throat.

      Dhane quickly stepped to the side and the man passed. He walked to the middle where the floor rose a few steps, not that he needed the extra height.

      “I am Gorlan, Master of Arena,” he said and paused. The man had a two-handed axe strapped to his back, wore leather armor that left his muscled arms bare, except for the solid lines of black and red ink across his biceps of light brown skin. His face was square and serious, lips pursed, black eyes appraising each and every one in the room, as if peering into their souls.

      Dhane quickly triggered his light affinity and focused on the lion divinity. Gorlan’s eyes past over him, and Dhane exhaled, though then the Master of Arena shot a glare back at him.

      “You!”

      “Me?” Dhane and someone else said at the same time.

      “No shadow can trick me. I am untrickable! I see your affinity, monster!” He drew that two-handed battleaxe in one hand. It illuminated in waves of light, like tendrils of white and gold smoke.

      Oh, shit brownies! The Mother of Shadows specifically told him to keep his affinity secret, and here he was being judged by the Master of Arena. Although, perhaps it was a ruse, to get him to react and confirm Gorlan’s suspicions.

      Either way, death wasn’t the end. . . . Right? Should he die from a giant axe through his skull, the Mother of Shadows would give him life again. With that thought, he stood his ground, muscles stiff with anticipation, and a need to bolt out of the room and up all those damn stairs.

      Gorlan stepped forward and two little cries echoed into the chamber as a robed figure sprinted for the hallway, teetering as it went. It made it three more steps before its top-half fell backward, taking with it the robe and revealing a Cobalin: green skin, big ears, and wide, frightful eyes.

      Gorlan shot forward in a flash of light, traveling the distance in a fraction of a second. The axe drove cleanly through the Cobalin’s midsection, lumping the poor thing in half. The other Cobalin, just now escaping the robe on the ground, ran back into the room where everyone scattered from it.

      “Out of the way! Out of the way!” he screamed and Dhane could fully understand him despite the words Adda ta wes forming in his head, like an echo. But he didn’t know this Cobalin, hadn’t given it a translation ball.

      The tiny green monster jerked his head in all directions, trying to find another exit. When one didn’t make itself known, he unsheathed his sword with a shaking hand—a sword that wasn’t too different than the sword-dagger Dhane had—and turned.

      Before he could even face the giant of a man, an axe flew through the air, spinning like a blade in a blender. It had to weigh more than the Cobalin himself. It struck with a meaty thud and pinned the poor thing to the ground, kicking and screaming.

      Gorlan was there a second later. He took hold of the axe’s handle and the metal pulsed with that streaming light of luminescent smoke, sending red damage numbers into the air and filling the chamber with the smell of burnt flesh.

      The Cobalin bled light that oozed out to cover its skin and clothes and wounds. The light dispersed in flickering pinpricks, and the Cobalin was gone.

      Gorlan tapped a few invisible things in the air, stepped back on the raised platform at the center of the room, and strapped his axe back into place. His serious face was replaced by a half-grin.

      “This is sacred place,” Gorlan said, “not for Cobalin trash! Before your training concludes, you get to slay your own Cobalin. We keep them in cages and release them for laughs between arena matches.”

      The immediate show of violence, of death, had an unsettling effect on the room. People counted stone tiles along the floor, some took a step back, though blondie, the guy who had stood behind Dhane in the line just yesterday—had it only been a day?—wore an energetic, if not outright excited, grin.

      Gorlan grunted in distaste. “Stop your moral qualms. They are mindless animals that exist for the game. Slay them when you see them and take their treasures. That is why they exist. Were we not to hunt them, they would multiply and overrun us.”

      Dhane ground his teeth, thinking about Dedu Tedu, a town full of Cobalins living life like any human, hiding there because of the evil adventurers. Mahai had said that entities of light and shadow, were no different from each other, that all were souls from other planes, wanting to exist.

      Gorlan drew a symbol in the air, invisible until he pushed a glowing light into it. The symbol burst and stone scraped against stone. Beneath the twelve murals of the light divinities were now doorways into undulating darkness, familiar pools of black.

      “Before your training begins,” he said, “you must converse with your divinity and unlock your first skills. When you are ready, enter the realm of your divinity.”

      Of course, there was no doorway with a painted spider above it, one for the Mother of Shadows. Everyone except for Dhane started moving.

      Oh, shit brownies. . . .

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Everyone in the room had no problem finding their chosen divinity. They quickly moved to the various doorways and stepped into the cold, black liquid. If only they knew what it felt like to go through one of those damn portals, they probably wouldn’t have been so eager.

      Twelve divinities of light and here Dhane was pretending to one of their followers. He had, by instinct alone, projected his divinity as being the lion, a warrior, and his original choice. However, the skills he’d likely use would be nothing like a warrior’s skill of radiant power.

      What skills did an arachnomancer have?

      He quickly scanned the divinities: lion, monkey, dolphin, . . . snake? Well, there’s a thought. Both spiders and snakes had venom. If his skills were venom based, then that would hide his affinity.

      Now for the interesting question . . . what would happen to an entity of shadow that was so brazen to step into a light divinity’s realm? Would he become the ant to the god’s magnifying glass, and if so, on a scale between one and ten, how much would that hurt?

      It wasn’t like he could just leave without raising suspicions. Oh, you want me to talk to my divinity? I’ve changed my mind, that I have! Bye-bye.

      Gorlan scanned the room and paused on him, his eyes cold and calculating. Dhane projected the Snake divinity and Gorlan frowned a disturbingly ugly frown, like he had found a vegetable on one of his meat kabobs. What did a man like this eat to get so uncomfortably big?

      “I recall,” he said in that deep voice of his, “a lion in you.”

      Dhane swallowed, eyeing the handle of Gorlan’s two-handed axe that peeked out over his shoulder, a constant reminder of the poor Cobalins’ execution and likely what would happen to him if he answered in a less than satisfying way.

      He shook his head, acting as nonchalant as possible, brushing some lint from his shirt while his heart did a little Zumba. “I can’t say that was me. I’m a follower of the snake.” And just as he said it, additional information awoke in his mind. He added, “I’m an assassin? for the Sisters . . . of Death.”

      One of these days he’d have to work on lying better. But it seemed to appease whatever Gorlan was looking for. The tall man nodded slowly, as if to give respect to the snake divinity, then he held an arm out, pointing toward the snake’s portal.

      Dhane held a sigh, plastered on some fake confidence, and marched up to the portal. Here goes nothing. He stepped in, eyes pinched shut lest the solar rays blinded him. Would they wonder where the pile of ash came from?

      Of course, it was just like the last portal, an absolute ride of happiness. . . .

      Glacial ice shot through him, weaving a storm of piercing cold that stung as it moved from bone to bone. The roaring sound of something reverberated in his chest, as if the mountains were shifting to open a way to the plane of divinities.

      And curiously, just like the first time, it all ended with him standing in a void of blackness, feet on textureless ground. His immediate thought was how this was the Mother of Shadow’s realm—will all divinity portals lead to her?—though that thought quickly jumped ship and skedaddled when the first whispered words formed.

      “He is no follower,” came a hiss.

      “He walks between affinitiesss,” came another.

      “Yesss.” The way her voice slithered into his mind, sent a wave of tingles down his spine and he shivered, goosebumps prickling across his body.

      “Dhane of shadow, of Spider,” the two whispers said together, “enter our realm, guest of night.”

      Were there a choice, he may have politely declined and jumped into the closest pit of spikes. But just as with the Mother of Shadows’ realm, there didn’t appear to be a way out, nor could his perfect dark vision see anything but what lay ahead.

      Dhane followed a curving, scaled construction, a statue of white and black stone, twisting together to form doorways. He stepped through them as if stepping through portals, each leading deeper into the void where whispers echoed, though not their words.

      He finally came upon a large basin formed by two massive snake heads, emeralds for eyes, circling each other to form the depression in the world. Green water filled the basin, and it rippled as he approached, as if he carried a current of wind, or his mere presence repulsed the liquid.

      “Interesting. . . .” a whisper said, tickling his right ear.

      Dhane jerked back and a white snaked shifted through the air. Its body had no end, like the string of fate, controlling who lived and who died.

      “I see potential in you,” another voice said next to his left ear. This time, a black snake glided through the air. The two snakes turned, sliding around each other, looping into a fancy display of crisscrossing colors. They faced him, eyes both a glowing green.

      “Tell usss,” they both said at the same time, “what brings you?”

      “I don’t . . . have a divinity of light,” he said.

      “We see thisss.”

      Of course, they did, they knew he was of shadow immediately. Even the Mother of Shadows could not hide this from other divinities. “I had to choose a portal in the arena.”

      “And you chose oursss?”

      “Yes,” he said. Was there a point in lying? Could one lie to a god? Honesty had always been important to him, and so he explained. “I entered your portal to hide my affinity. Snakes and spiders both have venom, so if everyone thought my divinity was . . . you two, then they wouldn’t find out about my affinity.”

      The black snake nodded. “You know,” she said without slurring her words or speaking slowly in a godlike fashion, “that was a really good explanation, and it makes a lot of sense.”

      “Altera!” the other said, “you promised you’d stay in character!”

      All the mysticism evaporated at that moment, leaving behind two snake sisters, bickering over . . . role-play? This was a heaven of games, after all, the sooner he understood that the fewer surprises there’d be. Maybe. . . .

      “Tsss, it doesn’t matter,” Altera, the black snake, said. “He’s not one of ours. It was your idea to act all godlike to get more followers and we’re still here with no one. Look around, Niveus. People don’t want to touch a snake during the Choosing. Besides, I like Spider—there, I said it!—maybe we could work something out.”

      “Wait, what?” Dhane said. “I thought you could only have one divinity.”

      “Well, traditionally,” Niveus said, “though you’re of shadow and yet human. Per our laws, you simply don’t have a divinity yet. Hmm . . . it could work. . . .”

      “Right?” Altera said.

      “If he channeled usss when projecting a light affinity and channeled the Mother of Shadowsss when he projected a shadow affinity, I don’t see why it wouldn’t work.”

      “A dual-class! That is ssso cool.”

      “Here,” Niveus said, trying to move, “back up a bit. Ugh! This always happensss. You were supposed to move in from the right, on the last step before the third turn to the left, before the double loop, not the left!”

      “I did!” Altera said, her black scales tensing.

      “Oh really? And what ssside are you on right now?”

      “The . . . right?”

      “No! Last time you messed up, we were stuck in a knot until Monkey helped. And we still owe him a favor. God knows what he’s going to ask. And if it’s sssexual, you’re doing it—I don’t do fur!”

      Dhane loved puzzles, usually in the form of uncovering ancient secrets in video games, though this worked too. He poked Niveus and had her loosen her hold of Altera, then directed Altera out of their knot.

      “Great,” Niveus said, “now we owe Dhane a favor. We don’t have much divine energies to be owing everyone favors!”

      Dhane laughed. “You don’t owe me anything, I was just trying to help.”

      “Actually,” Altera said, slithering her black form into her own coil, “when a divinity is helped, that help must be repaid. It’sss written in our codex of divine and spirit relationsss.”

      “Oh. . . . What did you mean by divine energies?”

      Niveus, now happily in her own coiled form, said, “Divinities absorb energy from their followers. When you kill monsters and earn experience, you’re feeding us with energy. When you level, we use that energy to help you learn a new skill.”

      “And,” Dhane said, realizing the problem, “you don’t have many followers.”

      “Right,” the two snakes said together.

      “It doesn’t seem fair that people are thrust into making a decision on which divinity to choose within the first few minutes of being reborn. Especially since we can’t change that after the fact.”

      “Oh you can,” Niveus said. “The popular divinities don’t want their followers to know that they could change. If they did, they probably would lose followers and thus divine energies.”

      “And unfair?” Altera said. “You haven’t heard anything yet. It’s way worse! They don’t even present all of the divinities of light to new transcendents. They alternate our spot with the ferrets of all divinities. We eat ferrets for god’s sake! But they wouldn’t dream of doing that to Lion or Monkey.”

      “Okay, okay, let’s not dig into this too deeply,” Niveus said, smiling at Dhane, “I have to live with her after all, and she ain’t pretty when she gets all bent out of shape.”

      “Oh, says you!”

      “Look, the world isn’t fair. That’sss just a constant no matter what world you’re in. The powerful will do what they can to remain powerful. I don’t see what we can do about it.”

      Altera started to say something, though Niveus cut her off. “Dhane, you are welcome to be our follower, but I want you to understand what it would mean if you chose usss for a dual divinity. You will gain all the perksss of both classes, the freedom and flexibility to choose skillsss, though such things come with a cost. Leveling would require twice the experience, twice the amount of work as anyone else.”

      “Yes,” Dhane said, understanding the drawback, “though it’s the perfect disguise. No one would think that I have more than one divinity, and if I’m a follower of the Sisters of Death, I simply cannot be of the shadow affinity. It’ll be extra work, but this is eternity, right?”

      Niveus and Altera looked at each other. Or rather . . . Niveus was glaring at Altera. Warning her to be silent. There was something there, something that wasn’t supposed to be known by mere transcendents.

      “What is it?”

      “Dhane,” Niveus said, “there are things we cannot say. And really, it’s nothing to be concerned about. The heavens have their mysteries and that must remain so. The only thing you need to answer is, will you become our follower?”

      The sister snakes watched him with their glowing green eyes, a hint of eagerness there. These were the divinities that got trampled by the others. These were the divinities that played the game despite the unfairness.

      The best way to enforce the balance between light and shadow was to be of light and shadow. And that was his answer, but he did have one final question to ask. “When I came in here, the water rippled, and you—”

      Altera laughed. “Oh, it does that to everyone. Makesss them feel special, you know?”
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        * * *

      

      The transition between the plane of divinities and Olindale always went smoother leaving than entering. No glacial cold tearing through his body, no scraping sounds of crashing worlds, no deep feeling of dread. Instead, colors of the world elongated and spun around him until he stood on the hard sands of the arena beneath a blindingly bright sun.

      Dhane was probably the only entity in this heaven to have two official affinities and two divinities. He walked between light and shadow, which gave him some freedom where before, he could only hide.

      And if that wasn’t enough of a boon, the moment after arriving back, a notification alert played in his head.

      Dhane summoned his phone and had a new message.

      
        
        Subject: A Favor Repaid

        > Dhane, in accordance with our codex and laws, please see the attached item as repayment for your help. —Niveus & Altera

      

      

      Attached to the message was a ring. Dhane tapped it and it moved to his inventory, launching the app. The ring was a swirl of two snakes, alternating black and white with emerald eyes.

      
        
        Ring of Rest // Legendary // Ring

        > Reduce the need for sleep by 50%

      

      

      Dhane laughed and tapped the Equip action. Oh, Niveus. . . . She was deceptively smart and no doubt tied herself in a knot only to get his help, giving her an excuse to return the favor. Clever clever.

      She knew that his biggest challenge would be gaining experience. Double the class, double the work. This ring not only cut one of the most time-consuming activities of the day in half, though freed up his evenings to explore other skills that should not be seen.

      “I told you, the bra guy’s back,” someone said from the side. . . . Oh, shit brownies, it was the blond dude again, the one who not only made Dhane the subject of public ridicule, though also tripped him when he tried to choose Lion as his divinity.

      Dhane considered him and his two friends, Bexley, the brunette girl he so awkwardly stared at while his brain was reeling from the simple fact it was alive again, and some bodybuilder, shorter than blondie, red hair, covered in freckles, and a set of massive arms.

      Dhane smiled and gave a sarcastically friendly wave. “Douche,” he whispered and turned to take in the rest of the arena: a rectangle with rounded corners, maybe half the size of a football field with walls ten feet high and surrounded by a few dozen rows of seats. It could fit thousands of people.

      “Haha! Right on the money there,” a deep voice said at his side. It was the three-piece-suit guy, though now wearing a nice set of black leather armor and a small ruby amulet. It looked nice and expensive.

      “Vest guy! Where’s your suit?”

      “Ah, man, call me Devron. I sold it. You see, given the information we had, I figured getting the most expensive set of clothes would be a good way to get some startin’ money. But I needn’t have worried.”

      “Oh yeah? Why’s that?” They started walking along the inner wall where stone benches filled the space between large gates.

      “You don’t know? They gave us each a gold piece to get situated. I still sold those clothes, just not my style, and got this.”

      And he wasn’t the only one wearing new armor. Actually, it would seem that everyone had armor and some type of weapon. That was, everyone except Dhane, still wearing modern-day Jeans and a nice corded, silver shirt, as if he were ready to go to the club instead of battle.

      “Looks nice,” he said. “Black leather, are you a rogue or assassin?”

      “Ha! No, man. I mean, I had naturally high attributes for Strength and Vitality from my last life. Could have been a Warrior with my size, though we live in a world of magic! How could I pass up on that?”

      Dhane exhaled an annoyed breath.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “It’s nothing,” he lied.

      “If that’s nothing then my momma can’t bake worth shit.”

      “Your mom . . . couldn’t bake?”

      “Hells, man, the things she could do with flour would convert a devout priest to worship her oven—the cooking sort, man, I see where your mind’s goin’. The family I came from was huge, and she loved every bit of it. So, no, something is botherin’ ya.”

      “Does it upset you that you can’t remember them?”

      “Sure does, though even if their faces allude me, they’re still there. I can remember how I felt near them, the fun we had, the challenges we faced.”

      Dhane nodded. “Here’s the thing, I didn’t even know we had natural attributes until you said it. Now I know we have Strength, Dexterity, Intelligence, and Vitality, numbers that represent who we were in the last life, though I feel behind and suddenly knowing things I didn’t before is a bit bonkers. That and you guys got a gold piece while I . . .”

      “Oh, don’t ya stop on my account, it seems you’ve got a story to tell.”

      “I wish, though I’m sworn to secrecy.” Then an idea struck. “It was an initiation when choosing the Sisters of Death as my divinity. All I can say is, when it was all said and done, I didn’t get a gold piece or a fancy meal at the Royals’ palace. Do they really give new transcendents pedicures?”

      “Ya want to see my gleamin’ toenails?”

      They both laughed.

      “Different paths, my friend. And speaking of friends,” Devron said and winked. They stopped near a tall woman. She had deep brown skin with cool undertones and a sculpted body, like a marathon runner in the last life. Her eyes were green and her black hair was tightly braided, forming two tails that hung just below her shoulders.

      She stood and analyzed Dhane.

      He reflexively projected his affinity of light following the Sisters of Death. Everyone seemed to want to pry into who he was, as if doing so was a social custom. Of course, as soon as he thought that, the answer told him it was. In fact, it could be considered rude to not look beneath the skin and see the true person therein, as if they were inconsequential.

      And with that knowledge, he understood how. Similar to how he projected his affinity, he could call to the affinity of someone. It had an interesting sensation of mentally asking Who are you? and actually getting a reply.

      This woman’s affinity glowed a pure white, in the shape of the Hawk divinity. She smiled at the exchange, now feeling more . . . familiar, like they weren’t just meeting for the first time.

      “Heya boys,” she said and leaned to the side on her spear. Her armor matched Devron’s in its black leather, though she wore it better, with casual confidence.

      “Aaliyah, this is Dhane.”

      “Hello third.”

      “Third?” Dhane asked.

      Devron nodded, carrying that easy smile of his. He was a likable guy, the type unafraid to move against the grain, to stand up for what he believed in, and give a helping hand to those in need.

      “Yeah, man,” he said. “Out there in the wilds, parties normally consist of three adventurers. Gorlan said something like, ‘Learn to work with others.’ ”

      “Whatevs, man,” Aaliyah said, shaking her head. “He didn’t say it like that at all. He said, ‘Go alone, die alone!’ Which I’d say is quite to the point.”

      “Well, sure, though I think my version captures the essence without being overly dramatic. But that’s neither here nor there, the point is, trainin’ consists of groups of three and we need a third. Dhane, you don’t seem to have a group. . . .”

      “Alright,” Dhane said, “I’ll be your third.”

      “Nice! And hells, man, you probably don’t even know that you get paid 5 silver for each day of training, this being the first of two weeks.”

      “That much?”

      “It’s not that much,” Aaliyah said.

      “It is when you sell everything you own only to get 92 copper, barely enough to buy a bunk bed for the night and a roll that most would mistake for a rock.”

      Devron slapped Dhane on the back. “This guy has already been through some adventures. He’s our bona fide veteran!”

      “Pfft, hardly.”

      “I’d say, might even be party leader material.”

      “Leader?” Dhane asked. “I don’t know about—”

      “That’s settled then!” Devron said and laughed. “Neither of us wants the position, and besides, it’s only for trainin’. Though if we win some of the challenges here, we can earn more than the 5 silver participation prize. That and all loot we may find is ours to keep.”

      Dhane sighed. He had never really been the leader in parties and guilds. Sure, people tried to press him into the position—the famed game reviewer!—though he was always more interested in going off to explore than lay down the rules and organize events.

      “Gather round!” Gorlan bellowed. His voice really carried in the arena and all the chattering stopped. There appeared to be more people than there were beneath the arena, enough to form nine groups of three.

      Gorlan stood by a large wooden gate, reinforced with steel beams. He waited for the groups to arrive, then pounded a meaty fist on the wood. “Behind this gate, your first challenge. Better have your weapons and skills ready by the time it opens!”

      And with that, metal chains above the gate, attached to pulleys and wrenched by miserable looking, slave Cobalins, started lifting upward while something . . . a lot of somethings, clattered about on the other side.
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      Dhane summoned his phone and since he was the acting party leader—yay—tapped the Party app. Everyone in the arena appeared within a list, sorted by proximity with Devron and Aaliyah at the top.

      He tapped their names and the Invite command that appeared in a submenu. They were quick to accept, which sounded a pleasant bell notification and probably lit up in the Party app, though he had quickly moved from there to the Character app, and the skills subsection.

      The first thing to flash on his screen—with him standing right smack-dab in the middle of everyone—were two symbols: the Mother of Shadows as a spider, glimmering in silver and red, and the Sisters of Death, made of green and purple lines.

      He frantically skipped the screen and glanced around. No one seemed to be paying him much attention and were instead, busily working on their own phones.

      Was there a setting to black out his screen to others? Out of all the ways he could get caught, that seemed the highest likelihood. He was half tempted to go explore the Settings app to see what options there were, though the gate was lifting and he didn’t have much time.

      All new transcendents, upon receiving their class, were given a single skill point to start. With each additional level, they would earn another skill points, which could be used to learn a new skill or level an existing one.

      Since Dhane hadn’t chosen a skill yet, instead of exhibiting his lack of abilities, the screen shifted to display a list of potential skills to choose from. Each class had three skills available at level 1, and the hidden knowledge in his mind confirmed that as he leveled, new skill options would unlock.

      He scrolled to hide the arachnomancer skills, and expanded the assassin ones:

      

      Shadow Shift // Dex // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 15

      > Distance: 24 Feet

      > Delay: 1 Seconds

      > Smoke Trail: 10 Seconds

      > After a 1 second delay [1 / Skill Level], teleport between shadows that are no farther than 24 feet apart [(2 + Skill Level) * Dexterity], leaving behind a trail of smoke that can be seen and followed for 10 seconds [10 / Skill Level].

      

      Venom Bite // Dex // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 8

      > Damage: 3 & 1 Venom Counter DoT

      > Imbue your next attack with venom, dealing an additional 3 damage [Skill Level * 1/3 Dexterity] and adding a venom counter to the target.

      > Each venom counter deals 1 damage every 3 seconds for a total of 9 seconds. If the target is hit with another venom counter before the effect is removed, the timer is reset.

      > Maximum of 5 active venom counters from Venom Bite.

      

      Snake Bind // Str // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 18

      > Weight: 18 Pounds

      > Duration: 3 Seconds

      > The target becomes bound by an intangible snake, adding 18 pounds [(3 * Skill Level) * Strength] to their form for 3 seconds [Skill Level * 1/2 Strength]. Can be guarded against by a debuff shield or effects.

      > This is a touch effect.

      

      The gate had already lifted three feet, revealing scrap metal contraptions on the other side, mostly just legs shifting about, talon-like feet, clawing at the sand. He had barely enough time to read his options, let alone decide!

      Out of these three, only one did damage. Utility skills and support skills had their uses, but come on! 18 pounds for Snake Bind? His Strength stat must really suck. At least it made the decision easy. Future choices would require more character design in relation to his party and play style.

      For now, he selected Venom Bite and confirmed the selection, immediately feeling the skill, as if it had merged into him, and with it, the knowledge of how to trigger it.

      Dhane withdrew his Cobalin sword and dismissed the phone.

      Gorlan moved to the side, and the nine parties started pressing in, battle-hungry for whatever was on the other side of the gate. “Find the most gears,” he said, “and earn 5 extra silver today!”

      This only encouraged more people to push forward, as if being first in line was the only real determiner for who would win. Dhane, on the other hand, took a step back.

      The shifting metal legs, squeaking gears, and ticking noises all formed a picture of sorts, a puzzle of sounds. The ticking sound was projecting from each of those . . . things—whatever they were—all the way back into a tunnel by the sound of it, echoey and distant.

      Given the size of one, the width of the gate, and the length of the tunnel behind it, which was pure speculation, there had to be more than thirty of the things, a whole herd of metal contraptions eager to escape into the open arena.

      Dhane grabbed Devron’s shoulder and pointed to the opposite wall of the arena. “Run to the other side!”

      Devron reacted immediately, not a flicker of a question across his face, probably because it was him, after all, that made Dhane the party leader. The man grabbed Aaliyah who was pushing forward against the others. She gave an elaborate sigh, mixed with a pained expression, as if someone had run off with her favorite sharp thing, but nodded nonetheless.

      They weren’t the only ones who were moving away. McBlondie douche-face spotted them sprinting across the sand. He said something to his party and they immediately started running as well.

      Some scrawny guy, nearly seven feet tall and as white as they came—a guy who probably never ventured out into the sunlight, outside of his dark den full of video games—cackled a high pitched laugh, a tone that had a distinct characteristic of a thirteen-year-old who said rude things about your mother.

      “Oh, mommy,” the guy said, “look at the scared little children running away from—” The guy face-planted to the sand as dozens of the heavy metal contraptions, looking like malformed ostriches, poured out of the gate, trampling anyone unlucky enough to be in their way.

      A storm of negative red numbers drifted skyward before fading. A few people had turned the color of shimmering silver-white before dispersing to nothing, dead and gone practically before the challenge started.

      Even with the extra distance they made by leaving early, the birds caught up in a matter of seconds. The only difference, out here in the arena, there was a lot of open space and the birds didn’t appear interested in running into obstacles.

      Dhane pointed to the left and the three of them sprinted after two birds that were now slowing to a trot, happy to no longer be contained behind the gate. “Focus on one at a time,” he said.

      Devron extended a hand back behind himself as if reaching into an invisible bag and grabbed something. Light pooled into his hand like water, waves splashing against the confines of a sphere. He shoved the ball forward and it launched as a missile of light that slammed into the closest bird.

      The blast knocked the bird back a step, producing a -12 in red damage, dropping its health to 48/60. It shook its head, loose bits of metal clinking from within, then charged Devron.

      Aaliyah, however, shoved the butt end of her spear into the ground and used it to launch herself forward, both legs out. She collided with the junk bird, knocking it to its side and landing on her back.

      The bird thrashed, kicking up sand, flapping sheets of metal wings far too small, and heavy, to fly with.

      Dhane crossed to its backside and triggered Venom Bite with a thought. The Cobalin sword exuded purple streams of color, as if a red wine dripped down the blade.

      He stabbed the bird, fully expecting a clash of metal on metal, though instead, the blade slipped through the metal, cutting at the thing’s essence and leaving a white slit.

      Before rolling away to dodge the bird’s random, powerful kicks, he stabbed twice more, triggering his skill each time. His mana dropped to 66/90. It was something that he just knew without having to look at anything. Now, every third second, he regained a mana point just as the bird took 3 additional damage from venom counters.

      Devron launched another missile and Aaliyah, now on her feet, spear in hand, jabbed the tip of her spear into the bird twice.

      The bird stopped moving, then glowed white for a moment before it burst into pinpricks of light and released four gears to float in the air. Tiny, shimmering disks, casting flecks of purple light across the sand, divided into three trails that slid into each of them.

      “Hells . . . yeah. . . .” Devron said, staggering toward invisible loot.

      Dhane could feel the experience, like warmth at the back of his mind. He received +36xp toward his next level, a total of 58/200, which must include his battle with the Durum boar, yesterday.

      A group to their right just killed one of the junk birds, just as another group cried out. A girl in that group crashed to the sand and the bird landed on her back, tearing red damage numbers out of her until she shifted to a shimmering white.

      Dhane quickly grabbed his loot and pointed to the next bird. If they wanted to win, they didn’t have time for a break between kills. This seemed to suit Aaliyah just fine, though Devron looked tired. His health, mana, and stamina appeared in bars of red, blue, and yellow . . . and his blue bar was entirely empty at 0/20.

      “Oooh,” Devron said, taking a wobbly step. “I feel like I’m on my fifth beer, guys. Dhane, is that you? You look funny, man. . . .”

      “How do you not have any mana?”

      “Mannn,” he said and slumped to the sand, hands bracing the sides of his head. “Please, don’t talk so loud. It’s like every sound is a dagger in my brain.”

      “He’s mana drunk,” Aaliyah said, and just as she said it, that bit of knowledge, hidden deep within his subconscious, unlocked. “He used all of his mana.”

      The Mana Drunk debuff wasn’t just about having no mana. No, it penalized the person for five minutes, halting their mana regeneration while leaving them impaired.

      “Just . . . leave me,” Devron said.

      Dhane scanned the arena of scattered birds and mismatched groups fighting. He grabbed Devron’s arm. “Stand up. You don’t have to fight, though you have to stay with us. Can you do that?”

      “I . . .”

      “Yes? That’s what he said, right?”

      Aaliyah nodded vigorously and grabbed Devron’s other arm. They pulled him to his feet and caught him as he lost balance, trying to swan dive into the sand.

      “This is training,” Dhane said. “Just imagine we’re out there dying by some trolls or something. Would you be here whimpering? Or would you be trying to help?”

      Devron took in a deep breath and tried to nod. “Hells man, you can count on me.”

      “Good. Aaliyah, aggro that bird there.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      “Ohhhh,” Devron said, wincing and holding the side of his head. “This is terrible. . . . Worse than dying. It’s like I’m drunk and hungover at the same time.”

      Aaliyah sprinted across the sand, jumped, and thrust her spear into the side of a bird. The force wasn’t enough to knock it over, though it took a solid 14 damage.

      The bird spun, tearing the spear from her hands, nearly knocking her off balance. The spear remained stuck in its side, whipping around as the bird shook, trying to dislodge it.

      Aaliyah yelped and jumped back, barely missing getting clobbered by her own weapon. She then dashed to the side and rolled, dodging the charge of the bird, which was now heading directly toward Dhane and Devron.

      “Devron, block,” Dhane said and let go of the man. He sprinted forward, jumped, and grabbed the spear, flipping up under it with far more ease than he had expected.

      While he had originally wanted to pull the spear free, the motion sent him gliding through the air, in complete control. With barely any effort, he landed on the bird’s back, straddling it, and brought his dagger down against the back of its head, over and over.

      Each hit did critical strike damage, peeling away 16 health per hit, not counting the ticking damage from Venom Bite.

      Devron, like a football linebacker, rammed his shoulder into the bird, stopping its charge completely. Dhane, on the other hand, didn’t have the luxury of a seat belt. Before he could stab the contraption a fourth time, he was launched off the back of the bird.

      Just like that first day on the mountain when he tripped, he summoned all the dexterity and knowledge and skill of a lifetime, knowing full well it wouldn’t be enough, knowing he’d end up like those cartoon characters who land headfirst into a sandbank, bodies like arrow shafts. If only physics worked like that. . . .

      Instead, in the world of reality, his muscles flexed and twisted. Everything spun and before he knew it, he was right side up. Feet hit the sand and he was already leaning in the opposite direction, now sliding five feet to a stop.

      “Nice!” he yelled, arms in the air like some gymnast landing a perfect dismount. Then something heavy smashed into him from behind. He had the wherewithal to turn and slide on his back, just as another bird shrieked and landed on his chest, giving him a terrible flashback of a particular bunk bed collapsing on him just that very morning, driving the air from his lungs.

      The damn bird pecked with its metal beak, cutting nicks in his arms while its talons tore sharpened blades of metal through his chest.

      The pain seared through him. Hot and terrible. Talons tearing long gashes through skin, tickling his intestines, scraping across vertebrae, spilling his eternal light, his soul, out of him with red damage numbers to float skyward.

      All the agony, the hot sand, his body warmth, it all drained away and filled in with a deep cold. The bird pushed off and sprinted away toward some other prey it could find. The sky turned gray—the sun seemed to dim.
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        * * *

      

      Dhane blinked a few times, now standing in the void on that soft, textureless ground he found so troubling.

      “Dead already?” the Mother of Shadows asked, silver legs and ruby red body spinning on a web five feet away.

      Dhane grabbed his chest, feeling whole again, the pain . . . a lingering, torturous memory. His chest raised and fell as if he had jerked awake from some nightmare, covered in sweat, the hauntings of something fading away.

      He calmed his quick gasps, slowed them to deep breaths. His heart followed a moment later until all there was left, through every part of him, a calm, an understanding, and a recognition for just how cruel this game was.

      The Mother of Shadows didn’t hurry him. She remained on her silver thread, working it down toward the top of her small pedestal.

      “Do I always come here?” Dhane asked. “That is, when I die. Will I always return here?”

      “No. Most transcendents are merely revived at their closest cemetery of alignment. Though if their divinity wants to see them, they can direct the soul to their realm.”

      “You wanted to see me?”

      “Of course, Dhane. I recognize that a lot has happened for you. And I see the light in you. Well done gaining the trust of the Sisters of Death. Out of all the divinities, they are perhaps the closest allies we have.”

      “It made the most sense,” Dhane said. “If I want to protect the balance, I can’t be of one affinity.”

      “I agree and support your decision. But I will suggest caution. The divinities of light are up to something. The Sisters of Death are stuck between great powers and may hold knowledge from you, or misdirect you from uncovering their secrets.”

      Dhane had already gotten that feeling when he asked about eternal life. They did appear to know something, something they wanted to tell him though couldn’t, all alluding to the idea that this heaven might not be as eternal as the transcendents believed.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” he said.

      “That’s all I ask. And before I forget, I sent a little something to help you out as an arachnomancer.”

      “A little something?”

      “Mhmm. It’ll be a surprise,” she said with humor in her voice. “Now about sending you back. . . .”

      “Wait a moment!”

      “Yes?”

      “First, I know you don’t have to touch me to send me back. The Sisters of Death were quite capable in that regard.”

      “Dratz! You know, it’s not always fun being a divinity. Are you sure you don’t want a little tickle behind the ears?”

      “Quite. Certain.”

      She laughed. “Fine. . . . Anything else?”

      “Before I died, I could move in ways I’ve never moved before. You could say I’ve always been somewhat of a klutz, though now. . . .”

      “That’s totally expected,” she said.

      “It is?”

      “You are an assassin now, as a follower of the Sisters of Death. Classes come with a set of passive bonuses. Assassins are agile, quiet, and blend into their surroundings far easier than others.”

      “What about arachnomancers?”

      “Yes, you have passives there as well. That little surprise is one of them. I imagine you’ll discover the others in due time.”

      “Well, that’s less than helpful.”

      “But far more fun, right?”

      Dhane sighed. “Alright, send me back.”

      “As you wish. And for some obvious advice? Try not to die, it really takes a chunk out of your day.”

      “That’s—”

      Everything shifted, filling the void with sweeping, elongated colors. It all merged together until all he could see was a ceiling covered in murals: armies of men fighting the armies of monsters.

      “—obvious,” he said. He sat up on a stone slab, his shirt completely shredded. Oh, shit brownies. He just got this shirt and it was actually pretty nice.

      There were a dozen or so other slabs in the room, lit by torches that flickered orange. Something small shifted in the corner where the shadows seemed to gather: A Cobalin with a metal cuff chained to his ankle, attached to a block of stone that he carried.

      The Cobalin straightened, then shuffled toward the door, no doubt to alert someone of a newly revived person.

      “Wait,” Dhane said and the Cobalin stopped.

      It turned, forehead creased in confusion. “You speak language?”

      Apparently, he did. Perhaps it was one of the arachnomancer class passives, or merely being of a shared affinity. Dhane nodded and waved the Cobalin over, which seemed to distress the little guy to no end.

      Finally, the Cobalin licked his lips and shuffled closer, looking about the room as if some sick trap was about to appear and cause him pain. When nothing happened, he looked more curious than cautious.

      “Why are you here?” Dhane asked.

      “Alert master of Returned.”

      “No . . . why are you here. Why aren’t you in Dedu Tedu?”

      “You know Dedu . . . Tedu. . .?” His eyes brightened as if seeing a long-forgotten memory, a different life.

      Dhane nodded.

      The Cobalin hooked a thumb at his chest. “I’m Kuby, fodder. Evil men no kill but take Kuby. Now here.”

      “Couldn’t you”—how did one put this gently without sounding rather terrible?—“die and return?”

      Kuby shook his head. “Return closest shadow cemetery. No escape, not in death, not ever. Slave. Kuby slave.”

      “How many are there of you?”

      The little green guy cocked his head. “There . . . one Kuby.”

      “How many Cobalins!”

      “Ah, numbers?” Kuby gently lowered his stone, then with his hands free, held out all ten fingers.

      “Ten of you?”

      He shook his head and looked at his fingers again. “There be ten Cobalins and all their fingers and all toes.”

      “Two hundred?” Then again, did Cobalins have ten toes? His locked away knowledge didn’t seem to know. Either way, far more than Dhane had originally guessed.

      Before Kuby could answer, a blond man with a thick blond beard, clad in nice leather and chain armor, stepped into the room. He immediately noticed the Cobalin. “Is this Cobalin bothering you?”

      Kuby grabbed his stone and grunted with the effort to pick it up.

      “Oh no,” Dhane said, “I just . . . asked for some water.”

      The man walked up to Kuby and backhanded him, knocking the stone from his hands, which promptly fell on his foot. He cried out in pain, hopping on one foot, which the man in leather seemed to find amusing.

      “You’re Dhane?”

      Dhane nodded, lest his voice betray the rage that burned through his chest. What the hell was wrong with people and how they treated Cobalins?

      “I’m Challenger Terry,” he said, awakening a bit of that unknown knowledge shoved into the back of Dhane’s head. Challengers were heroes of the city, ranked by accomplishment in the arena. Anyone could fight in the arena, though only the top hundred were ranked and given the Challenger title.

      Terry continued, “You’re here to train, not be pampered by Cobalin slaves. If you need water, get up and get it yourself. The Cobalins have their own jobs and don’t need you interrupting them. Is that clear?”

      The way he said it seemed to demand a formal reply. “Yes, sir.”

      Terry paused, then his features softened. This was a man who liked respect and paid it in kind. “Training is over for the day.”

      “Already?”

      “You’ve been gone for a good nine hours. Returning is a slow process, especially if your divinity wants a word with you. Did the Sisters of Death have any helpful advice?”

      Dhane frowned. “Yeah . . . don’t die again.”

      Terry laughed, a good and deep, jolly of a thing. “Yes, all-around good advice. Death is a significant thing here. Die on an adventure or defending the walls and you abandon your comrades. As such, you have received a mark. Receive another and you won’t be paid for the day.”

      Dhane nodded his understanding, then accepted a coin bag with a label indicating it contained 5 silver coins.

      Terry considered something, then said, “We don’t get many assassins. Perform well and you could make for a good Challenger. My guild is always on the lookout for new talent.”

      Terry turned to Kuby, and the small Cobalin shrunk, head low, squinting eyes as if anticipating another blow. “Take Dhane to the surface,” he said, then turned to Dhane. “Be sure you here tomorrow at seven sharp. Those who are late receive a mark. Understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”
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      A fidgety Kuby led Dhane through the unground labyrinth of the arena. It was a network of massive hallways, filled with people in fancy armor, walking, talking in alcoves, laughing, and universally, shouting at Cobalins for one misdeed or another.

      Water ran down cascades of stone in the walls, pooling in basins, surrounded by benches. The constant trickling sound seemed to give the various conversations more privacy.

      Cobalins were everywhere, most cleaning in some manner, polishing placards, statues, trophies, and the like, things that were already as clean as clean could be. Others were draped in bags, struggling to walk while also carrying their heavy blocks of stone.

      No one paid Dhane any attention. He was a stranger in their world of guilds fighting each other for rank, for fame, and of course, for riches, and all the things that riches bought.

      It appeared that the challengers and their staff lived here. Massive doorways led into the domains of different guilds, people coming and going, some eating food, others in the company of a few women or men, hanging on their arms.

      Kuby crossed to a door that led to a stairwell. After two flights of stairs, the exhausted Cobalin opened a door to the outside.

      Dhane didn’t know what to say to the little guy, this miserable slave who was missing out on tabletop role-playing games, Taco Tuesdays, and who knew what else. Dhane could snatch the Cobalin right here and now, and run for the hills.

      But no. He had so little power. Trying to help would likely only cause Kuby more trouble, more pain. And what of the other two hundred slaves?

      Dhane said the only thing he could, and truly mean it, “I’m sorry.”

      Kuby jerked at the words and looked around. When it appeared no one was there to witness their exchange, the Cobalin smiled and said, “You give hope, strong shadow,” and closed the door.

      Strong? All the Cobalins kept saying he was a strong shadow, but what was he compared to the challengers in their fancy armor? What was he compared to those who fought and trained every day?

      Dhane sighed, standing beneath a darkening orange and purple sky. Distant bells rang, sounding a warning before the gates would be closed for the night.

      Just as Challenger Terry had said, the consequences of death sucked. The entire day had swept by in a few minutes. Did Devron and Aaliyah survive, or did they experience the sheer fun of having their insides scraped out by a crazy metal bird?

      Dhane walked down a series of stone steps to the main street where people were out, dressed for a good time. It’d do well to just . . . explore. That was what he loved to do and this city was full of unexplored wonder.

      He followed a stream of people and took in the sights of odd-shaped buildings, statues, fountains, and musicians on every corner, their music twisting into the commotion of a city come to life.

      “And I’m telling you,” said a broad-shouldered man to a merchant, “it’s worth more than that!” The man looked like he was about to draw his sword and start making singular things, plural.

      “Well I don’t know,” said the merchant in a squeaky voice, “I’m not sure I can resell it.”

      “It’s a sword! A magnificent sword from the honor guard of Vheula.”

      “Vheula! Vheula fell a hundred years ago. What did you do, pull this off a skeleton?”

      “So what if I did?”

      “Just vendor it to the System.”

      “I’d only get 27 copper from the system!”

      “Fine, I’ll give you 28 copper.”

      “Really? Haha! Score! Now for my next item. . . .”

      Dhane shook his head. The lengths people went to for just one extra copper was both maddening and inspiring. Then again, his own bartering efforts had gone fairly well. It just showed that anything could be sold for a bit more if he could stomach the patience for it.

      He crossed a street to the aroma of cooked meat, bread, onions, and garlic. People waited outside of restaurants, standing between hedges that formed lines. Staff members dressed in nice suits at the front, standing at podiums, asked for party size, then tapped phones together, promising a message soon.

      The knowledge at the back of his head said a decent sit-down restaurant would cost anywhere between a few silver and a few gold. Of course, there were other restaurants for more expensive clientele that offered all manner of services, along with the best foods people could buy.

      “And for my latest trick,” said a man in a black and violet suit to his crowd of onlookers, “living fire!” He had a good stage voice, and accented it with magic fingers, wiggling them as if to lure more eyeballs.

      The crowd took a step back as a dozen balls of fire, no larger than ping pong balls, flared to life. They circled each other, forming patterns in the air, drawing forth a series of oohs and aahs.

      One particular woman in a fancy dress—her hair done up like a palace tower, even so far as to have little holes for windows and a golden dome at the top—laughed and pointed. When she turned to the man next to her, one that seemed her equal in frivolous fanciness, the lights of her tower flickered on.

      This changed the chorus of oohs and aahs to something more strained and high pitched. No fewer than three heroic gentlemen dashed to the woman’s aid, assisting her in the most well-known way when dealing with fire: drop and roll.

      By the time the men were pulled off the poor woman, her artsy tower of hair had been burnt, squashed, and beaten to death. This became more evident when she started to glow, face locked in shock, and in a poof, was gone.

      The three heroic gentlemen stood awkwardly. One offered his condolences to Mr. Fancy, another said nothing and merely stared at the spot the woman was last, and the third, a young man, quickly tapped something invisible in the air and left.

      This all seemed to trigger the same idea in everyone else, in so far that most weren’t paying attention to the performer’s last trick of getting the hell out of Dodge before the city guard could investigate.

      Dhane left the scene—places to go, people to meet, and all that. He passed a guild recruitment booth, a young Indian woman calling out to adventurers. “Player Killers guild, looking for more members! Become a Player Killer!”

      “What’s this?” Dhane asked with no small amount of incredulity.

      “Namaste!” the young woman said, brightening. She had golden-brown eyes and a happy face. “So . . . you interested in becoming a Player Killer? We recruit across all levels of experience.”

      “You’re recruiting player killers? How is this a guild?”

      “Oh, I see. I mean, you’ah new transcendent? The PK guild helps people who want to die without pain or long reset time. Adventurers, like, stuck far away, lose too many members and need help. That is what we do.”

      “That’s . . .” Dhane started and paused. “I didn’t know such a thing existed.”

      “Mention not. It like, can be confusing for newbs. So! Want a brochure?”

      Dhane shrugged and accepted a rather well-designed pamphlet.

      “And . . . if you join,” she said, “I’m Aditi. Mention me and get free ice cream, yeah?”

      “I . . . will,” he said, and she gave him the warmest, most heartfelt smile anyone had ever given him before. Others approach the booth and she moved on to answer their questions and hand out more brochures.

      Dhane continued down the street, reading over the information of what, in all video gaming history, had been considered the bad players, the villains, the ones that waited for players to get in a bind and then kill them for easy experience and gear.

      The PK Guild, though, was entirely different. Guild members simply got paid for staying out in a designated area, just in case someone wanted to die without being shredded by some monster or losing the entire day to respawn.

      The brochure didn’t provide any details on how it worked, though no one seemed bothered by the guild. If anything, people had nodded their respect and waved. Being a PK in this world was like having a side job.

      A tall man in a white robe and white hair, called out, “The army of light is recruiting! Fight back the shadows!”

      Dhane reflexively turned and walked to the other side of the street. An army of light? Maybe they’d be more sensitive to sensing the shadow in his soul.

      “Hello . . . sexy man,” a woman purred, gliding up next to him and fingering the tears in his shirt. She was practically naked: short shorts, red high heels, and a top that was more bra than a shirt.

      She took his arm and whispered into his ear, “I could be your toy tonight. Mmm,” she moaned. “No kink-shaming. One gold and I’ll show you my—”

      “Ah-h, thanks,” Dhane said and pulled away. “Maybe another time?”

      She bit the bottom of her lip and pouted, though perked back up, apparently finding someone else to repeat her sales pitch on.

      “Not now, Cherry,” Nick said and Dhane turned back. “Dhane! I just saw you and you have got to see this. Ouch! What have you done to my shirt? I mean, it’s your shirt, obviously, though come on!”

      “Death by some metal contraption.”

      “Those damn bird dummies?” Nick asked, shaking his head. “Well it’s no matter, I have a bunch of people who want to get to know you, if you know what I mean. Nudge, nudge, wink, wink.”

      When Dhane arched an eyebrow and looked at Candy, who was now scouting the crowd, Nick said, “No, not that! Though if you need some introductions . . . just say the word. But what I was meaning was, merchants are all a part of a community. I know some merchants who could use a good review in exchange for goods, maybe even a new shirt.”

      “Wouldn’t that fall under bribing?”

      “Oh no, nothing like that. These merchants would simply give you items in good faith that you’ll leave an honest review. And if you can’t say anything good, maybe just return the items and leave it at that.”

      “I see.” It wasn’t anything out of the normal. In fact, it was exactly how game journalists worked. A company would send him a game and he’d get to explore its depths in exchange for an in-depth review. The only difference was how this could encompass a wider range of items.

      “But that can wait,” Nick said. “It’s about to start!”

      “What is?” Dhane asked and in answer, was dragged back toward Nick’s booth. He now had a group of people, maybe eight, standing within three lines, each line a head taller than the other. A choir?

      They all held glowing crystals, alternating between red and yellow, covering and uncovering them to pull the attention of passersby. Then, they all started to hum.

      The busy street slowed as people pushed up closer to the display.

      Nick was grinning so wide, he just might split a lip. “Here it comes!”

      All in singsong chant, the choir started. “Find yourself a tenderloin, sell it here for lots of coin, make your wallet bounce and boing. Meat, meat, meat! Delicious food for everyone, buy from me and you have won, eat as much until you’re done. Meat, meat, meat! Buying everything but fay, find me here throughout the day, trading all the goods away. Meat, meat, meat!”

      With the last verse, the choir waved their crystals in the air, then separated to reveal a new sign: Nick’s Meat. And a tagline: So good, you’ll choke.

      “It’s short,” Nick said—Dhane had a sudden urge to say, That’s what she said, though reframed—“but damn that was beautiful. You agree?”

      “You’ve certainly come a long way in a day.”

      “And that’s what I’m telling you! The only people who write reviews are disgruntled customers or trolls. Do enough business and someone will get it in their noggin to hit you where it hurts.”

      “I’m not against it,” Dhane said. “It’s practically what I did before I died.”

      “Good! Then just think of me as your agent.”

      “Agent? For a reviewer?”

      “Sure thing. I’ll be the middleman to give you distance between the product and merchant. I get to charge a little fee to them and you get free stuff, it’s a match made in heaven . . . like, literally.”

      It really didn’t take much effort to write a review. He could pump out a thousand words an hour for in-depth game articles, so a few hundred words here and there to review a product could simply be a good side business. “Okay,” he said, and why not? “Let’s do it.”

      Nick fist-pumped the air. He said he’d have products ready tomorrow after Dhane was done with training for the day, then had to excuse himself to meet with an onslaught of new customers.

      Dhane laughed to himself. In just two days, he had a side business, two divinities, a mission to save the world, a challenger guild interested in recruiting him, the PK guild that could definitely earn him money for doing nothing, and training that not only taught him, though paid him to be taught.

      Oh, and he had 5 silver coins. 5 silver coins that should be plenty to get a nice room, something other than a painted rock for food, and leftover money to replace his shirt.

      And he had just the place in mind.
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        * * *

      

      Out of all the places Dhane could now afford, he found himself outside Cali Bali, the inn that . . . eh . . . just so happened to employ Penny. Was it strange to want to see her again? To return to the inn that nearly killed him and fed him an inedible roll? Perhaps it was simply nice to start defining places of familiarity.

      He stepped into the diner and just like yesterday, people filled the tables, their chatter loud, their laughs boisterous, and the smells worth salivating over.

      Penny poured four glasses at once, then slid them down the bartop with uncanny, perfect precision. He wondered, then, what divinity she followed, and partially why she, a past gamer enough to come to this heaven, worked as a barkeep instead of adventuring.

      Then, chiding himself for being stupid, knew that he could simply look. In fact, it was expected. He mentally called out to her divinity, and she looked up, catching his gaze with her gorgeous, crystal blue eyes. From within, a dim, flickering light formed the shape of a dolphin.

      Perhaps it was her gaze that caught him off guard, or her smile that made him forget to breathe, or the fact that her affinity seemed . . . broken, though when she returned the request for his divinity, he didn’t project anything.

      He approached and she raised an eyebrow.

      “How’d you do that?” she asked. “Make it so I can’t see your divinity.”

      “It’s a . . . passive bonus,” he said, recalling what the Mother of Shadows had told him. “I’m an assassin, follower of the Sisters of Death. I can hide my affinity so others don’t know.” Well damn, it was a convincing lie. +1 to Deceit.

      “If that’s the case, wouldn’t they know you’re an assassin because they can’t see your divinity?”

      And there she went, poking holes in a perfectly good explanation. He didn’t quite know what to say, so he asked instead, “What’s wrong with your affinity?” Then, that inkling of knowledge at the back of his mind told him how such a question was considered impolite. He immediately blurted, “Oh sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.”

      “No, it’s . . . okay. It’s—”

      “Penny,” the innkeeper called, pointing at a couple that was trying to get her attention.

      She flashed a perfectly executed, annoyed smile, pulled out a menu for Dhane, and said she’d be back.

      The menu had all the prices for their different rooms and dishes and drinks, but oddly, no desserts. The cheapest was the bunk bed with a bread roll option for a silver. For two silvers, though, he could have a small room, a bowl of soup, and roll.

      Of course, all he could think about was that Petra Roll and having gone to bed hungry. For just one more silver, he’d get an actual meal of common meat, cooked to his preference, steamed and buttered vegetables, and a drink.

      Penny returned, poured two glasses with a mixture of different liquids that spiraled in tiny whirlpools, moving on their own. She flicked the air and a fish made of a deep red liquid, swam through one of the drinks, flicking its tail every so often.

      Then, without even looking, she tossed the glasses down the bartop. They glided as if without friction and stopped directly in front of her two new customers. The woman pointed at the fish in her glass and laughed, then tried to spear it with a toothpick.

      “It has been a long day,” she said. “I swear, as soon as my shift is over, I’m just going to drop into bed and pass out.” She grabbed the side of her neck and rolled her head, producing little pops.

      “That bad?” Dhane asked.

      “Just long. I get a break in the middle of the day, though it’s never enough. Hey, what happened to your shirt?”

      “First day of training. . . .”

      “You’re new? Oh no! I thought you had just managed enough money to get off the streets for a night.”

      “You thought I was a bum? Wow . . . thanks.”

      She smiled, summoned her phone, and held it out. “Here. New transcendents get a free bath,” she said, then leaned forward and whispered, “You need it.” She laughed at his expression. It was a nice laugh, full of bottled-up happiness.

      He summoned his own phone and accepted the free bath by tapping her phone. He hadn’t even considered a bath, though given everything he had been through—crawling through tunnels of dirt and fighting dummy birds in the arena—he definitely could use a scrub.

      With a few taps, a silver coin materialized and he tossed it to her.

      “What’s this for?”

      “Call it a tip.” At her questioning look, he added, “For yesterday.”

      “Oh, wow. Going the whole tenfold route? I’m going to need to find new ways to indebt you to me if this is how you are.”

      “I suppose that wouldn’t be such a bad thing.”

      A moment passed where she didn’t have a reply and instead really focused on him. This time, sensing what she was looking for, he projected his light affinity, following the Sisters of Death.

      It was an odd sensation, now that he knew what to look for. A tingling sort that buzzed around his chest. Just like with Aaliyah, she became immediately more familiar, closer, like they’d had these conversations at the bar for weeks.

      She looked away for a heartbeat, then back, and tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “So?” she said, eyeing the menu. “Anything you want?”

      “Your number?”

      “Oh, ha-ha, like I haven’t heard that one before.” Then she paused and tilted her head. “You’re serious?”

      Now it was time for Dhane to laugh. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Because of my affinity. . . .”

      “I don’t know why that matters. And I don’t want to pry, since this mystical knowledge in my head says it’s rude. Though if you don’t mind explaining?”

      Penny looked down, suddenly losing that playful charm of hers. “People say it’s ugly, tainted with shadow.”

      “And what do you say?”

      “It’s a punishment.” She said the word like it was poison, needing to be spat out for the vile thing it was, no hiding her true feelings. Then she seemed to remember herself, the inn, her job. She forced a smile that did little to hide the pain she clearly felt.

      Perhaps it was a mistake, though Dhane couldn’t stand seeing that torturous look, a look that said more than all of her words had. “I was once told,” he said, “that there was nothing different between shadow and light, just souls from other planes, wanting to exist in this game. So no, I don’t think it’s ugly.”

      Penny’s eyes widened.

      Oh, shit brownies, were such words considered treason here, to admit those of light were the same as those of shadow, their eternal enemy? And he did so in a crowded dining room. He suddenly had the urge to look about, to see if anyone was overhearing their conversation.

      Penny tapped his phone with hers and smiled a genuine smile. Then, as if the discussion had never happened, she asked, “What can I get for you, sir?”
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        * * *

      

      The medium-rare Sumilian steak was beyond delicious, even if it were slightly charred on one side and had a strange mix of spices. Dhane didn’t even know what a Sumilian was, beyond that of a common mob in these parts.

      Penny had returned to work, giving him a cold shoulder, though also her contact information. This only confirmed that he had spoken out of line, said something that could likely get both of them in trouble. If the Mother of Shadows knew how incompetent he was at keeping secrets, she would have chosen someone else. . . .

      Perhaps he could claim ignorance, he was a new transcendent after all. Either way, he now had Penny’s contact information. They could message and talk, just like living in the modern world, except this world didn’t require batteries.

      Strange, how having such a tiny device made this fantasy world feel . . . familiar. It dulled the edge of reality, made things easier. No other technology seemed to exist, just the thin rectangles of magic that could be summoned at will.

      The baths were located at the back end of the building, a place covered in muddy-orange cement with rounded corners and wooden benches. Fresh cotton towels hung at the entrance with a side room for undressing.

      Dhane sat on a bench, wrapped in his own towel, drawing a thumb across his chest where he used to have a scar. Instead, his skin had the perfect sheen of sweat and a decent amount of unearned definition. Just another reminder that he had died. In fact, he had now died twice, and neither were fun experiences.

      If he had to die, perhaps hiring the PK guild to give him a painless transition would be the ideal way to go. It did seem rather odd that there wasn’t an easier way to solve such problems, like a scroll of town portal. Or were there such things, but they were too expensive for the common adventurer?

      Steam plumed out from the tops and bottoms of doors to the various, occupied baths, carrying a mixture of scents from eucalyptus to lavender.

      Water splashed and dribbled and dripped a relaxing cadence of sounds . . . disturbed only by the giggling of two women on the next bench over, looking at something on their phones. They arrived after he did and sent furtive glances his way, as if trying to catch his attention without being direct.

      This all prompted a question he hadn’t given much thought to: How was sex in heaven? As Gameus had said, there were no forms of sickness, and thus, no STDs. The mere idea of pregnancy seemed ridiculous; this was heaven, a land beyond death, after all. Was everyone looking for a hookup, for their night of fun with no strings attached and no risks?

      He didn’t know what to think of that. Different world, different culture, all with its own variety of morality. Still, all he could think of was Penny and her smile. What was she doing right now? He could text her, but was it too soon to text?

      The door to his bath opened, and a large man stepped out. Dhane stood and crossed at the same time the two young women did, their towels barely running to mid-thigh.

      “Hey there,” the first young woman said. She had light brown skin with black hair, damp from the steam, running together in thick strands down her neck.

      The second woman, a bit shorter, had red hair, green eyes, and more freckles than she knew what to do with. They ran down her neck and into the towel that hugged her breasts.

      “Hi,” Dhane said. Weren’t the benches set up to act as a line for each bath? It didn’t matter since he wasn’t remotely tired, and if he had to wait for the next bath, so be it. And so he said, “Sorry, I thought this was my bath. Go ahead. I’ll grab the next.”

      He turned, though the first girl took his arm. “Oh, you don’t have to wait. We can share, can’t we?” She said this as the two walked into the room with a pool of water against the far wall, directing him to follow.

      Ms. Freckles slid her towel free, giving him an unabashed show of what sharing a bath really entailed. And . . . during those stunned seconds, the raven-haired beauty, slid her fingers into the top of his towel, and pulled it free.

      Dhane jerked at the realization of being completely and involuntarily nude in front of two rather gorgeous strangers. Their eyes, in those fleeting moments, roamed over him hungrily, and he did the only reasonable thing he could: He jumped back with the dexterity of an assassin, took hold of the door as he moved, and brought it to a swift close.

      This prompted more giggles from the other side and a taunt that they had his towel.

      “Dhane?”

      He spun, grasping the little guy between his legs. “Penny. . . .” Oh, shit brownies! Of course, it would be Penny, walking in at the most inopportune time. He wanted to sputter, It’s not what it looks like, though that was usually uttered by someone guilty of something, and in this very moment, he was quite guiltless, thank you very much.

      “You know you’re supposed to grab a towel, right?” She was wearing her own towel, much like the other two, leaving her slender arms and legs bare, her blonde hair let out to hang like strands of shimmering gold.

      “I . . . had a towel,” he managed to say, a fiery warmth running up his neck, spreading into his cheeks and ears. The plumes of steam weren’t helping. Damn, they made this place hot.

      Penny laughed, grabbed a towel, and threw it at him. As he whipped the towel around himself, she pushed open a door to a Staff Only bath, then turned to regard him, a slight blush of her own, rosy in her cheeks. “Since they took your bath,” she said, looked away, then back with those crystal blue eyes, “want to join me?”

      That—that—was a request he could not turn down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      Baths were mundane things, things most people took for granted, things they did without thought. Though a bath with Penny was anything but mundane.

      Her request and his acceptance were the tentative touches between uncertain souls. Though once their intents were known and shared, all uncertainty vanished, replaced by an electric sense of need.

      Sex in heaven was most definitely different. Their souls touched, like an energy that tingled below the surface, just as her touch, her warmth, her desire, tingled across his skin.

      Once they explored all the methods of cleaning a bath could offer, Penny dragged him to her room—an actual room, not a bunk bed shoved into a closet. And it was there they enjoyed a second and third round, seemingly eager to outdo the prior.

      Morning came with that obnoxious ringing through Dhane’s head, a ringing he now fully understood as his alarm clock. He mentally clicked it off and turned.

      Penny’s mattress had a lot of give, almost to the point he felt sucked into the bed, as if demons below were trying to tear him down into the underworld. Or like a waterbed half-filled, his weight pressed to the bottom while the water tried to envelop him through the plastic.

      He wasn’t ready for that wondrous night to be over. All he wanted to do was lay there in the warmth of the sheets that smelled faintly of lavender for a few minutes longer.

      Penny drew a finger across his cheek and he smiled.

      “Morning,” he said, eyes still shut lest the day begin.

      She didn’t reply and instead gently poked his nose, then his eyelids, and forehead. Oh, how he wanted to just skip the day of responsibilities, skip training, skip it all and stay here.

      Penny’s fingers were soft, really soft, almost like fur. He opened his eyes to take her hand and kiss her fingertips, and found a massive, fuzzy black spider on his pillow.

      Dhane screamed! It was such a high pitched scream, someone probably thought a poor woman was being murdered in the streets. He flipped to the side with every bit of panicked strength he could muster, which given this damn mattress, would barely be enough to get dislodged.

      What he hadn’t considered in all those fleeting thoughts, was how he wasn’t that klutzy gamer who, despite loving all the hiking trails he could find—especially the ones he couldn’t—always found a way to fall down twice, if not three times.

      No, Dhane was now an arachnomancer assassin. Such things tended to make a difference in the most inopportune times. Instead of barely dislodging from the mattress, he spun three times in the air.

      Fractions of a second later, Dhane, now wrapped in the sheet, fell back to the bed, bounced once, flipped, and slammed into the wall. Pain shattered down his face and neck for all but three seconds, then everything returned to normal.

      Normal . . . except now he stood there, arms wrapped behind himself, like a burrito in tinfoil, which just so happened to also trap a harry spider, squirming its fuzzy legs across his ribs.

      This produced an involuntary slap dance, except he had no hands to slap with, resulting instead, a lot of jumping up and down. The spider shifted lower and lower, finding a space near his groin, and tickled all the way down his inner thigh to the ground.

      The door opened and Penny stepped in. She was smiling, holding a tray full of breakfast items. When she saw him, a series of emotions flashed through her face—surprise, confusion, curiosity—before finally landing on a giggle.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      Dhane scanned the tiny room. There was nowhere the spider could have gone, not one that big, that fuzzy. And yet, it was gone as if it had never existed.

      “I . . .” he started, reaching for words to explain . . . what exactly? Did being an arachnomancer mean random spiders would show up to say hello? Hail, King of Spiders! Please, please, please be no.

      Penny placed the tray on the bed and helped unravel the sheet, draw fingers across his skin, kissing his shoulder. Damn, she knew how to distract someone.

      He tried again, with something that at least resembled a truth, something that wouldn’t send Penny running from the room, “Have you ever had a dream within a dream?”

      “I hate those! You wake up and then something terrible usually happens.”

      “I woke up with a huge spider on my pillow.”

      “Pfft. Spiders aren’t that bad.”

      “You’re saying you wouldn’t freak out if you woke up next to a spider?”

      “Nope,” she said and pulled him down onto the bed. “I’d say, ‘Hello good spider, you shouldn’t be on my bed or I might accidentally squish you.’ ”

      “Oh really, and if it were this big?” he said, holding his hands nearly a foot apart.

      “In that case, I’d name it Kitty and teach it tricks.”

      “Whatever! You’re totally lying,” he said with a laugh. And somehow he knew that was true, that she didn’t like spiders, though not because of her words or body language, though something deeper.

      Without much of a conscious thought, more of a curiosity, he called out to her affinity. Penny straightened a little, then creased her brow, almost looking guilty. Her affinity was noticeably brighter than it was last night, as if the pieces of shadow had drifted away.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      Now she looked downright sad. “I like you . . . and of course, this wouldn’t have worked if that wasn’t the case.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “We shared our souls last night, it’s why I know little things about you, how you didn’t have a father growing up. How your mother worked constantly and you didn’t have money, so you explored the forest with your sister for fun.”

      As she said those things, it was as if she had reached into his mind and stolen them. No . . . not stole, though traded pieces of his past for pieces of hers.

      He knew she had two older brothers that she’d do anything for. Knew that she loved manga and played League of Legends. Knew that when her eldest brother died in a truck accident, she fell into a deep depression that ended with her taking too many pills to dull the pain.

      Penny turned away, hand cupping her mouth. The breakfast platter sat next to her, holding little bowls of grapes and strawberries, and two untouched omelets. “I . . . didn’t tell you.” Now she was crying, a sound like shards of metal sliding into his heart.

      Whatever it was, it couldn’t be this bad. He tried to hold her, take her shoulders, though she pushed away, leaving him there to wait for whatever terrible confession she needed to make.

      “I have a damaged soul,” she said, “and I used you to help repair it. Gave you my broken pieces.” Penny turned, tears on her cheeks, eyelashes clumped together, her crystal blue eyes trying to summon his affinity as if needing to know how much she had hurt him.

      Dhane channeled his light affinity for her, and a tingling warmth spread through his chest. It felt of her, familiar and welcomed and . . . scared.

      Penny’s eyes widened. “What?” she said in a very small voice. “That’s impossible. . . . You’re completely unaffected by me.”

      Dhane cupped her chin and wiped the tears away. He smiled and gave her the most gentle of kisses he could manage. “How could I be unaffected by you? Hmm? You gave me kindness, affection, love. If that’s you using me, please don’t stop.”

      Penny looked down, shoulders slumped. Apparently, such words were only adding to the guilt that she lied, she hid this hope from him lest it not come true, that she knowingly put his soul at risk.

      “Look,” he tried again, “I know what happened to your brother. I can remember your pain as if it were my own. Do you think you’re meant to suffer for eternity? We all make mistakes. I mean, I tried eating one of your rolls. . . .”

      Penny laughed and punched him lightly. “You don’t hate me?”

      “No, of course not,” he said. “I don’t like dishonesty, though I feel like I know you, know just a fraction of what you’ve been living with. If I can help heal your soul—even!” he said loudly, pointing his finger to make this point as clear as possible, “if I have to endure a hundred steamy baths with you, I’ll just have to make that sacrifice.”

      To which Penny gave him one of her radiant smiles that said everything that needed to be said.
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        * * *

      

      All said and done, there wasn’t much time for breakfast. Other things took priority, after which, Dhane left Cali Bali in a sprinting hurry, all the way down to the arena.

      Trainees, in their various groups, waited on the main steps. Devron and Aaliyah were shouting at each other, an odd sight given Devron’s apparent attraction to her.

      Were there fewer people today than yesterday?

      “What’s going on?” Dhane interrupted.

      “See!” Devron said, pointing to Dhane. “Hells, woman, your baseless claims are false.”

      “Claims?” Dhane asked.

      “Whatevs, not like I know the guy,” Aaliyah said. “And he still ain’t got armor, so I wasn’t wrong about that.”

      “Armor?” Dhane asked.

      Devron threw up his arms. “He didn’t get the Royal welcome—told you that. Would you have armor if you didn’t get a gold coin?”

      “I would!” Aaliyah said.

      “And how would you afford it?”

      “Don’t know, get a job.”

      “Oh? Doing. . .?”

      “Stuff!”

      Dhane sighed and sat on the stone steps. He still had tears through his shirt, though unlike the first day, had enough money to buy new clothes.

      He opened the Clothing app—skipped over the women’s section—and loaded up an impossibly huge catalog of men’s clothing. For 50 copper, he could have a nice black shirt. Interestingly, for the same amount, he could repair the silver, corded shirt.

      But he wanted something new, something that he picked out, not a hand-me-down given out of pity. And though a tee shirt with a murloc on it would have been great, he wasn’t entirely sure how Penny would feel about it.

      Huh, he was already considering Penny in such decisions. This was his third day in heaven and he had a girlfriend that felt like they were on their one-year anniversary already.

      Well, black was a safe color. With a tap, the shirt gained a green checkmark, leaving him with 1 silver and 22 copper left. Since he already had a shirt equipped, he had to force swap one shirt for the other. In a blink—and a few shimmers of light—his silver shirt shifted into a black shirt.

      It was at this time that Nick appeared at the base of the steps, breathing hard. He waved, then bent over and grabbed his knees.

      Devron and Aaliyah were now going off on some other thing about tactics and skill combos. They seemed locked in disagreement, countering the other with new bits of, What about this? or That’s obviously wrong! or even My mother would never act like this, followed by I’m not your mother!

      “Oh, god. . . .” Nick said. “I used to be an adventurer like you.”

      “Until you took an arrow to the knee?” Dhane asked.

      “What? No-no, nothing that drastic. I just got so damn sick of running out of Stamina all the time. It really hits you like a wall of bricks. You could be in the middle of an attack and then Wham! you’re out of breath, exhausted, and just want to sleep for a part of eternity.”

      Dhane hadn’t considered Stamina much, not since the first day of climbing Heaven’s Mountain. Maybe he hit that wall once or twice last night. . . .

      Gorlan stepped out of an arena door and the groups went silent. Even Devron and Aaliyah’s bickering went away, as if the Master of Arena had tapped the mute button on everyone.

      Nick summoned his phone and held it out. “Yeah, you’ve got to go. Take this and don’t destroy it. It’s not free gear, it’s a loaner for a review. And,” he said in a whisper, “I can get you a discount if you want to buy it, just don’t tell anyone.”

      Dhane summoned his phone and they tapped their devices together, then Nick hurried back down to the street, waving to a woman who yelled, “Nick, I want your meat!”

      Gorlan had said something, something that seemed to disturb the trainees. Of course, anything that made Gorlan smile was cause for being disturbed.

      “What’s happening?” Dhane whispered to Devron.

      “Hells, man . . . we’re training in the Wilds today.” The Wilds were the collective term for anything outside the walls of civilization. Out there were the monsters, the horrors of the world, and where everyone went in search of adventuring.

      Gorlan called for everyone to follow, then marched down the steps to the main street, leading to the east gate.

      Aaliyah flashed Devron a glare, and the man seemed to wilt. What happened yesterday to garner such animosity?

      “Hold up, man,” Devron said, reluctance clinging to his voice. “Aaliyah doesn’t feel you’re fit to be the leader anymore.” Aaliyah stood off to the side, leaning on her spear, looking everywhere but at the two of them. “I know this is touchy, but I think we should just let her be the leader. It’s only—”

      “What!” Dhane yelled, and Aaliyah flinched. Then he laughed and apologized. “Guys, I didn’t want to be the leader in the first place. I don’t know where this change of opinion is coming from, though Aaliyah if you want to be party leader, you have my full support.”

      “Really?” she asked.

      “Yup. So what happened yesterday?”

      They fell in line at the back of the groups and Devron sighed. “Man, we got third. Kevin’s group, the douchebag, won with just six gears more than us.”

      “Yeah, that sucks,” Dhane said. “We made lots of mistakes. You went mana drunk, Aaliyah lost her spear to the second bird, I told you to block the bird and then mounted it like some idiot.

      “If we knew about your low mana, we could have spaced out your attacks more, and then instead of having Aaliyah draw aggro, I should have done that with an initial backstab. I can do more damage and then escape, which would help Aaliyah from overextending.”

      He said these things almost to himself, replaying the events in his head in a near-perfect recollection, as if he had just finished a game and needed to write a review about it, identifying the pros and cons.

      “But,” he said, “Aaliyah did a great job knocking the first bird over, and despite our mage having practically no mana—something that we really should fix—you’re quite capable of taking hits, kind of a tank mage if you will.

      “So yeah,” he concluded, “mistakes were made. And if I didn’t die, we’d have for sure won; I still have four gears and never got my loot from the second bird. But we learned a lot, right?”

      Devron and Aaliyah shared a look and Dhane promptly remembered that Nick had given him something. He summoned his phone and opened the Inventory app. There, outlined in blue, was a set of black leather armor.

      
        
        Midnight Leather // Rare // 60/60 // Armor

        > +3 to Dexterity

        > 2 Damage Reduction

        (Item Level 8)

      

      

      Huh. With two taps, the armor equipped, shifting over him like smoke. Even though he still had clothing equipped, the armor replaced the visual appearance of everything.

      A combination of leather and cloth ran from cowl to some type of flexible, light footwear. The arcane knowledge at the back of his head confirmed that this was how armor worked in the game. Instead of finding individual pieces of armor, armor was an item in and of itself. This freed other equipment slots to better tailor his character’s build.

      Further, unlike other games, armor had a sort of health instead of durability. If the wearer received damage—no matter where they were hit—the damage would be taken from the armor first, which also completely negated pain.

      Even if an armor lost all of its health, the bonus attributes remained. As such, and in this case, he’d continue to receive a +3 to Dexterity and 2 Damage Reduction.

      The only problem with armor was how it didn’t automatically heal like a player did. And to repair it would lower its total health, making it less effective the next fight.

      “Okay, okay,” Aaliyah said, admiring Dhane’s new set of black armor. It even had a sheath at the side with his Cobalin sword already equipped. “Whatevs Dev, don’t think I can’t see you grinning over there. I take it back, alright? Dhane is party leader again.”

      Dhane blew a raspberry and slumped. “Come on, guys!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      Out of every video game and tabletop game Dhane had ever played, this one, this heaven and fantasy world that he literally lived in, was the most delayed he had ever been in doing the one thing all gamers did within the first five minutes: check stats.

      He was an embarrassment to all gamers. . . . Hopefully, no one was watching some form of Heaven Twitch or the like, throwing popcorn at the screen.

      It wasn’t like all games relied on early character build decisions. Plenty of games left the real building and min/maxing to the end. But somehow—probably that fuzzy database in the back of his mind—he knew that this world wasn’t one of those games. His decisions mattered and affected everything he would do, moving forward.

      As such, and while the groups of trainees were marching toward the east gate, he summoned his phone and opened the Character app, staying behind everyone in case it revealed little details none of them needed to know.

      
        
        Dhane // Arachnomancer, Assassin // Lvl. 1 (94/200)

      

      

      
        
        Stats

        > Health: 40/40

        > Mana: 90/90

        > Stamina: 100/100

      

      

      
        
        Attributes

        > Strength: 6

        > Dexterity: 9 (12)

        > Intelligence: 18

        > Vitality: 8

      

      

      Just by looking at the stats, he knew what they did. Everything clicked into place, and altogether, the system wasn’t too unlike other role-playing games. This one focused on four primary stats, useful in infinitely different ways depending on the character’s class.

      Strength increased physical damage by 1 for every point beyond 10. It also filled a requirement when handling heavy weapons and armor. It was the most ideal stat for tanks since heavy armor had a lot of health, and the tank’s large weapon, slow as it were, did high enough damage to draw aggro.

      Dexterity, every point beyond 10, affected skill cooldowns by 2% and critical hit damage by 10%. Rangers, rogues, assassins—classes that depended on critical strikes—often focused on dexterity to provide solid damage while remaining outside of any direct threat.

      Intelligence supplied mana, the resource all classes used for triggering skills. Each point increased mana by 5, and each point above 10, improved mana regeneration by 2%. Intelligence affected magic damage, healing, and summons.

      Finally, Vitality represented the direct life link all entities had to this world. Every point increased health by 5. Each point over 10 also improved maximum stamina by 5 and out-of-combat healing by 2%.

      Since he hadn’t done it yet, Dhane swapped to the Party app and sent invites to Devron and Aaliyah. They joined his party, which provided him with their stats.

      Oh, shit brownies. . . . The party leader had full access to the stats of everyone in his or her party. As soon as they clicked into Dhane’s stats, they’d ask the inevitable questions, How do you have two classes? and more damning, What divinity provides the arachnomancer class?

      Well, that’s just great. That meant he could never group with anyone unless he was the party leader. That was going to cause problems and make him look stuck up. Out of pure luck alone, he dodged a bullet with Aaliyah.

      Was there a way he could hide his second class? Apparently, it wasn’t a common question because the information at the back of his mind didn’t supply an answer. And why would it? He was likely the only person in this heaven with a dual-class.

      
        
        Devron // Mage // Lvl. 2 (124/200)

      

      

      
        
        Stats

        > Health: 85/85

        > Mana: 25/25

        > Stamina: 135/135

      

      

      
        
        Attributes

        > Strength: 15

        > Dexterity: 7

        > Intelligence: 5

        > Vitality: 15 (17)

      

      

      This party was shaping up to be an odd concoction of stats and classes. How did an assassin explain such a high Intelligence stat—though perfectly normal for an arachnomancer—and a mage explain his complete lack of Intelligence?

      
        
        Aaliyah // Amazon // Lvl. 2 (124/200)

      

      

      
        
        Stats

        > Health: 50/50

        > Mana: 40/40

        > Stamina: 100/100

      

      

      
        
        Attributes

        > Strength: 12

        > Dexterity: 12

        > Intelligence: 8

        > Vitality: 10

      

      

      At least Aaliyah had a decent balance of stats, especially for an amazon warrior, follower of the hawk. The main difference between her and a follower of the lion was her proficiency with pole weapons: staves, spears, halberds, poleaxes . . . if it had a long shaft of wood, she knew what to do with it.

      Oi. Maybe Devron didn’t measure up. . . .

      Mind, out of the gutter with you!

      But something did change between the two of them, and it seemed more than just a mild disagreement between party leader and strategy. A hurt ego, perhaps?

      Gorlan led everyone through the east gate. The guards saluted with a clasped fist over heart.

      A tingling, prying sensation swirled its way into Dhane’s chest. He immediately responded by channeling his affinity of light, following the Sisters of Death.

      Getting in and out of the city as an entity of shadow would prove rather difficult. With that thought, how had the two Cobalins gotten into the divinity room, beneath the arena? Did they have another way into the city, a way that wasn’t guarded?

      The trainees moved up toward an array of platforms, the very ones that, on his first day and first time seeing the city, had lit up with a golden glow before people appeared in a sudden, swirling rush, like emerging from a whirlpool of light.

      They were waypoint stones, magical devices that allowed for quick travel between long distances. The longer the distance, the greater the cost.

      There were five waypoint stones, each about ten feet in diameter, with a circle carved into the stone, surrounded by arcane looking symbols. If Gameus was anything to go by, those symbols were of vital importance, and yet they held no familiarity, no locked away knowledge whispering their secrets.

      “The Wilds!” Gorlan boomed loud enough to catch the attention of passing adventurers, “are full of monsters! Training without real threat is no training, it’s pampering. You see the real world today!”

      Gorlan stepped aside and a familiar blond man with a blond beard stepped up. He addressed the groups, “I’m Challenger Terry and this is Challenger Liandry.” He motioned to a petite Asian woman with perfect posture, wearing a cascading dress of purple that changed to a royal blue, matching her eyes. “We’ve been tasked with helping today’s training and will each take a few groups into the Wilds.

      “The Master of Arena has honored me with explaining today’s challenge. Each party leader will receive a soul stone that tracks the value of all loot the party receives. The group that returns here with the most loot in value, wins 5 extra silver today.”

      Challenger Liandry stepped forward, the fabrics of her dress flowing and floating around her as if she were underwater. “Our society is sustained by the resources that come from the Wilds. Any loot you receive is yours to keep. To further understand the adventurer’s role in our society, and to earn the most coin for your work, pursue the sale of your loot to the city merchants.”

      With that, the Master of Arena and the two challengers divided the groups up. Instead of nine, there were now eight, and one group only had two members.

      Challenger Terry grabbed the first three groups, per their rank in yesterday’s challenge. Unfortunately, that meant Kevin—the blond douchebag—and his party, would be with Dhane’s party.

      The third party was made of three young women, all with spears like Aaliyah’s. They didn’t have her ferocity or athletic build. They were like three college girls, more likely found in the library than on the court or track. But they had won second place, so looks weren’t everything.

      Challenger Terry handed out blue stones to each of the party leaders. It weighed more than it should, fitting perfectly in the palm of Dhane’s hand. He deposited the stone to his inventory, in time to catch Kevin’s sneer.

      The guy really had a problem. Lack of motherly love? An abusive father? He probably was one of those Sims players who invited over the neighborhood to his mansion, only to remove all the doors and watch them pee on the floor and eventually die of starvation.

      “That armor,” Kevin said, “doesn’t quite catch your curves.”

      “Hells, man,” Devron said, “lay off the guy. You’ve been nothing but an asshole since you got here. You so insecure you gotta drag others down to feel big?”

      “Insecure?” Kevin’s macho, red-headed friend said and laughed. “Is that what you call your fights with your wannabe midnight bump buddy? It’s pathetic, dude. Get the hint, she don’t dig you.”

      Dhane plastered on his best, inquisitive face, accentuating his features to near comical lengths, then stared at Mr. Macho. This was called the Make Anyone Uncomfortable Stare, something he had developed as a secret weapon against meatheads.

      The macho guy started doing the uncomfortable dance, the slow head shake, the half step back, the flickering eyes trying to see what would make someone stare at him with such bewilderment.

      Finally, the guy broke. “What the hell, freak! What ya looking at?”

      Dhane acted surprised, as if he hadn’t meant to stare so openly. He then said, “I just didn’t know red-heads had souls. I think you’re a walking miracle. How did you get into heaven?”

      Devron barked a laugh and Mr. Macho looked like he’d throw a fist, though Challenger Terry stepped in between them, saying, “There will be no fighting between trainees. Is. That. Clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” Dhane said, already knowing how to gain the Challenger’s favor: two simple words, words that Kevin’s group clearly didn’t understand and instead said things like Whatever old man or gave exaggerated eye rolls.

      Challenger Terry had a strong mastery of the glare, which may have been aided by the simple fact that, should he want, he probably could kill them all in a matter of seconds. This had the desired effect and everyone gave him the respect a Challenger was due.

      With that settled, Challenger Terry marched his three groups to a waypoint stone, warned everyone to keep their arms and legs in the ride at all times, lest they get torn off, and triggered something.

      Very much unlike the black portals to the realm of divinities, transportation via waypoint had a pleasant sensation of warm water rushing through every fiber of your being. Golden light seemed to imbue itself into each person’s soul, swirling from head to toe, then all at once, it was over, and the world had changed.

      Instead of standing outside of the city walls, fields of green grass spotted with hundreds of trees and their light pink leaves, they now stood in the shadows of giant trees, a green canopy so staggeringly far overhead, it was dizzying to look.

      “Where are we?” Bexley asked in wonder. Even if she didn’t appear outright hostile toward Dhane, like that first day he so brazenly cataloged her bare form, the mere fact she was keeping her distance, stung.

      People like Kevin were a dime a dozen. Trolls, ingrates, whatever. They were playing their preferred role, and any nasty comment they could throw didn’t matter, even if they caught a piece of truth here and there. But someone outright disliking him because he wronged them? Made them feel unsafe or vulnerable? Dhane wanted to make it right, just didn’t know how.

      “You’re all in the west biome of Ceratree,” Challenger Terry said. “The mobs here—short for Monster or Beast—are typically lower level. This is a fantastic area for all manner of resource retrieval, be that from kills, finding chests, dungeons, or simply harvesting herbs and the like.

      “We’re on Caratree waypoint number 67, in case you want to get back here at a later date. Travel only costs 50 copper, one way, making this an ideal place if you are below level 10.”

      Terry scanned over the three groups, pausing to consider each person, and giving his next words more weight. “If you’re still alive, meet back here by 6:00 p.m. And set your alarms, the bus doesn’t wait.

      “I’ll be in the area, keeping an eye out for any Trechtas or Oomvats. They are big ass monsters that occasionally stroll through. Just use common sense, guys. If you find something bigger than a building, don’t go Leeroy Jenkinsing it, okay?”

      With his speech over and no apparent questions, Challenger Terry summoned a giant wolf, mounted, and was gone. This left the three groups alone in the Wilds, standing on the only platform of relative safety for who knew how many miles.

      Unlike everyone else, Dhane started in the Wilds. It wasn’t this mystical place of danger, it merely was another place to explore. He was the first to step off the platform, leading Devron and Aaliyah down a winding trail of moss-covered rocks and damp soil.

      Given the sheer size of the trees, it’d be impossible for any sunlight to reach the forest’s floor. Instead, there were thousands of glowing fruit, hanging like teardrops the size of basketballs at every level.

      The closest ones to the forest’s floor radiated warmth, like flecks of the sun had been captured. And they gave off a musical chime, each a different tone, vibrating in the warm breeze that spiraled around trees.

      Patches of lime-green grass with tall, thick blades, filled in the giant gaps between trees. Pink and yellow and white flowers grew off of everything. And just through a glade, an interesting plant sparkled. Dhane headed toward it.

      “Shouldn’t we,” Aaliyah said, “stay near the others? Ya know, safety in numbers and all that?”

      “Hells, woman,” Devron said, “you want to be around those people?”

      “No! Not really, though we don’t know what’s out here. One wrong turn and our party leader goes splat again. And that didn’t work out so well last time, did it?”

      “We’ll be fine,” Dhane said, kneeling next to the plant. There was nothing about it that would make it shimmer like it did, as if it were a sheet of polished metal, catching the light every few seconds. He grabbed the base of it and pulled.

      The plant made a pop sound and came free, almost with no effort required. He then summoned his phone and deposited the item to a slot, tapping it for additional information.

      
        
        Ceraleaf // Common // Herb

        > The Ceraleaf herb is used by assassins to create common, low-level poisons. These poisons add Damage over Time effects when applied to an assassin’s weapon. Poisons are a temporary weapon effect that does not stack with other temporary effects.

      

      

      “Whatcha gonna do with a weed?” Aaliyah asked.

      “It’s an herb,” Dhane said and stood. “This challenge is about loot, which comes from everything. We don’t want to be next to anyone else, fighting over the mobs, the herbs, the random treasure chests—as Challenger Terry mentioned—in order to win.

      “This herb is used for poisons and can be sold to the system for 5 copper. I literally just picked up 5 copper. I could probably sell it for 10 copper to a merchant. That’s the point, though, that’s what we’re here to learn. Adventurers aren’t just here to kill, they venture out into the Wilds to retrieve stuff that others are too scared or too weak or whatever reason they have for not coming out here.”

      Aaliyah considered this, then asked, “And if we run into a strong mob?”

      “That’s even a bigger reason we don’t want to be by the others. If we run into something beyond our skill level to kill, we can retreat. What happens if one of the other parties runs into something they can’t deal with? We don’t want them pulling mobs into our fights.

      “This is a low-level area, a place for newbs. And we’re far from defenseless, we’ve got you to kick ass, right?”

      Aaliyah flashed a rather rare smile and shrugged. Devron looked surprised and a bit hurt, as if he had been trying to get her to smile for days.

      “And look there,” he said and pointed to a little white rabbit with tufts of black fur along its back. “A rabbit should drop meat and a hide.”

      “Heya little rabbit,” Aaliyah said with a vicious grin. She spun her spear around, tip held out, and started creeping forward.

      Dhane wanted to tell her to not mangle the hide, though it was a rabbit, not even a big rabbit. Maybe the size of two softballs. To kill it without leaving a massive hole in its coat would be a challenge.

      Instead, and following more of an instinct than anything, he called out to the rabbit for its affinity. This didn’t return anything of light or shadow, nor did it return a divinity. What it did do, however, was provide a name, level, and health bar: Raging Rabbit, Lvl. 4 with 134 health.

      This tiny rabbit had 134 health? That was more than Devron, who had a sheer abundance of Vitality, especially for a mage.

      The rabbit turned, and the black tufts of fur along its back formed the distinct shape of a skull. That alone should have given anyone pause, though Aaliyah either didn’t see it or care.

      She jumped forward and thrust her spear down into the back of the rabbit for 10 damage.

      The rabbit spun around and shrieked a creepy-ass sound—like a dying kid—then one of its eyeballs inflated to just a bit larger than the entire rabbit had been before, completely shifting its weight forward, tiny hind-legs kicking the air.

      Aaliyah, in a very unlike Aaliyah way, noped the fuck out of there, leaving a very surprised Devron at the front, waving his hands out as if to conjure a new and powerful spell . . . or was that sign language for What the fuck is that?

      The creature made fast breathing noises, the watery, vitreous gel of its eye bulged, and its iris slid around to look at Devron and Dhane and Devron and Dhane until other parts of its body popped into a much larger form.

      That high pitched whiney scream that emanated from the once tiny, vulnerable, and perhaps cute, rabbit, was now a full-on, rumbling roar.

      Oh, shit brownies. . . .

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      “Aggro it!” Dhane yelled to Devron and ran to the side.

      Devron, much to his credit, didn’t sprint away, screaming profanities, and instead pulled a sphere of magic from his invisible bag, then launched it at the now six-foot-tall rabbit.

      The blast definitely caught the rabbit’s attention, dealing 12 damage and draining its health to 112/134.

      It kicked the ground and launched itself forward, pummeling into Devron, knocking him to his back.

      Dhane circled, Cobalin sword in hand, he triggered Venom Bite and rammed the sharp steel into the rabbit’s back. He managed to attack it two more times—little red numbers of 16, 18, and 17, from backstab damage, floated skyward—before the rabbit spun, slamming its furry head into his chest, and sending him rolling out of the glade, across dirt and rocks.

      Before he could push himself to his feet, a terrible weight landed on his legs. An odd sensation drained from him, and he knew his armor had taken the brunt of the attack for 28 damage.

      The rabbit wasn’t done with him and tore claws across his back. Again, it was an odd sensation. He could feel the attack, though it didn’t hurt. Of course, once his armor’s health was depleted, it wouldn’t be sunshine and rainbows anymore.

      A blast of white slammed into the rabbit, adding to that of the venom counter damage, ticking away 3 health every three seconds. None of this seemed to distract the rabbit from its mission of revenge.

      Maybe in the future, he shouldn’t unleash all of his damage in a single burst. Then again, maybe in the future, he’d have party members who didn’t abandon him.

      This singular thought seemed to summon Aaliyah back. She slammed her spear into the rabbit’s side, then tore it down the length of it. This solved the problem of Dhane becoming rabbit food, and he finally was free to roll over, only to now be faced with the rabbit’s fluffy rear end.

      It wasn’t a proud moment, though he triggered Venom Bite all the same and thrust upward. This had the collective effect of rending the last few hit points from the rabbit that led to its collapse on top of him.

      Dhane exhaled, unable to draw breath. The only thought that kept him going was, Damn, we’re going to get a lot of rabbit meat! Though then the rabbit shrunk back to its tiny, cute size—a fluff ball on his chest—turned white, and burst apart.

      
        
        > 1x Scrap Leather

      

      

      Dhane laid there for a moment as the 1x Scrap Leather floated over him, waiting to be seized from the air. Apparently, there wasn’t enough of the tiny rabbit to go around.

      Devron held out a hand and pulled Dhane to his feet, then gave Aaliyah the stink eye.

      “Don’t you give me that,” she said. “It was beyond my skill level! We discussed this. You said we’d retreat if we came across something above our skill level, right?”

      Dhane sighed and accepted his scrap leather. “First,” he said, “as acting party leader, I’m the one who makes that call, Aaliyah. Second, you can’t say killing tiny rabbits is the extent of your skill level! I’ve seen you. You’re a badass.”

      “But . . . didn’t you see it’s freaky eye? That thing looked at me,” she said and shivered. “Big rabbit, that’s fine, whatevs, right? Though a big freaky eye on a tiny ass rabbit? Ewww! Let’s just never fight one of those again, okay?”

      As if summoned by her words alone, three more tiny rabbits hopped into the glade, followed by one twice their size: Raging Mama Rabbit, Lvl. 8, 318hp.

      Dhane took a slow step back.

      Aaliyah jumped, eyes wide, flicking her attention between Dhane and the cute and deadly family of rabbits, projecting a perfectly clear psychic question of Goddammit, we’re out of here, right?

      The rabbits all had different shapes of black skulls on their otherwise white fur, though were still in their tiny form, unprovoked by the three adventurers.

      They’re not aggressive. . . . In most games, and especially around the lower leveled areas, there were mobs that wouldn’t attack unless provoked. These rabbits, despite their name, seemed to be like that.

      Of course, provoked could mean any matter of things, especially in this world. Dhane motioned for the others to back away, then gave in to the delightful curiosity of an explorer with questions.

      He stepped forward, ignoring Aaliyah’s rather urgent whisperings of What the hell are you doing? Devron looked ready to throw a magic missile, and Dhane shook his head, signaling him to stop.

      What was one magic missile against hundreds of health? If these rabbits were to transform, fighting would definitely not be an option. And, as luck would have it, a twitchy mage just might set off a series of unfortunate events.

      This was why he preferred to explore alone. But alone he was not, and curiosity demanded its due payment.

      Dhane knelt next to the rabbits and held out a hand. Since this didn’t seem to trigger any rage-inducing Hulkifications, he did the next best thing and gently drew his fingers along the back of a rabbit.

      The rabbit turned, twitching its nose, grass ends sticking out of its mouth. It was a curious, soulless thing. Did it feel or think, or was it an automated memory of something once living?

      Soulless entities didn’t have a divinity, so what brought them back to life? Or were they merely recreated by this heaven to provide the game pieces for players?

      It didn’t act like an animal. Didn’t run away or . . . really, it didn’t seem to react at all to his presence. He poked it. Nothing. He picked it up. Nothing. It was a shell of a thing, waiting to be damaged, waiting to unleash its inner monster.

      And that’s when he had a rather terrible idea. . . .

      If you gave Aaliyah a knife, she’d brighten like a plump kid given a dozen tubs of chocolate chip ice cream with a side order of chicken nuggets. Give her a fluffy, cute rabbit, and it was like you dropped a grenade into her hand, one with the pin already pulled.

      Her reaction was immediate.

      For a fleeting moment, she held the white fur-ball—who was completely undisturbed by being tossed between people, chewing away at grass as if it could do nothing else—the next moment, it was a blur.

      “What the hell!” Aaliyah yelled and Dhane held up a finger to silence her. He listened to the forest and its many twinkling, musical chimes. Then, somewhere in the distance, where the rabbit had no doubt landed, a deep roar sounded.

      Perfect. Of course, now they should get a move on, lest the outraged rabbit decided to retrace its flight path.

      Dhane quickly scooped up the mama rabbit, handed it to Devron who jumbled it like a new father, trying to figure out how to hold his baby.

      “Don’t throw it,” Dhane said, then grabbed the two remaining, smaller rabbits. He jogged up the path, leaving behind the glade that held such fond memories of nearly being eaten.

      At the waypoint stone, he turned to his rather confused and curious party members and shared the details of what could only be the workings of an evil mastermind. But this was a contest, full of uncertain rules.

      The more he shared, the wider their smiles grew.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      All trolls were aware of two things: first, they were without question, dicks; second, return pranks were fair play. If you couldn’t handle a prank or being the butt of someone’s joke, you most certainly shouldn’t be a troll.

      Dhane quite enjoyed this golden rule, for all video games had their fair share of trolls, and when he wasn’t deep in unexplored territory, he loved helping aggrieved players get their fair bit of justice.

      Aaliyah had no trouble finding Kevin’s party, which wasn’t too far from the party of three amazon warriors. Apparently, they operated off the idea of safety in numbers.

      Dhane watched from the bushes as Kevin, with a long sword, dove forward and cut a gash of silvery-white through a harry monster: Nuloce Scavenger, Lvl. 2, 23/44hp.

      There were three of the monsters, standing upright on two legs, about four feet tall, brandishing sharpened sticks at the adventurers. They had black faces with glowing blue eyes and orange, scraggly fur that covered most of their bodies.

      One charged Bexley and stabbed her leg. A white -4 lifted into the air, signaling damage done to her armor.

      She screamed, and the red-headed guy, wielding a large battle hammer, turned and slammed his chunk of metal down from overhead. He missed completely, though cracked the stone where the monster had been standing.

      They were all perfectly distracted, engaged in their own fight. Dhane pressed the Send button on his phone to party chat, and three seconds later, the first steps of his plan started to come together.

      A cute, fluffy mama rabbit fell from the sky and landed—hard—no more than three feet away from Kevin. The party leader didn’t even see it. He triggered something and his sword illuminated with waves of golden smoke. In one quick attack, the Nuloce Scavenger fell, glowed, and burst apart.

      Kevin laughed, then parried an attack from another Nuloce. It was at this time that the mama rabbit screeched its creepy-ass sound, and drew everyone’s attention to it.

      Devron climbed into Dhane’s nook, laughing and eager to watch the chaos. Dhane seized the moment and tossed two more rabbits, aimed at points of retreat.

      Kevin caught the movement and glared at him. He yelled something to his party and Bexley turned, her murderous brown eyes seemed to spark with light.

      A bolt of energy exploded out from her arm, spiraling in the air.

      Oh, shit brownies! Dhane jumped to the side, pulling Devron with him, and much like that morning, completely underestimated his new and upgraded body as an arachnomancer assassin.

      They shot to the side and rolled a dozen feet, likely taking more damage than just getting zapped. Or . . . maybe not. The bush they had hidden behind wasn’t much of a bush anymore.

      And now to the surprise of everyone, the mama rabbit grew twelve feet tall and roared a sound that reverberated deep within Dhane’s chest. She lifted up on her hind legs, then stomped with enough force to shake the ground.

      “Hells, man, that’s a big mama. . . .” Devron said.

      What Dhane hadn’t expected was the effect the sound of a mama rabbit would have on the surrounding area. A horde of little fluff balls came storming in from all sides.

      Somewhere out there, Aaliyah shrieked, likely hightailing it back to the waypoint stone. There was a good chance she’d be emphatically against Dhane being the party leader tomorrow. . . .

      The three amazon warriors sprinted over, spears in hand, ready to help against whatever was happening, though then abruptly stopped. Out of nowhere, a tiny fluff ball of a rabbit slammed into the party leader’s chest. She caught it, then as it started to transform, screamed and quickly handed it off to the next girl, who repeated the process.

      Kevin was all grins, running around enraged rabbits and throwing tiny ones. He chucked one so hard, like a football, it hit Devron in the chest and knocked him to the ground.

      The forest was an ensemble of dying screams, mostly from rabbits finding their inner rage. Little balls of white were thrown like in a snowball fight, if only those snowballs also grew twenty times their size and then tried to eat you.

      Challenger Terry appeared in a rush. He dismounted and cleaved an enraged rabbit in half before two others clobbered the man from behind. He lost his balance and disappeared beneath a small army of white fur.

      And now the amazon warriors were chucking rabbits. The leader managed to peg Kevin in the face and was laughing so hard, she didn’t notice the approach of mama rabbit from behind. She was smashed into the ground, and two attacks later became a burst of white light.

      Dhane picked up two more rabbits and chucked them at Mr. Macho, who was already fighting against the swarm of beasts and losing. The tiny fluff balls bounced off his side and immediately started screaming bloody murder, distracting him.

      The guy turned in surprise, then his freckled face seemed to lose all shades of color. He pointed at Dhane and yelled something that was lost to all the screeching cries, then a rabbit knocked the red-head to the ground, and he was gone.

      Yup, he’s going to be pissed. That thought zinged through Dhane with a little happy bounce. Trolls getting trolled. A little piece of justice to even the playing field.

      Of course, everyone seemed to have gotten roped into the little game, even . . . Challenger Terry. . . . That might bite Dhane in the ass. But could he be blamed? He didn’t outright attack anyone, right? Just unleashed a herd of angry, giant rabbits on them. Yeah . . . perfectly innocent.

      There was something there about Mr. Macho’s last moments of life, something odd that scratched at the back of Dhane’s brain. He didn’t seem to be screaming insults. In fact, it almost—not entirely, though almost—looked like he was trying to warn Dhane.

      The guy was literally surrounded by enraged rabbits and wanted to warn him? Ha! Whatever. Dhane turned to Devron, but he was gone. He must have had the same idea as Aaliyah and ran for the waypoint stone. Good for him.

      But at that revelation, Dhane noticed something rather strange: None of the rabbits were approaching him. That, and something was prying into his affinity from afar.

      That first rabbit they had fought sure didn’t have a problem with trying to kill him, so why the hell were these rabbits acting strange? Did they just not see him? He hadn’t moved for a few minutes, maybe a passive bonus in the assassin class allowed him to evade notice.

      With how everything exploded way out of control, he sort of just accepted the fact he’d die here. There was always a price to pay when seeking lady justice. But . . . if he could get away. . . .

      He took a slow step back, to not dispel whatever effect was helping him, and bumped up against something furry. Oh, shit brownies. There went the idea of escaping.

      He turned, drawing his Cobalin sword, for why not go out with a fight? Maybe he could kill one of these rabbits by himself and cash in on some sweet experience.

      Instead of a white, fluffy, and very upset rabbit, there was a leg—a furry black and orange leg. And above? A gigantic spider, nearly a dozen feet tall.

      He screamed a sound that was lost to all the other screams, mentally sending it away as he ran in the opposite direction, which just so happened to be swarmed with raging rabbits.
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      Dhane woke and sucked in a deep breath of cool, night air. He was lying on a slab of stone, somewhere in the west biome. Giant trees speared toward the sky, and the teardrop sun fruit, now radiating moonlight, looked like stars of glistening silver.

      He had died, mauled to death by an army of his making. So why wasn’t he back in the city? And where was everyone else?

      His thoughts were slow, though once the gears started turning, the answers were rather obvious. People returned from death at the closest cemetery of their affinity. Of course, the Wilds had cemeteries for those of shadow.

      Well, that’s just lovely. . . . Some rundown, ancient cemetery of shadow was preventing him from getting back to the city. And if not this one, there were probably others. This meant that not only did he have to be the party leader, he also couldn’t die without causing suspicion.

      He summoned his phone and it was 9:37 p.m. Dammit! That meant the gates to the city were down for the night. This world really needed a teleportation scroll. Every game had one, and heaven just decided Nah, that’s immersion-breaking.

      Penny would probably be wondering where he was. He had only known her for a few days, though it felt like months, years. And she was the type that stayed up to make sure everyone got home okay.

      Sure enough, besides the three missed calls from Nick, there were unread messages from her.

      
        
        > (4:37 p.m.) When’s your training over?

        > (6:05 p.m.) I was thinking we could go out, like a real date. I know! Silly. Kind of backwards, though it could be fun, right? I just need to make arrangements with Kros, my boss. Maybe around 8?

        > (7:55 p.m.) Hey, is everything okay? People say training has been over since 6. . . .

        > (9:13 p.m.) Are you ghosting me? :(

      

      

      Bah! Death was really the worst. He quickly typed in Ghosting! I suppose that’s accurate since I died. ;) Then he hit Send, feeling a little odd to be texting while sitting out in the middle of nowhere, just him and the glow of his cell phone for whatever monster to find.

      But then a return message vibrated and he couldn’t quite care if there were monsters out there, watching, salivating.

      
        
        > (9:42 p.m.) Really! I’m sorry. I feel so so sooo stupid. Are you okay? Come over and maybe I can help. ;) [Eggplant emoji]

      

      

      Even if he was standing on a waypoint stone right this very moment, it just wouldn’t matter. He most certainly wasn’t getting into the city tonight, and thus, no Penny, no steamy baths, no games of human pretzels. . . .

      “I’m of light, too!” he said to the darkness. The teardrop fruit chimed in response. Why not just give him a choice of where he wanted to respawn?

      Of course, and now that he had thought of it, that was the whole reason the Cobalins were slaves. There was a cemetery of shadow in the arena, forcing them to return to the very place they so desperately wanted to escape.

      They’ve been dealing with this for who knew how many years or decades. And here he was, inconvenienced for a single night. But not only that, how was he supposed to tell Penny?

      Dhane drummed a thumb on his knee. He couldn’t tell her the truth, couldn’t say he was stuck out in the damn forest. That just wouldn’t make any sense. People didn’t return from death to the Wilds.

      Or maybe he could stretch the truth? He typed, You have no idea how much I’d love that, but I can’t. [Crying emoji] After I Returned, I rushed back out to the west biome to help my party and . . . sort of got lost? He tapped Send and waited for what felt like an eternity.

      
        
        > (9:46 p.m.) There’s no way you are out in the Wilds right now. I don’t believe that. You’re like level 1! Nope, not believing you. Prove it. Take a picture.

      

      

      A picture? That probably would be the best way to prove where he was. He swapped over to the Camera app, held out his phone, flashed a peace sign with a nice smile, and captured the shot.

      He typed in, Believe me now? Then attached the picture and hit Send. Part of him felt special for being out in the scary Wilds. Maybe Penny would think he was brave and adventurous, manly traits women liked, right?

      He tapped into the picture and what a damn fine picture it was. It captured the silver moon fruit in the back. And he did look rather nice in the Midnight Leather armor—

      Oh, shit brownies, the armor had no health anymore. He’d probably have to pay for the repairs and leave a phenomenal review or risk losing reputation with the merchants.

      It wasn’t like he wanted loaner equipment. Then again, without it, Aaliyah probably would have been the party leader, which would have resulted in all the many questions no one should be asking.

      The image also captured something else, something a fair bit more malicious than the silver hanging fruit, something that had eight red, unblinking eyes, standing mere feet behind him.

      A sheet of cold shot down his spine and his muscles reacted immediately. He exploded upward in a rush, from sitting to spinning in the air. He landed on the slab of stone, crouched and silent, Cobalin sword drawn, phone buzzing in his offhand.

      There, as if waiting for his Return, as if trying to stare guilt daggers through his chest, were four . . . rabbits? Dhane exhaled a relieved sigh and chuckled, then his phone buzzed again.

      
        
        > (9:48 p.m.) Behind you!

        > (9:48 p.m.) You’re too far away to call.

        > (9:48 p.m.) Dammit!

        > (9:48 p.m.) Are you still there?

        > (9:49 p.m.) Dhane?

      

      

      He aimed his phone at the small, white fluff balls. “Smile,” he said, mimicking the command, as if to show the rabbits how to smile. They, like the dumb bunches of fur they were, refused, choosing to maintain their mindless stare like zombies.

      Oi, did this world have zombies? Yes, yes it did, though only in the swamp zone where the witchdoctors played with their voodoo magic. Sometimes, questions are rhetorical!

      Now his brain wanted to dig into what witchdoctors were, how zombies functioned, were they the running or slow type, could they be killed with a blow to the head. . . .

      Instead of digging into questions that would only create more questions, he snapped the picture and sent it to Penny.

      He needed to get out of here. Even if he had to sleep outside of the gate, it’d be better to be there than here. That, and as soon as the gates opened in the morning, he’d be able to see Penny, grab breakfast, and get to training without being late.

      The rabbits twitched like robots, running through a series of commands to move at this time, turn at that time, wiggle their noses, nibble on some grass. All three of— Wait, where did the other go?

      Purple disks of light shifted down from above, sliding into his chest and surging a familiar warmth into the back of his head. Experience. He had just gained 108xp. . . .

      He looked up, following the remnant trail of experience to eight, glossy black eyes, watching him. His muscles tensed and fired all at once, carried by the tiniest of instinctual thoughts, a war between fight and flight.

      This time, influenced by the knowledge that he had died running from this very same spider earlier this morning, fight won out. He jumped forward and drew the Cobalin sword across the spider’s front leg, leaving a silvery-white cut.

      The giant spider scurried back three steps, scaring the rabbits away, and projected a high-pitched, feminine sound in his mind, Ouch!

      Dhane jerked back, completely not expecting the ugly thing to . . . talk? To psychically speak in his mind like the Mother of Shadows had.

      I so sorry, Daddy! the voice said, wobbly and uncertain. Please punish. I won’t run this time. Punish, hurt, cut me, I stay still this time!

      “What?” he asked. Daddy? The bewilderment lingered, mixing with his innate fear and anger of all creepy and crawly things. It was a concoction of emotions that left him stunned, not entirely knowing what to do.

      I . . . I eat rabbit, no permission. I bad, bad-bad-bad. This why you cut? I moved. So bad, I am. Must take punishment from Daddy. Please, cut me, hurt me, I won’t . . . cry. . . .

      Could spiders cry? Gah, he needed to stop asking questions like this was Earth. Spiders didn’t get this big. Spiders didn’t psychically project words into people’s heads, nor did they eat raging rabbits with over a hundred health for a snack.

      “Who are you?”

      I . . . you do not know?

      “That’s why I asked.”

      Yes! Of course. I am your Octoralis. She said it matter of factly, as if that in and of itself explained everything.

      Silvery-white liquid started to drip from her wound and she moved to touch it with one of her many other legs, though then reconsidered, letting it drip.

      So . . . this was his spider? He called to her affinity, not knowing what to expect, and a flood of emotions, images, and knowledge poured from her.

      She had two affinities: the Mother of Shadows and the Sisters of Death. They shimmered in glossy black and white, with the distinct and familiar feeling of . . . himself. She was a part of him, made from him.

      Everything she had done, he could remember. That morning, while he slept in Penny’s bed, warm and wanting to stay there all day, he could see himself. Octoralis was the spider that touched his cheek, trying to wake him for a busy day.

      Then, when all the raging rabbits were out of control and he was all but certain death would come, Octoralis came to protect him. The same thing happened when he saw the eight red eyes in his picture, the fear he felt summoned her.

      Each and every memory was of her trying to help, to support her . . . daddy, her creator.

      Then he attacked her. . . .

      She was a mixture of excitement and hope and . . . fear. That fear brought a pang of guilt to ripple within his chest. She had done nothing wrong, it was just her form and size that scared him. They both feared the other, and yet she stayed her ground, willing to take her punishment, no matter what that meant.

      “I’m . . . sorry I cut you,” he finally said.

      You are Daddy. It be your right. Cut me when I displease you.

      Oh damn, she was like an abused child. “You didn’t displease me. I didn’t know you were my . . .” Oi, there was no way he would call her his daughter, and so instead, said, “Octoralis.” Simply saying the name ignited a sense of understanding. It wasn’t so much a name as it was a rank. Or both a rank and a name? She was his General, an implicit summon tied to his soul, not mana.

      Octoralis, Lvl. 8, 274/280hp. Her level was tied to his Intelligence stat above 10. She also seemed to directly benefit from his second class. She was a spider with passive bonuses as if she were an assassin. That was probably why he could never sense her. She could hide and sneak better than he could, even while being in her giant form.

      Her wound wasn’t closing and he knew why. Summons didn’t typically heal. He could desummon her and she’d slowly heal over time since she was linked to his soul, otherwise, he’d need to physically imbue mana into the wound. Oh, fuck that.

      You-u-u want me to f-f-fuck what? She projected, shifting left and right, as if trying to identify the target to expend her affection. Did spiders really have— Eh, whatever.

      “I was thinking it to myself.”

      Daddy want to . . . with—

      “No! Freaking hell no.” That was just wrong, so terribly, soul-shakingly wrong. “I was only reacting to new knowledge, okay? It’s like saying, ‘I’m strongly against that.’ ”

      Against healing me? Her voice was small, a piece of that hope she had felt, flaked away. You are Daddy, you can leave me bleeding and hurt and pain. . . . It be your right. I no complain.

      “You’re in pain?”

      Only if I move. Not big cut, but stings.

      Dhane drew in and released a deep breath. Why did this stuff always happen to him? Better question, “You can read my thoughts?”

      Yes. Of course. We are of same soul.

      Well, there went all of his privacy. How did one control their thoughts to such an extent? Just by wanting to not think of anything private, he’d . . . think of Penny last night and how she curved—

      No! And that was exactly the problem. No thinking of last night. But what about in the morning, her warm skin lit by sunlight, breathing each other’s air like it was a new drug.

      Dammit. It was practically impossible.

      I like Penny, Octoralis projected. She is good soul, kind soul.

      “How do you know Penny?”

      I know . . . because you know?

      So it worked both ways. It wasn’t just thoughts. All of Octoralis’s memories were his, and all of his, hers. She knew all about . . . everything.

      You need not concern. You are Daddy. What matter if I know these private things. Never-never-never judge Daddy. Always here to help.

      “Here,” he said, “don’t move. And I mean it!” He steeled himself, sheathed his sword, and jumped off the stone platform. Just as the intent was made clear in his mind, she held out her leg, prompting him to let out a breath and look skyward.

      I . . . you . . . you said this thing, then projected other. . . .

      It would take practice getting accustomed to communicating mentally. Perhaps he could tell her to just listen to his verbal commands for now.

      The knowledge at the back of his head provided instruction. Mana pooled into his hand like flowing water of pearlescent white with shifting strands of other colors.

      Dhane gently pressed the mana against Octoralis’s cut, feeling 2 of his 90 points slip away. The wound immediately closed, leaving it whole and covered in nasty black and orange hair.

      Thank you, Octoralis projected.

      He stepped away, relaxing a little. It wasn’t that bad. A giant spider would always be far less frightening than a small one, one that could crawl into his clothes, scurry across his skin while taking bites in its frantic movement to escape.

      He shivered at the thought. But those were normal spiders. Normal spiders didn’t talk. Maybe they wouldn’t be so scary if he could simply tell them to stay in their corner of the world.

      Oh, shit brownies. He totally forgot about Penny. He summoned his phone and there were a series of messages.

      
        
        > (9:51 p.m.) Haha, rabbits? They are so cute!

        > (9:51 p.m.) But I hate that you’re stuck out there by yourself. . . .

        > (9:52 p.m.) I have an idea. You’re going to owe me big, mister, and I know how you repay people. ;) [Peach emoji]

        > (9:57 p.m.) Alright! It’s done. The PK guild has someone heading your way, using the geolocation data in your picture. I’m heading to the western cemetery. It should only be a few minutes.

      

      

      Oh shit, shit, shit! That last timestamp was four minutes ago. And . . . of course, he could hear something in the distance, probably a giant wolf. If the PK guild helped him transition to a quick Return, he’d just Return to this damn slab of stone.

      Then we go? Octoralis projected.

      “How? I can’t outrun a mount!”

      You ride. I’m your Octoralis. . . . She stepped forward, turned, and crouched, revealing her mid carapace just above the spherical bump of her abdomen.

      Now he could hear loud breathing. Definitely a wolf, maybe more than one. And . . . wolves can track his scent. . . . Shit.

      We get away. I know this.

      “Are you sure?”

      Yes. Of course.

      If he stayed, he’d give away the one secret entrusted to him. People would learn of the shadow that could hide within the light, and he’d be hunted. Dammit! He had no choice.

      Dhane clenched his jaw tight. It’s just a mount . . . a horrifyingly huge— No! No thinking. He jumped onto Octoralis’s back. She swayed to adjust for his weight, and he took hold of her hair. Then, just as a giant wolf entered the cemetery, they shot away like a soundless shadow.

      Octoralis was fast. She sprinted across little glades and over bushes and stones. Other monsters roared as she passed. A few raging rabbits started to transform. Parties of Nuloce Scouts were out on patrol, holding the radiant moon fruit for light. A pack of four jumped out of the way, yelling in surprise.

      Dhane summoned his phone and brought up the Maps app. There were waypoint stones everywhere, each separated by five or so miles, connected by various named trails.

      He was about to click one when Octoralis shifted and ran straight up a tree. He yelped, dropped his phone, and clung to the giant spider, face pressed up against her fuzzy body, fighting the impulse to shove away. They bounded to a second then third tree before stopping, two hundred or so feet in the air.

      “More of a warning next time?”

      I so bad! Yes, warning next time. But . . . we escaped?

      Two wolf riders stopped by the first tree Octoralis climbed. They were whispering, and despite the distance, he could make out their words as if they were twenty feet away.

      “Oh, my heavens!” It was a woman’s voice with a Southern accent. “Jerry dear, did you see what I just saw?”

      “Eh, ah . . . well, hmm. . . .”

      “Precisely. Poor lad. . . . Likely a dozen giant spider babies up there, all hankering to take a little nibble out of him. That’s right down horrifying.”

      “Mhmm. . . .”

      “Well dagnabbit, I’d go after him, though I just had my nails done! Climbin’ these here trees always breaks a nail. They’re cursed, I’d say. Figure he’ll die . . . eventually, you reckon? Might take a few days.”

      She paused, then shrugged. “Pity. Fixin we should get back to camp. Got us a real treat this time, ice cream from Merry’s Shaved Peach, and I’ve heard it’s simply delightful.”

      With that, the two of them dashed away.

      Oi, the only problem now was Penny. She was expecting him to Return to the western cemetery any minute now. How long did it take to revive after a PK member performed their trick?

      Walls be no problem for us, Octoralis projected.

      Of course. . . . He summoned his phone and the Maps app again, then tapped the closest waypoint stone. It was less than half a mile away. Since he knew which way to go, Octoralis did as well.

      She turned on the tree and Dhane shifted forward, hanging practically upside down. He squeezed with his legs as hard as he could while pulling on her hair.

      Daddy, you hurt me. You no hold so tight. Make hard to move.

      “I’ll fall!”

      No. Of course not, Daddy. You arachnomancer, spider rider. Let go . . . you see.

      Let go? The ground swayed so very far below. Letting go now was like taking a swan dive off a fifteen-story building, trusting in a random, frayed bungee cord to keep him safe.

      You no trust me?

      He exhaled and slowly released his handholds, testing his weight. As he did, and though he could feel the gravity pull at him, it didn’t seem to matter much. He sat upright without needing to hold anything.

      A tiny wave of happiness shot through him. Octoralis was . . . smiling. They sprinted down the side of the tree to the ground, then followed the directions to the waypoint stone, cupped atop of a massive, petrified yellow rose with spiraling walkways to and from.

      The back of his mind knew about this area, a history of something sad, though the details wisped away when he tried to access them. But it didn’t matter, not now.

      They climbed the side and Dhane jumped off at the top. It wouldn’t do one bit to suddenly appear at the city’s waypoint stone with a giant spider. That’d cause nothing but trouble.

      Octoralis understood this without him having to voice the thoughts, which was actually nice. She even dissolved to tendrils of smoke without being asked. Of course, she was still there, inside him, a part of his soul.

      Dhane summoned his phone and since he was standing on a waypoint stone, the Waypoints app automatically opened. The whole world had 843 waypoints. Some were locked, private, or needed to be refreshed with a new mana reserve.

      Any of the Caratree waypoints, one through twenty, landed outside of the city gates, five waypoints per gate. He chose one outside the west gate and paid the 50 copper, bringing his total now to 72 copper.

      Sadly, he wouldn’t receive 5 silver for the day of training since he had died, earning him a second mark. But maybe 72 copper and some of the random items he scavenged, would be enough for a decent breakfast, provided that Penny’s room was free. . . .

      He tapped the Accept button with a bit more eagerness than was perhaps normal, and the world twisted apart, colors elongating, light and warmth filling him. It was over in a blink.

      “Gates are closed for the night!” a male guard on the wall yelled down. “You can wait with the others.” And there were others. Maybe twenty people, sitting out from the wall around campfires, some in chairs, others laying on mats.

      Dhane crossed toward the people and walked around them, as if to find his own place to wait out the night near the wall. Some gave polite nods, others kept their focus on their phones, doing their best to ignore strangers and potentially awkward conversation.

      There was no easy way for the guards to watch the happenings directly next to the wall. They’d have to lean out from an embrasure to peer down, and as long as they had no reason to do that, they were better suited to watch for distant threats.

      Dhane followed the wall until it turned away from the group, then with a mental command, summoned Octoralis. She materialized from streams of smoke into a giant nightmare of black and orange fur. A giant nightmare that sent psychic smiles his way. . . .

      He mounted and three seconds later, they were atop of the wall, in front of a rather terrified guard. The woman screamed an appreciable sound, one quite fitting if Dhane had any say in the matter. Though a sound that called the attention of all the other nearby guards.

      Octoralis reacted immediately. Before the guard could draw her sword, she bit the woman with two massive, black fangs. A white -50 lifted from the guard, followed by a red -24. This only ratcheted her voice to a higher pitch while trying to crawl away.

      Guards were sprinting toward their fallen comrade, yelling orders. Two horn blasts reverberated across the stone, then two more sounded from the next section of the wall.

      Dhane didn’t need to kill anyone. These were just guards doing their job. The only thing he needed to do was get out of here. And at that thought, Octoralis shifted over the guard and sprinted down the other side of the wall.

      But there were guards here as well. Dammit! They were forming up across the city, running to take up station at intersections, bridges, and watchtowers. Half a dozen guards pointed and yelled about the entity of shadow, loose in their streets.

      People screamed and ran to their closest store or house. Booths were knocked over. Performers lost their audiences and scurried to pick up unclaimed coins. Adventurers, decked out in an array of different styles of armor, drew weapons.

      The whole thing was a damn mess. And it was then that Dhane realized what he had to do. Everything just clicked into place. He simply couldn’t pretend to Return to the western cemetery where Penny was waiting. The PK guild failed and would report that he died before they could help.

      He had to die. And now that he was in the city, he would Return here. With a bit of luck, he might even Return before the next training day started.

      Octoralis sprinted down a side road closest to the main wall. Guards on top, leaning out of embrasures, yelled out the location of the enemy. There were just too many eyes on the massive spider. . . .

      Dhane jumped off Octoralis’s back and hit the ground running. He sent a mental command for her to create a distraction, then turned the corner into a dark and empty alleyway.

      There, and with no small amount of trepidation, he drew his Cobalin sword, triggered Venom Bite, angled the tip toward his chest, and . . . decided it’d be better to die without his armor on. That made sense, people may be looking for this particular set of armor.

      The pause for consideration also warmed a bit of frozen knowledge in his mind about suicide. Taking his own life had a greater penalty than death by the hands of someone or something else. He’d lose all experience he had gained toward his next level.

      But he didn’t have a choice!

      He unequipped his armor and his normal clothes returned. Then, with sword out, ability triggered, he . . . Dammit! He didn’t want to put holes in his new black shirt.

      So he unequipped his shirt at the same time a woman in a nice frilly dress ran into the alleyway. She obviously didn’t have any form of dark vision, for she stumbled on a box, screamed, and fell.

      Dhane caught her, though, despite her slim form, she must have weighed over two hundred pounds. The sheer impossibility of that didn’t seem to matter, and before he knew it, he was flat on his back with her on top, panting.

      “What is this, Ulga!” said a deep voice. It was an adventurer with a battle hammer out, likely in preparation for the supposed invasion, though handy in other matters as well.

      “I . . . I . . .” the woman stammered, sitting up and brushing back curly locks of blonde hair out of her face. She seemed, for the first time, to notice Dhane and smiled coyly, drawing a finger down his abs before realizing what she was doing. She jerked and looked surprised at the man wielding a giant hammer.

      There were times when such situations demanded a quick explanation and apology, especially when faced with some muscled, Greek god of a man. Tonight was not one of those times.

      Dhane put on his best irate glare and yelled from the cobbled stones of the alleyway, “Get your own woman!”

      The woman stiffened at that, grinding her impossibly heavy buttocks into his hips, and let out a nervous squeak, words seemingly unavailable.

      The man frowned deeply, brows pinched. One could crack a chestnut between those brows, though it wasn’t enough to encourage a crime of passion, a murder in the dark alleyway.

      Come on! What was this little thing called murder in a world where no one stayed dead? But it wasn’t happening. The man had a respectable hold over his emotions.

      So Dhane reluctantly upped his game. “Hey! Give us some privacy. She’s mine!” And when that didn’t do it, he reached up with both hands and cupped her breasts, squeezing and yelling, “Mine-mine-mine!” until something large and heavy descended upon his head.
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      Dhane woke with a distant ringing in his ears. He was lying on a stone slab inside an exceptionally decorated room. The walls were painted in swirls of gold and silver, like heavenly clouds, bright from both sunlight and moonlight hitting the shapes from different sides.

      It was a rather small room. One entire side formed an archway out into a vast garden, covered in every type of flower and color, beneath a dim, early morning sky. Water dribbled nearby, running along a stone channel that connected with a small basin.

      A lean man—white hair, eyebrows, and robe, all seemingly designed to match—stepped inside. He wasn’t an old man, probably no older than thirty. His eyes mimicked the walls with flakes of gold and silver. “Welcome, Dhane,” he said kindly and with a warm smile.

      Dhane sat up and swung his legs over the slab’s side, noting for obvious reasons, that he wasn’t wearing a shirt. This didn’t seem to bother the man.

      “I am Owen, your Reditus.” The word triggered new knowledge. A Reditus was like a priest that helped people return from death. They were counselors, therapists, listeners. Death could most certainly be a traumatic experience, which allowed the Reditus to soothe such distresses.

      Owen sat on the slab. “There’s nothing to be ashamed of dying during the act.”

      “The . . . act?” Dhane asked.

      “Of sex—or passionate lovemaking, if you prefer. You’d be surprised at how often strangulation is taken too far, oftentimes, on purpose. I’ve heard there’s nothing better than the orgasm of death.”

      Oh, shit brownies. That sounded rather terrible. “I didn’t die,” Dhane said, looking for the right word and deciding to copy the priest’s verbiage, “in the act.”

      “Ah! I have jumped to the wrong conclusion, yet again. And you are mostly clothed. A good fourth of our Returned are naked and embarrassed, not that they need to be.”

      “That doesn’t seem odd to you?”

      “What is this world but oddities? The moment you think you’ve seen it all, something will come and turn your world upside down.” His words were accented with something, and the man looked deeply into Dhane, producing a rather cold and alien touch.

      Dhane projected his affinity of light and divinity, not entirely appreciating the touch and certainly not wanting to reciprocate. Then again, calling for the affinity of a Reditus may be considered disrespectful.

      “So! Dhane, follower of the Sisters of Death, would you like to tell me how you died?”

      There was something about the man that didn’t feel . . . human. In a way, he seemed similar to Gameus. No aura of warmth, though a sort of disconnection from normality.

      It was quite possible this man could see through lies with those arcane, godlike eyes of his. And so the best answer to give was a simple, “No thanks.”

      “I understand,” Owen said. “And though you have not partaken of my services—which are open to you at any time, whether or not you have recently died—would you mind donating some mana?”

      “You need mana?”

      “Yes, the cemetery requires mana to work. And while it may seem odd, the Reditai do not have any mana in this world. We work entirely off of donations.”

      Owen summoned a pearlescent orb from the air. It slid down his hand, then up onto the tip of his finger, spinning slowly. “Any donation will help.”

      Dhane considered this, then shrugged. He summoned 89 of his 90 mana—not wanting to give it all lest he became Mana Drunk—and applied the swirling liquid of power to the orb.

      Owen’s eyes glowed a little, infused with shimmering flakes of gold and silver. He drew his brows together, a pinch of distaste or perhaps confusion wrinkling his nose. “Your mana is . . . quite pure.”

      “Mana has purity levels?”

      “Oh yes, there is mana of light and of vile shadow.” The way he said it seemed to imply he was expecting a tainted form of mana, as if he wasn’t really after a donation at all.

      Oh, shit brownies. Dhane died to throw people off his trail and yet here they were, a mana hound, testing him for impurities. But he passed! Even if there were suspicions, they had no proof. Their test failed and since he was of light, their tests would always fail.

      Dhane stood and quickly equipped his black shirt. Simply having a thin layer of fabric to cover himself with, seemed to dispel whatever was happening in the priest’s head.

      Owen stood and smiled, then offered his hand. They shook, and he said, “We appreciate your donation, Dhane of light. Please go with peace and return should you find yourself in need of a good ear.”

      Dhane plastered on one of his fake ass smiles, nodded, said his farewell and left in such a way to reveal none of his uncertainties that boiled beneath the surface.

      Outside in the garden, a dozen guards turned their stares on him, but did nothing to stop him from leaving. It was then and there Dhane vowed to never die again, to never speak to a Reditus priest, to never give the people of light a reason to be suspicious at all.

      From then and there, he’d be a model citizen.
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        * * *

      

      Argh, shit! He barely had twenty minutes before training would start for the day. He sprinted down the street, past groups of people talking in wild excitement, past the ruins of a building that had lost one too many support beams and toppled over.

      Good distraction? Octoralis projected.

      Dhane jumped at the sudden mental intrusion, then twisted and turned, entirely expecting the large spider to be here in the busy street, in broad daylight.

      But she wasn’t.

      The only things he found were the confused and curious stares from onlookers, no doubt wondering how the crazy guy escaped from the local asylum. No, there was no local asylum. Maybe they needed one. . . .

      He tried to quiet the rush of his thoughts and projected back, Yes, it was a good distraction. This brought a swirl of happy warmth through his chest, a feeling that fought against the wave of itchy terror, as if spiders had burrowed into his skin, into his mind.

      There was no time for this, no time to tear his clothes off and poke around them with a shoe of +1 Spider Squishing. All he could do was hope, really hope, that there were no tiny spiders on him, whispering into his ear.

      I not physical, Octoralis projected. You have strange fear, Daddy.

      To which Dhane responded with a series of emotions, ranging from anger to fear to annoyance. This seemed to quiet the soul spider of haunting, leaving him to concentrate on where he was.

      He turned at one street early, opting to avoid Nick’s booth lest the man wanted to ask him about the broken armor, or load him up with new projects. This led to a rather long detour, and by the time he reached Cali Bali, he managed to run out of Stamina.

      Penny was sitting at the bar, picking at the food on her plate. She turned a curious glance his way, then brightened immediately with a radiant smile. “You’re back!”

      “But . . . not . . . for long,” he said between breaths. Nick hadn’t been kidding about expending all of his Stamina. Every muscle in his body seemed to burn, his lungs were dry and scraped with each inhale and exhale, making him cough. “I have . . . to get to the arena before I’m late. But wanted to see you first.”

      “Of course, you’ve got training. I’m just so glad you’re not out there anymore. What happened?”

      “Death, death”—breathe—“and more death. Good thing we can’t truly die.”

      “Take this,” she said and handed him her cup. “You’re crazy. You know that, right? Aren’t you afraid of dying?”

      He took a drink of something sweet. It immediately gave him back 20 Stamina and removed his Exhausted trait. “What is this?”

      “Oh, it’s Oomvat Berry juice and . . . slightly spiked. I had a terrible night, okay? Don’t you, of all people, judge me. It’s your fault. How am I supposed to sleep knowing you were stuck in the Wilds? Hmm?”

      Dhane placed the cup on the bartop and pulled her into a hug. “I’m truly sorry and most definitely in your debt.”

      “My debt?” she asked, pulling away. “The PK guild said some massive spider pulled you up into the trees.” She shivered at the thought. “They failed and returned my payment. . . .”

      “Yes, that did happen,” he said. “I can definitely check off being food for giant baby spiders from my bucket list.”

      Penny recoiled. “How are you even remotely sane right now? If only I acted sooner. . . .”

      Dhane laughed. “And here I thought you liked spiders!”

      “Not ones that eat you! And I was joking . . . teasing, flirting, whatever you want to call it.”

      “Look, it’s not your fault that I was out there, Penny. And I’m in your debt because you were the only person who tried to help. But, gah, I have to run. Let’s do something tonight at eight, okay?”

      “Really?”

      “Of course, I have to pay back my debts, right?”

      “Right,” she said with that radiant smile of hers. “Tenfold!”

      “Ten restless nights. . . .” he said, then kissed her so she knew he would never ever, ever ghost her.
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        * * *

      

      Dhane made it to the arena with time to spare. He felt great, like he had chugged a 5-Hour Energy drink and was ready to get stuff done. It was a new day with a new challenge waiting. Perhaps this time, they’d win and score 5 extra silver.

      He jogged up the steps where the groups were talking among themselves. Devron waved him over. The man was all smiles. Even Aaliyah, sitting on the stairs, seemed in good spirits, which was definitely out of place for her.

      “What happened?” Dhane asked, suspiciously. “Why are you guys so happy?” Maybe they finally did the deed. . . .

      “Hells, man, we won!” Devron said.

      “Yesterday’s challenge?”

      “You bet. And if it weren’t for your bit of insight, it wouldn’t have happened.” Devron summoned 5 silver coins and handed them over. “That’s your portion of our winnings.”

      “What insight was that?”

      Aaliyah stood, arms crossed. “He’s talking about loot. That the challenge ain’t just about killing mobs and shit.”

      “Truth!” Devron said, now beaming. “But that’s neither here nor there. The other teams got wrecked something awful when the rabbit hit the fan, if you know what I mean. And since you died—”

      “Again,” Aaliyah said.

      “Shh, lady, I’m telling the story this time.”

      “Whatevs, man.”

      “Anyway, where was I? You died! That’s right. When you died, the soul stone transferred to Aaliyah. When she died, it transferred to me. And I thought, ‘Well, I can just sit here and do nothing or pick herbs.’ I mean, why not, right?

      “And that’s what I did. Herbs, herbs, herbs, all day long. Turns out, you can make some decent money collecting herbs. And did you know that every stack of 10 herbs is worth more than selling them individually?”

      Huh, that was an interesting tidbit. It probably applied to all stackable items, at least to some degree. So 10x Duram Boar Meat would earn more than selling 10x of them individually. Kind of the opposite of wholesale.

      “And you know what?” Devron asked. “I wouldn’t mind just going back out again to collect resources. I even got myself a sickle! Hells, man, it makes harvesting herbs more efficient. And while it’s equipped, I can see other herbs, like your Ceraleaf. I couldn’t even see them because I’m no assassin.”

      “What about training?” Dhane asked.

      Aaliyah threw up her arms. “Man, that’s what I’ve been asking. He’s eager to ditch our party now that he’s discovered his green thumb.”

      “I’m not growing plants, Aali,” Devron said. “I’m harvesting what’s there. And I’m not saying we split the party or anything like that, but we don’t need training, do we?”

      “Whatevs Dev, it’s easy money, and you never know whatcha gonna learn. Yesterday it was herbs, today could be something better.”

      “And that’s why I’m still here, alright? Not taking off unless you two are on board.”

      Aaliyah was about to say something else, though the arena door opened and Gorlan stepped out. The Master of Arena led a train of exhausted Cobalins, all hauling their own blocks of stone, all wearing scraps of clothing.

      The sight of them, their miserable state, their complete lack of hope, it was heart-wrenching. Then Kuby stepped out of the door, looking afraid, eyes skirting this way and that while trying to stay in line.

      The Cobalin spotted Dhane, and for the briefest of moments, the sides of his lips tugged upward. Though then, one of Gorlan’s helpers cracked a thin stick against his back, making him cry out and stumble forward.

      “Today!” Gorlan said in his booming voice, holding an uncharacteristic grin. “You get to kill your first Cobalin!”

      The Cobalins didn’t even react. They seemed entirely aware of why they were there. Perhaps death, to them, was a momentary release from this hell. Maybe they volunteered.

      With Gorlan’s few words out and mixing with the groups, the man turned and entered the main gate to the arena. Everyone followed him through the maze of large hallways that eventually led out to the sands.

      There were a few Reditai off to the side, wearing their long white robes. All of them, male and female, had white hair like Reditus Owen, despite their otherwise youthful, serious complexions. Their eyes sparkled in the sunlight, shimmering bits of gold and silver.

      Had they always been at the trainings? Perhaps they were there to assist those who died. But if that was the case, he would have seen them on the first day of training after he died to the dummy bird.

      Devron frowned and whispered, “Ugh, man, I don’t see what so grand about killing slaves. We could be independent, make our own choices, you know?”

      It wasn’t a bad idea. In fact, being out on the arena floor where Cobalins were lining up to be slaughtered, leaving felt more and more like the right decision.

      Ever since he joined this training, he had taken on more risk of being discovered. What type of risk was there to just go out into the Wilds and harvest resources?

      A day of hard work, of exploration, of finding little treasures to bring back to the merchants, that sounded like so much fun. They could even buy rudimentary items, like an axe and pickaxe, to further improve yields. And should they run into the occasional mob, there was nothing wrong with a bit of experience.

      “Alright,” he said and Devron looked surprised or . . . something: a flicker of different emotions.

      “You mean it?”

      “Yeah, I think going—”

      Gorlan thrust a meaty finger his way. “Winners of last challenge, you’re first! Come!”

      Everyone turned to watch Dhane and his party. Kevin, being very un-Kevin-like, flashed him a thumbs-up and grinned. There really was no understanding that guy.

      Aaliyah tilted her head with a bit of exasperation toward where Gorlan waited. She seemed to say, Everyone is waiting, let’s gooo! Then, when Dhane didn’t move, she decided to lead the group instead.

      They walked to the front and a helper shoved Kuby from the line of Cobalins. The small, green Cobalin, stumbled into a circle, dug into the sand. He stood at the center, shaking and holding his stone.

      “Cobalins!” Gorlan yelled, “are of shadow. They threaten our world, our people. Left unchecked, they bring destruction!” He pulled his great axe from his back and pointed it at Kuby. “Kill your Cobalin and gain rank. Be paid 10 silver instead of 5.”

      It was like a brainwashing exercise. Everyone would be forced to kill a Cobalin to normalize it, to paint them as the enemy, and ensure no one even tried to talk with them, to understand them, to befriend them.

      Gorlan pointed his axe at Dhane. “You’re first.”

      Kuby slowly nodded his head, prepared to die. But why? Dhane volunteered to join this training, he most certainly could volunteer to leave it. And so he said, “I’m not killing a defenseless slave.”

      “What!” Gorlan yelled.

      “And if this is the type of training we’re to expect, I’m done. You can keep your silver.”

      Gorlan’s face scrunched up and darkened. A jagged vein, running from temple to forehead, throbbed, like his face was a mask and whatever underneath it, fought to escape.

      “Hells to the yeah,” Devron said. “I’m done, too. This ain’t what I signed up for. You don’t teach anything, you throw challenges at us and watch us die. And you think this is some lesson? Where’s the challenge? It’s just sad, man. You’ve got a Cobalin fetish or something.”

      “That’s a mark!” Gorlan said. “To you both. Kill your Cobalin!”

      Dhane shook his head and turned away, stepping directly in the path of the Reditai, led by a tall woman with fine white skin and hair, perfectly tied to fall artfully down her back. Her eyes were more silver than gold.

      “Take the whole party,” the woman said and guards marched forward at her command.

      Take? Dhane took a step back. All of the groups of trainees were watching with wide eyes. Some cupped their mouths, others were just loving the drama. Kevin seemed upset for some reason.

      “You have no jurisdiction here, priest!” Gorlan yelled. “These are my trainees. This is my arena!”

      “Is that true? It sounded like they left your counsel. Even so, we act on the Royals’ authority in response to allegations from one of your own trainees. We are well within our rights.”

      A trainee? It had to have been the red-head, the guy that had pointed at the giant spider behind Dhane right before dying to a horde of enraged rabbits, and the guy who current stared at the arena sands, unwilling to watch.

      “That is absurd!” Gorlan yelled.

      “You wish to train traitors, Master of Arena? We all have our responsibilities. If we’re wrong, we’ll pay these trainees their day’s worth of silver and you can have them back. No harm done.”

      A guard grabbed Dhane’s arms, forcing them to the middle of his back, wrapping his wrists in something that surged with hot energy.

      “You’re . . . arresting us?” Dhane asked. “For not wanting to kill a slave?” It was ridiculous, but at the back of his mind, he knew it was far more than just that. This had only fed more into their suspicions. Shit! And all he wanted to do was be a model citizen, to blend in.

      “I ain’t with them!” Aaliyah yelled, shrugging off a guard. “You want me to kill a Cobalin, right? Ain’t got a problem with that.” She spun her spear around and marched up to Kuby, who was stiff-backed, holding his stone like a shield.

      Aaliyah swung the butt end of the spear around, slamming it against Kuby’s stone and knocking it to the sand. She then triggered something and the spear shifted so the point was forward again. She jabbed the tip into Kuby’s stomach.

      The Cobalin cried out and fell to his knees, the silvery-white of his soul leaking from the deep puncture wound. Then she struck again, and again, tearing the light out of him and spilling red damage number to float skyward.

      The glow of white started to envelop Kuby’s form, though she kept attacking. “Goddammit, they are so stupid!” she yelled. “They just wanna pick herbs all day, though that ain’t what this place is all about.”

      Finally, with her last attack hitting nothing but sand, she stopped. She was . . . crying? It was so far from the Aaliyah he knew, Dhane didn’t know what to do.

      All he could feel was a swirling mix of emotions, some not his own: a deep anger, a hate, a desire for justice for Kuby, for all of the Cobalins. Maybe they were his emotions, just reflecting back at him from the entity that shared his soul.

      I’ll kill them! Octoralis projected. Daddy, please. Let me fight-fight-fight, I can do it, I can hurt them, give pain.

      No. The Reditai were only suspicious. If a giant spider appeared and started attacking everyone, that’d be the end of it. They’d know he was an entity of shadow without a doubt.

      “I want the entire party,” the Reditai leader said, her cold silver eyes taking in all the other trainees, as if daring them to force her hand and take more than just the one party.

      Aaliyah, now acting very much like Aaliyah, whipped her spear around and jabbed the tip into a guard’s mouth. It looked like it would kill him in a single thrust, though she couldn’t be more than a level 2, and the guard had armor.

      A -24 in white, shifted out of the guard and floated skyward. The guard staggered back and fell to the sand, just as another guard took his place. It required three guards to shove her to the sand and bind her hands with red rope.

      The Reditai leader stepped up to Dhane and whispered, “Your eyes betray you, shadowling. You cannot deceive me. I’ll deliver the truth, and then you’ll only know suffering for pretending to be one of us.”

      Something like that really demanded a witty reply. Dammit! He wasn’t in the right mindset for witty. But he also didn’t quite care about respect or what was socially accepted. He called to her affinity, sought it with his soul, as if to take it and strangle it.

      And in doing so, grabbed nothing. No affinity of light or shadow, just an empty void. She smiled an eery smile, an inhuman smile. But then there was something deep within that void, as if hidden, a mystery, a thing to be discovered.

      Dhane smiled back and whispered, “Whatever you say, Veritus Scyla.”

      She jerked away as if he had bit her nose, a flash of fear across her face. The reaction seemed so over the top, though then the knowledge at the back of his mind filled in the gaps.

      The Veritai were high ranked priests of the light, truth seekers, hunters. And in being a truth seeker, they took on a secret name that only other Veritai would know. To know the name of his enemy gave him power.

      Oh, shit brownies. He had to just beat the damn hornets’ nest with a baseball bat. There was no knowing what she thought, glaring at him from those silver eyes, but it couldn’t be good.
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      Apparently, high ranking priests of light didn’t appreciate their souls being sucked on by shadowlings. Once outside the arena, the guards blindfolded Dhane with a thick, black cloth, wrapped so many times around his head, and so tightly, his brain felt ready to explode.

      He was shoved into a carriage of sorts, arms held by a guard sitting on either side. It was downright uncomfortable, sitting with his hands bound behind his back, cold and tingling from blood loss. He tried to adjust his wrists—find a less painful position—and the moment he did, a jolt of hot energy surged up his arms.

      He yelped, and the muscles along his back, contracted involuntarily, making him arch and smack his head against something hard. It lasted for only a second, leaving the smell of burnt flesh in the air. The guards snickered and Dhane thought to let Octoralis eat them.

      Oh, Daddy, can I?

      The temptation burned strongly, though they still had no proof he was of shadow. Revealing his class would confirm their suspicions. Not to mention, attacking a bunch of guards in the middle of the city would only get him killed. These thoughts were enough of an answer, and Octoralis projected disappointment.

      Dhane took in a calming breath and tried to listen, to focus on the things happening around him. A guard said something to the driver, then a whip curved through the air and cracked. Something large and furry grunted. The sounds of metal wheels with twelve spokes each, ground against the stone and vibrated up from beneath.

      Okay. . . . Well, this all brought about an interesting revelation, one that seemed quite late to the party: he didn’t need to see to see. It was as if he were a spider, sitting on its web and listening to the vibrations of its world, only, in this case, everything was connected: the guards, their weapons, the people outside gawking at the passing carriages.

      It all looked like it did when he was in the Cobalin’s fodder pit, no source of light at all, just the lines of everything, as if they gave off a slight glow. But it wasn’t a glow, it was a vibration.

      Sight was like a cone, it directed his attention to what was ahead. Even in a pitch-black cave, the fact he expected to see within this cone of vision, limited him to it. Without that limit, and a lot of concentration, he could feel his way out in all directions.

      There were at least two other carriages, one ahead and one behind. Beyond that, the lines became blurry. Maybe . . . the cone of sight wasn’t such a limitation, though a focus.

      In the Cobalin cave, he didn’t have any problem seeing as far ahead as he could above the surface. But trying to sense all directions at once, or even directions he wasn’t facing, seemed limited to thirty or forty feet.

      No one spoke during the fifteen-minute ride that continually crept upward, like they were ascending a mountain, or . . . of course, the palace roads. And Dhane was perfectly happy to sit and explore this newfound ability.

      guards shouted commands, wrought iron gates swung open, and people—some in armor, some in flowing fabrics—ran and walked and talked and pointed.

      Ha! Words were nothing more than vibrations, sound waves. It was why he could hear the wolf riders last night, despite the distance. It only took a bit of intent to zero in on what he wanted to hear.

      “Is that,” a woman said from outside, “the Veritai?”

      “Must be,” a man said.

      Another man turned to the couple. “My friend in the arena said they caught the monster that invaded last night.”

      The woman looked relieved. “Oh, thank goodness! Such vile things shouldn’t be in . . .“

      Her voice faded away as the carriage turned into a side road, one that ran into a tunnel. Or perhaps a cave. Once through the opening, the ceiling curved upward and around stalactites that had been brutally hacked off.

      The smells of fresh air, the feel of a slight warm breeze through windows, and the sounds of foot traffic all changed. It grew colder, damper, and the sounds had an echo.

      A few minutes later, the carriage came to a stop and Dhane was shoved out of a door into an underground courtyard of sorts, nicely arranged with circular patterns of cobblestones.

      “I ain’t a shadow!” Aaliyah shouted. She struggled against two guards, wearing her own blindfold, trying to fight and failing terribly.

      Devron stepped out of the third carriage without protest and unassisted. In fact, he didn’t even have a blindfold on, nor were his hands tied behind his back.

      Veritus Scyla stepped out after him. She summoned a bag of coins, the amount hidden on some label Dhane couldn’t see. The label wasn’t physical, and thus didn’t vibrate, though the bag seemed large and heavy.

      I hurt him! Octoralis projected, feeding streams of rage into Dhane’s chest. It stung and ached and throbbed. Devron? Out of everyone, Devron was the absolute last person he’d have thought to backstab a friend.

      The guards shoved Dhane toward a large doorway. Crystals hung from the rock ceiling, likely filling the cavern with light. He walked, though also paid acute attention to his once friend, as if he could seize the man with tendrils of darkness and scream What did you do!

      “You should remain in the palace for a day,” Veritus Scyla said, quietly. “That should absolve you of any suspicion. Then you can return to training if you like.”

      “You gonna release Aaliyah, though, right?” Devron asked. He deposited the coins to his phone. “It’s like I said before, she has nothing to do with this.”

      “You have my word. That is if our tests prove that she’s not of shadow. You understand, do you not? We cannot take such chances that the corruption hasn’t spread.”

      Devron looked down, fists clenched. He nodded and followed the high priest and her entourage. Servants approached, guards saluted, and people spoke their greetings.

      The guard on Dhane’s right smiled and tapped the other guard. He was carrying a spear, a follower of the hawk. Apparently, even men could be amazonian princesses.

      The guy thrust the butt end of his spear in front of Dhane’s feet. Really? One would think the guards would be more professional than this, especially in the employ of the Veritai.

      Dhane casually stepped over the spear, which produced a set of deep frowns from the two guards. The other guard motioned for the spear wielder to try again, as if the first time was some fluke.

      Apparently, it wasn’t enough to just try again, for the two guards moved in such a way to really drive Dhane to the ground in a display of incompetence, to show that those of shadow couldn’t even walk properly.

      The amazonian thrust his spear at Dhane’s feet, though angled it a bit higher to make it impossible to miss this time. The second guard shoved Dhane forward.

      Dhane used the force from the second guard to twist and step over the spear, then locked it between his legs and twisted around again. The spear jerked out of the grip of the one guard, swooshed, and clanged against two helmets, knocking the guards to the cobbled floor.

      Everyone’s attention shot to Dhane. He stopped. The spear clattered to the cobblestones, and he pretended to look around, as if lost, then proceeded to wander in the opposite direction of the doorway. “Hello? Where am I supposed to go?” he called, lacing his words with innocents.

      “Incompetent!” Veritus Scyla yelled. “These men are no longer in my employ. Juchon?”

      “Yes, high priest?” a man said, stepping out from the small crowd of servants. He wore a full suit with a thin tie and stood at average height. Perhaps everything was average except his attire and his complete lack of hair.

      “Take the shadowling to that fool Ink Master of yours. Stay with him until the tests are over. Is that clear?”

      “It’ll be done, high priest.”

      Juchon jogged up to Dhane and gently pinched his sleeve, as if touching him would be enough to corrupt the man’s soul. “Right this way, sir. And be mindful, we have many guards. An attempt to escape will only result in a painful punishment.”

      “Escape?” Dhane asked, feigning surprise. “I just want to clear my name from your witch hunt.”

      Juchon didn’t have a reply to that and instead, led Dhane through the large doorway to an even larger hallway of glossy stone. It was interesting how he could tell—the vibrations seemed smoother, cleaner.

      The walls were decorated with many frames of large canvases, covered in varying layers of paint, not really forming anything of note, except for maybe indistinct figures. It was like appreciating the art by how it felt to slide your fingers across the surface.

      Juchon led Dhane to a curving stairwell as wide as the main hallway. A squad of four guards followed them. Aaliyah was somewhere above, noticeable only by her distinct footfalls on stone. She had stopped fighting for the moment.

      Two levels up and at the end of a smaller hallway that opened into a rounded room, Juchon stopped. There were padded benches along the wall, forming a sort of waiting room with one large door.

      Juchon tugged Dhane’s sleeve and explained where the seats were. Dhane pretended to feel around for the benches with his foot before taking a seat next to Aaliyah.

      The man gave the guards precise instructions, then turned to the door. He raised a fist, as if to knock, though then exhaled a breath and pulled the door open, slipped inside, and closed it behind himself.

      This seemed to cut off a lot of the vibrations Dhane could feel. There were shapes like chairs and a desk, though they were fuzzy and dim.

      Dhane leaned against the cold wall. This whole place felt uncomfortable. It was too cold, too precise, too clean, too ornate, and seemingly void of anything living, like flowers or trees.

      If he had to be in a cave deep underground, he’d much rather be with the Cobalins. They had a sense of family, of warmth, of fun and spirit. All of their buildings were imprecise, plopped down at the wrong angles, and yet if he could, he’d snap his fingers and switch places without a second thought.

      Of course, the Cobalins also had Taco Tuesdays, tabletop games, and a complete lack of torture chambers. One or more of those things seemed quite nice at this given moment, which only reminded him how he had missed dinner and breakfast.

      He sighed. “So, how’s your day going? Anything new?”

      “New! They think I’m a shadow because of you!”

      “Hmm, not going well then?”

      “Goddammit, not well at all!”

      She seemed scared, covering it with anger. But she didn’t have anything to fear. She wasn’t half light and half shadow like he was, made responsible for balancing the two affinities, ally and enemy to all.

      And though he didn’t know, they just might have a way to confirm their suspicions. Oh, how he wanted to talk with the Mother of Shadows, ask her Is this what you wanted?

      But besides the state of the world, the injustices happening every day, he couldn’t help but think he was going to get stuffed in some forgotten place for all eternity, and Penny would think he abandoned her, ran for the hills, or something ridiculous.

      Sadly, he couldn’t just outright ask Aaliyah to pass on a message without giving everyone more reason to doubt his innocents. So he asked instead, “Hey, just in case you don’t get out of here, want to me pass along a message to someone?”

      “What the fuck, man! You thinkin’ I’m a shadow?”

      Dhane shrugged. “I don’t know, are you?”

      “NO!”

      “I’m sure a shadow would say that. . . .”

      “It’s cuz I’m black, ain’t it? That’s why you’re thinkin’ I’m a shadow.”

      “Hmm? I don’t think you’re a shadow.”

      “Right. Look me in the eye and— Pfft. Whatevs, man.”

      “No message then?”

      “Fine. Tell Dev he’ll make a shitty herbalist.”

      “I . . .” Dammit! Devron was cool. He was the guy that helped people, made them laugh, and feel included. And now Dhane was supposed to hate him? He finally said, in a more serious tone, “Aali, Devron is the reason we’re here.”

      “Dev? Because he wants to abandon training? Pfft.”

      “No, because he collected a bag of coins by telling the Veritai that we were of shadow.”

      “. . . Whatevs, man,” she said, voice tainted with an edge of doubt. “You don’t know him like I do. He . . . he wouldn’t do that.”

      From the other side of the door, a man yelled, “I can’t test them blindfolded, you inbred dolt! It’s an inkblot test. ‘Tell me what you see. Black? Black! You must be evil!’ ”

      Dhane leaned closer to Aaliyah. “If I don’t get out of here, tell Penny at the Cali Bali inn, okay?”

      The door opened and Juchon rushed out, then turned, finger raised. “The high priest demands—”

      “Out!” a short, old man yelled, standing atop of a chair. He had a wild beard that dropped all the way to his waist. “You have no say here anymore, Jui. I don’t want to hear it. Just because that woman is of weak soul, doesn’t mean we have anything to fear.”

      “I can’t leave! I’m to stay until all—”

      “Juchon! You bald, insecure aberration. Until you return my damn shampoo, of which I have no inkling of an idea of what you are using it for, you are NOT WELCOME here.”

      “But—”

      “DID. I. STUTTER?”

      Juchon snapped his mouth shut, took in two deep breaths while staring daggers at the old man, then turned away with as much sass as he could manage.

      He marched up to Dhane, looked like he’d grab his arm, though instead pinched his sleeve and pulled on him to stand. “You are . . . to be tested by the Ink Master.” His voice shook. “Walk this way.”

      “Jui!” the Ink Master yelled.

      “I’m leaving! And until you return my dome wax, I’m keeping your blasted shampoo! I’m the one who bought it in the first place!” Juchon stomped off down the hallway, leaving a waiting room full of guards and an awkward silence.

      The Ink Master hopped down from his chair and entered the waiting room. “You two,” he said, pointing to two guards, “wait inside my office. Someone remove their blindfolds. Honestly, if those of shadow could just peer into our souls and suck out all our vitality or knowledge, we wouldn’t be winning, would we?”

      A guard raised a finger as if to say something, then the Ink Master said, “It was a rhetorical question. Now, off with blindfolds.”

      A guard moved up behind Dhane and untied the blindfold, then unwrapped his head. The light was suddenly a painful experience. It washed out all the little vibration lines, filling everything with distracting colors.

      The Ink Master wasn’t an old man. His beard was actually a bright pink, feathery scarf. He had light brown hair, neatly combed, and fair, lightly tanned skin.

      “Right,” the Ink Master said, “come and take a seat, we have a lot to cover.”
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        * * *

      

      Dhane sat in a little round office with two little round windows. Green fields and pink trees stretched toward the horizon. Beyond, looming over the entire world, was the massive Paradeise Vono, the Heaven’s Mountain.

      The Ink Master rounded his desk and sat in a chair barely a foot off the ground. He then proceeded to crank a device, slowly ratcheting his seat a half-inch higher with each slow rotation.

      The man had olive green eyes that watched Dhane for the three solid minutes it took before the Ink Master was at a height suitable to converse.

      “Apologies,” the Ink Master said. “I am Albert, the Ink Master for Ceratree City.”

      “You’re a psychologist?”

      “No-no, I just told you, I’m the Ink Master.”

      Dhane scrunched his brows together. “You were talking about reading inkblots. I’ve taken three psychology classes. Aren’t you giving me a Rorschach psychology test?”

      “Well aren’t you a mind wizard. I sure hope you’re not of shadow, they already outnumber us, they don’t need intelligence as well. But no-no, that is not what an Ink Master does. I follow the owl with a specialty in ink magic.

      “Using you as a conduit, I get to see into your soul. All of your secrets, your lies, your truths, they’ll be rendered in ink. I have my doubts that you are as they claim. A shadowling? What an outrageous accusation, though you might be aligned to their cause, and I will dig that out of you.”

      Oh, shit brownies. Dhane didn’t know anything about getting through a lie detector, other than maybe giving himself some form of pain on every answer. But this? This was a hundred times worse. How could he hide his true nature from something so invasive?

      Albert reached out and a long needle formed in the air. He took it and motioned Dhane to move closer. “Your hand, please.”

      Dhane held out his hand and Albert tapped the needle to the end of his index finger. It didn’t hurt whatsoever, though a pool of his shimmering silver-white soul, beaded there until the Ink Master pinched the air and pulled.

      A string of Dhane’s soul arched through the air. Albert summoned a large sheet of paper that covered his entire desk, and the soul struck at the very center.

      Every shade of gray ink bled into the paper. Blotches formed in random places, almost looking like a storm cloud. The ink constantly moved, shifting darker and lighter.

      “I see. . . .” Albert said.

      Well look at that, he lasted a good five whole seconds. If this large sheet of paper covered in black ink didn’t outright confirm he was of shadow, what would?

      “Yes-yes. . . .” Albert said and looked intensely at Dhane. “You have a very strong mind. Most people have random thoughts, though the ink hasn’t taken any shape with you. Curious, I say.”

      “Is that a bad thing?” Dhane asked, feeling a modicum of relief.

      “Bad? Heavens no, it just means I have a challenge, and I do like my challenges.” Albert cracked his knuckles and summoned a tiny notebook and pen. He scribbled something then asked, “Who is your divinity?”

      The first thing to flash through Dhane’s mind was the Mother of Shadows. Shit! He quickly focused on the Sisters of Death, watching the ink to see what would form, though it continued to shift around, formless.

      Of course. . . . The Mother of Shadows gave him protection from mind-reading. He had to allow his mind to be read, his affinity to be seen, his divinity to be known, just the same as when people called out to his soul.

      He projected the Sisters of Death, perhaps a few moments too late, and the ink quickly shifted to form the symbol of the snake divinity.

      “Ha!” Albert yelled. “I can feel you refusing to give answers, though I am a master, mind you. It is only a matter of time. Now onto more interesting questions.

      “Ceratree City, as you no doubt know, was attacked last night. Do you—” Albert stopped talking when the ink pulled away from the symbol of the snake and formed a highly detailed image of . . . Octoralis.

      Wait, he didn’t project that!

      Oh no! Octoralis said in his mind. I’m bad, bad-bad-bad! The image animated, now showing Octoralis hitting her head with her front legs as a form of punishment.

      “Most interesting,” Albert said and smiled. “We are getting somewhere now. Maybe—and I really hate to admit this, but maybe . . . the high priest is onto something after all.” He wrote something in his notebook.

      “Dhane, how do you explain your knowledge of this spider when you were reportedly dead?”

      “I . . .” Dhane said, thinking fast. “I died in the Wilds from a giant spider attack. The PK guild can confirm this. Everyone said a spider attacked the city, so maybe the two. . . .”

      “Yes-yes, it’s quite plausible to mix the two events. But what on earth is it doing?”

      “That’s . . .” Dhane paused. Octoralis shifted left and right as she continued to pummel her head, repeating bad-bad-bad, stupid spider, Daddy in danger because of dumb me. “That’s,” he continued, “the . . . mating dance.”

      “Oh my! I’m so very sorry.”

      “Me too.”

      Stop it, he thought back to Octoralis, then realized that while he may have mind reading protection, she didn’t, and she was currently in his soul.

      Albert wrote something in his notebook, mouthing the words Fornicates with spiders.

      “Whoa! I didn’t want to!”

      “Hmm? Well, I can’t see how that can be verified. These are merely the facts. But I’ll add a note.” He mouthed, But says he didn’t like it.

      Oi, like that didn’t paint him in a bad light. Dhane was losing this damn fight of wits. And worse, Octoralis knew everything that he did and could likely project incriminating evidence.

      Dhane focused on the vibrations in the room. Everything vibrated to some degree, everything was in some form of motion. Even so, while he could see normally, focusing on those vibrations were quite difficult. He barely made out the guards standing only a few feet away, hands on weapons, watching the animated ink with great interest.

      He summoned Octoralis under the desk in her smallest form, which happened to be a few inches. She materialized from strands of smoke that seeped out of Dhane’s skin. . . .

      He froze for two seconds, gauging the room for a reaction that never came, then let out a slow breath. Stay out of sight, he thought to Octoralis.

      I will, Daddy. I stay here. I no bite tiny man.

      As soon as she had materialized, the ink lost its form, which seemed to dispel the room. Dhane needed to gain an advantage here, needed to distract the Ink Master somehow.

      “Can I . . . that is,” Dhane said, “do you mind if I take notes?”

      “Notes? How peculiar. I suppose I don’t mind, though whatever you write will stay with me and can be used against your case. Understand?”

      Dhane nodded and the Ink Master summoned another small notebook with pen and handed it over.

      “I’m going to say words and see where your thoughts take us,” he said and paused for a moment before saying, “Food, friend, lover, divinity, enemy, ally, light, shadow, slave, Cobalin.”

      As the Ink Master listed words, Dhane carefully projected images of . . . an impossibly dense roll, Nick, Penny, the Sisters of Death, the Raging Rabbits, Aaliyah. But for light and shadow, he didn’t know what to project and instead projected Kuby for slave and Cobalin.

      “Okay-okay. . . . Show me something sad,” Albert asked.

      Dhane had an idea, and since it aligned well with telling the truth, he confidently projected Kuby’s death. The ink swirled together to show the frightened Cobalin. It moved just as he remembered it, then Aaliyah attacked.

      “This?” Albert asked. “You think a slave of shadow dying is . . . sad?”

      “Hmm,” Dhane said, then grabbed his notebook and wrote something. “Interesting.”

      “What is? What are you writing?”

      “Nothing of consequence. As to your question, that is what I projected.”

      “How odd. I sense no deceit from you. You do know why you are here, correct?”

      “I understand the allegations.”

      “And you know that the Cobalins are our enemies?”

      “Of course.”

      Albert wrinkled his forehead and stared for a moment, then asked, “Show me something that made you upset.”

      Again, revealing the truth was easy. Dhane projected Challenger Terry backhanding Kuby and the stone falling on Kuby’s foot. The ink swirled to show that amused gleam in Terry’s eye as he smiled at the poor Cobalin.

      Albert wrote something in his book, then paused. “I don’t think you understand the severity of your situation.”

      “Most interesting,” Dhane said and wrote something else.

      “What is interesting! How are my comments interesting? You are providing quite the damning evidence against yourself and you think my comments are . . . interesting?”

      “Yes, very troubling, actually.” Dhane wrote some more and nodded to himself as if the words on the page revealed some deep and important truth.

      Albert jumped out of his chair, took two steps across the desk, and snatched the notepad from Dhane. He read the notes aloud as if doing so would reveal new truths that could be rendered in ink.

      “‘The Ink Master is in favor of slavery. He has no problem with abuse and torture and . . . war crimes’? You’re twisting everything!”

      Dhane motioned for him to continue.

      “‘This evident form of apathy points to depression from a recent breakup that the Ink Master is . . . clearly not over’? You know nothing of my life! I am so . . . so very over Juchon.”

      Dhane raised an eyebrow. “The simple fact that you haven’t returned his property,” Dhane said, now steepling his fingers as a show of confidence, “suggests that you don’t want the special connection you have with Juchon to end.”

      “No . . . I . . . you. . . .”

      And now for a rather big risk, a cringeworthy one. It was time to make use of those psychology classes and repeat the words all psychologists seem to memorize before finals.

      “Albert,” he said in a soothing, soft, and very practiced tone, “this is a safe place. We bring the truth to light so we can understand it. Tell me how you feel about this new truth you’ve been suppressing.”

      The Ink Master slumped, then sat on the paper, ink swirling around his form. New images materialized to show Albert and Juchon together on a hike, rowing a boat, eating dessert, fighting real dust bunnies. The images laughed and talked and loved in perfect silence, a silence only art could depict.

      “We got into a fight,” Albert said and sighed. “The priests of light have changed, have become more assertive, demanding, perhaps even vicious in their pursuits.”

      “So Juchon is stuck between his loyalty to his job and his love of you?”

      “And he chose her!”

      Dhane pointed to a new swirl of ink, revealing a rather ugly depiction of Veritus Scyla, her hair messy, eyes evil, face contorted in rage. Clearly, this was how the Ink Master saw her, the woman that stole away his love. “Might it be more complicated than that? Does Juchon love his career?”

      Albert looked down at the table where Juchon was laughing at some unknown thing. “He does. He’s the kindest soul, wanting to help ease the pain for those who die in this world.”

      “Albert, I don’t think Juchon is over you.”

      “What? You don’t?”

      “Of course not. He’s holding onto your shampoo for the very same reason you won’t give back his dome wax. Neither of you wants this to end, and instead of trying to understand your feelings, you are both controlled by fear.”

      “Fear? It’s not—”

      Dhane raised his hand to cut him off. “Both of you have the same fear of losing the other, of being hurt. You lash out with insults because you’re trying to distance yourself so that when the inevitable happens, it won’t hurt as much. It’s a fear of emotional anguish.”

      “But he chose her over me. . . .”

      “You gave him an impossible choice that’s clearly eating away at him. Relationships are about compromise, are they not? But, as I see it, there’s only one real question here, do you love him?”

      “I . . . do. I do! I need to . . . to talk with him! I need to explain myself and fix this.” Albert jumped to his feet. “It’s so obviously clear now.”

      Dhane nodded and helped him down from the desk. He motioned for a guard to open the door and let the Ink Master out. “You do that. We’ll meet again next Wednesday at the same time?”

      The Ink Master nodded emphatically. “Thank you, thank you! You wonderful, brilliant, beautiful man!” He ran down the hallway, feathery pink scarf flowing behind him.

      Aaliyah, her blindfold removed, crooked an eyebrow. The guards exchanged confused looks. Then Dhane smiled and said, “Next?”
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      The rest of the day was met with pokes and prods, pain and insults, and a whole lot of suspicion. No one was able to crack the Mother of Shadows’ protection on his mind.

      When they wanted to see his affinity, they saw him in all his glorious, untainted light, following the Sisters of Death. When they tested his mana, it was pure. When they stabbed him, he bled like any other creature in the world. And of course he did. They probably just wanted an excuse to cause him pain.

      One bright man decided that screaming random insults would get his dark and evil energies to manifest. When nothing happened beyond a slight giggle—how was “Shriveled up granny toes” an insult?—they washed their hands of him and sentenced him to the dungeon.

      The guard, a woman with massive hands, pinched the back of his neck, fingers digging into his skin and drawing flakes of light. She unlocked a wooden and steel door with her phone and shoved him forward.

      The cell was a good three feet below, at the end of stone steps. She barked a deep, meaty laugh. “Watch that first step!”

      But then, of course, Dhane already knew of the first step and easily touched bottom, spun with arms still achingly bound to his back, and gave an elegant, performers bow.

      She screwed up her face—looking rather constipated—sniffed, then slammed the cell door shut before walking the long-distance back down the dark, damp, and cold stone hallway.

      “Visitor, visitor!” a spry old man yelled from the corner, lit only by a dim crystal. A thick metal collar wrapped his neck and was chained to the wall, maybe eight feet long.

      The man had a long white beard that dragged along the floor since he didn’t walk upright, though moved at a constant crouch. His arms and legs and pretty much everything else was bone thin and knobby.

      “I love visitors!” he said, voice scratchy and high pitched. His head was kinked all the way to the left, staring from blue eyes, thick wedge-shaped eyebrows playing pinball.

      At this point, it had become so common to call out to people’s affinity, Dhane didn’t even realize he had done it. The man had a tainted affinity of light, following the monkey.

      “Hello,” Dhane said with a bit of uncertainty.

      “You see my soul, you did, you did! You looked, you peaked, you pervert!”

      “I’m . . . not—”

      “You are, you are! No request for permission, you just look and take and think you know, but know you do not. I am more than light or shadow or symbol, I say!”

      Dhane considered this and nodded slowly. If it weren’t for the knowledge at the back of his mind telling him that such requests were considered a social norm, he’d feel—and had felt—them to be quite invasive.

      But socially acceptable or not, this particular person didn’t appreciate it. He said, “I’m sorry for not asking permission.”

      The man smiled, then stood upright to nearly seven feet tall, tapping a finger to his lips. “Unexpected reply,” he said, his voice less scratchy, more full and considered. “I think we will get along quite well. I am Reditus Leon.”

      A Reditus! Down here in the dungeon? Dhane stiffened. All the priests from their mysterious sects were strange in one way or another. They had that inhuman feel to them, as if only pretending to be human, though entirely something else.

      I eat him? Octoralis projected.

      No, Dhane thought back and felt Octoralis grumble about not being fun, then seemed to catch herself and started apologizing profusely about how bad she was and what type of punishment Daddy should give her.

      One of these days, he’d find a way to just let her kill and eat whatever she wanted. This thought brought a swirl of warmth to his chest, a smile from the soul spider.

      “It would seem,” Leon said, “you’re not a fan of the Reditai. Please, my boy, enlighten me.”

      “Why are you down here?” The mere suggestion of a priest of light being locked up beneath the Royals’ palace was absurd.

      “He answers with questions. . . . Why are you down here?”

      “The Veritai think I’m of shadow. They think I’m a vile evil that needs to be smooshed at the end of a stick.”

      “Ah, and are you what they say you are?”

      “Take a look if you want. I’ve passed all of their tests, what’s one more.”

      Leon laughed a hearty laugh and stepped forward. The chain attached to his collar grew taut, then the man pinched the sides of the metal and unlatched it from his neck. “Turn, let me see your bonds.”

      Dhane turned and a moment later, the energetic material that wrapped his wrists, fell away and vanished. To simply be able to hold his arms ahead of himself was a divine gift.

      Leon turned him back around and considered him with a serious look, though one that didn’t seek his soul, didn’t ask for his affinity. “I don’t care about affinity, light or shadow.”

      “Wait, really? You’re a priest of the light and you don’t care about affinities?”

      “Affinities reveals nothing of the character. But more in a moment! Come, sit, partake of my food and be welcome! I have not had a visitor for some months now.”

      “Months?”

      Leon turned and waved him over to a small cot against the wall. He had little bowls, cups, and tiny bags that rested on a stone shelf to one side, oddly not stored in his Inventory app.

      This all reminded Dhane that he had access to his hands again and could message Penny. It had been a very long day, and who knew if Aaliyah had been released, or if she had, whether or not she delivered his message.

      He summoned his phone and it flickered, the screen was transparent, bolts of red electricity dancing from corner to corner.

      Dhane frowned and Leon said, “Oh, don’t—”

      It exploded!

      A blast of energy surged into Dhane’s hand, arm, and chest. It burned like someone had thrown a Molotov cocktail at him, spreading hungry flames across his clothes to scorch and sizzle and melt away skin.

      He screamed and danced, slapping at his clothes that were most definitely not on fire. And then the sensation was gone. But not just that, he hadn’t even lost health.

      “What the hell was that!”

      Leon looked pained. “I was getting to that, my boy. It appears I should have warned you sooner.”

      “You think?”

      “Well, let’s not get testy about it. This is prison, you can’t summon your phone here. And now you know. Come, sit.”

      Dhane stood there, glaring at the Reditus as the man poked about his meager belongings. There were so many questions to be asked, so many unknowns. Of course, annoying the old man wouldn’t help, so Dhane, with an ample amount of reluctance, sat on the cot.

      Leon grabbed a cup and held it up to the wall where water trickled through a crack. Once full, he sprinkled something in it, stirred it with his finger, and summoned an already lit, wax candle, onto the floor.

      The flame danced, casting a warm glow to counter that of the cold, dim light from the crystal in the wall. Leon held the cup over the flame.

      Dhane sighed. “I don’t even know why I’m here. I mean, they ran all of their tests. Why can’t I leave?”

      “If you were of shadow, you certainly wouldn’t be here with me. They’d throw you in with all their captured mobs. They’d treat you like an animal or slave.”

      “So why am I here?”

      “My boy, that I cannot say. I imagine they believe time will reveal the truth, that if you were of shadow, pretending to be of light must require significant effort.”

      “If that’s true, why am I here with you? Wouldn’t they be worried I’d kill you?”

      “Or I you,” Leon said. “You think I’m feeble, though I can hold my own, that I can.”

      “Fine, either way.”

      “We share this cell because it’s the only cell for those of light. Prisons don’t really exist in this world. The threat of being thrown in prison for eternity is enough to keep people in line.”

      Leon poured the cup out into a new cup and handed it to Dhane. “Drink this. It’s my feel-good specialty.”

      Dhane accepted the cup and smelled the liquid. It had a sweet scent and was already hot despite only being heated for a few minutes. He tried it. The warmth, tinged with a fruity flavor, pooled into his chest.

      Then the world shifted on its side. The candle’s flame grew and turned at precise angles, drawing round and round into a hole at its center.

      Dhane couldn’t move, didn’t want to move. All of his thoughts seeped out into a void of nothingness, replaced by the flickering of fire, replaced with the warmth it provided.

      Leon’s voice wafted over the display of shifting colors and turning shapes. He had a soothing, calm voice, saying words over and over until those words took on the shape of butterflies with a color and pattern of flickering orange flame.

      Then all was replaced by nothing.
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        * * *

      

      “Breakfast!” a deep voice called from the cell’s door.

      Dhane snapped awake, lying in the corner with a blanket over him. He half expected to be hungover, to have a headache, to feel his pulse echo in his ears as his stomach twisted in knots. . . .

      But he felt perfectly fine.

      “What did you say?” Leon cried back in his crazy man voice, hunched over, head kinked to the side. “Son, speak up, speak up! My hearing isn’t what it used to be!”

      “I said BREAKFAST, you old man! And don’t you eat both of them.” A tray slid down the stairs, slapped against the cell’s floor, rotated once, and came to a stop. Two plates full of eggs, bacon, sausage, and toast with purple jam, clinked against each other.

      Dhane was famished. He hadn’t really eaten anything for well over a day now. While he didn’t feel weak, there was a gnawing ache in his stomach, a demon of a thing demanding to be fed.

      He threw off the blanket and scurried over to the tray.

      Leon shoved him back, screaming, “My food, mine, mine! Pervert doesn’t get food”

      “Share dammit!” the guard yelled, though Leon kept screaming. Finally, the guard opened the door and marched down the three stone steps to the cell.

      He was a big man in full armor, brown skin, broad chest, and a sharp, no-nonsense glare, aimed at Leon and his two . . . empty plates. “You’ve gotta be kidding me. Ugh! I hate this job.”

      Dhane was still staring at the empty plates. His stomach was still staring at those empty plates. How did so much food disappear in a matter of seconds?

      I eat him? Octoralis asked, and at that moment, Dhane was conflicted between letting his soul spider eat the wiry old man, or doing it himself.

      The guard shook his head, grinding teeth. “You’re the biggest pain in my ass, you know that?”

      “What? Speak up!” Leon yelled back.

      The guard looked like he’d summon a weapon and chop Leon into tiny pieces, though instead, he marched back up the stairs and slammed the door. Footsteps clinked down the tunnel, leaving the old man alone, locked in a cell with . . . the darkness.

      Before Dhane could tear a limb off the man, Leon straightened and smiled. He summoned the food back to the plates, as if pulling it out of his Inventory app.

      “Hungry?” Leon asked and handed Dhane a plate.

      “How are you doing that? And why?”

      Leon shrugged and settled back on his cot. “They don’t serve lunch. Now Tanner, our lovely guard who has kept me company all of these months, has to get another plate made up for you. It’s good for him. Being a guard can be quite boring, I imagine.”

      It was a solid answer that Dhane simply couldn’t care about at this pressing moment. He shoved his mouth full of eggs and managed to bite a piece of bacon, sausage, and toast before swallowing.

      “Last night,” Leon said after a few minutes, “got a bit interesting. To imagine, you passed all of your tests only to let your guard down with little old me.”

      “What are you talking about?” Then again, he couldn’t quite remember what had happened. Couldn’t remember getting the blanket he had, now wrapped around himself. Couldn’t even remember lying down to go to sleep.

      “I gave you a little of my feel-good concoction and you spilled all your little, dark secrets. I imagine you’re the first human I’ve met to be of shadow.”

      Dhane stopped eating and just stared at the old man and his slight grin, eyes sparkling with a sense of victory. Tiny shards of ice sprouted legs and squirmed their way down Dhane’s spine. Dammit! He was entirely too trusting and should have never accepted a drink from a complete stranger.

      And what could he say in response to that? He didn’t even know what the old man knew. In fact, all of this could simply be a game to get Dhane to reveal himself.

      “I’m not of shadow,” he said as simply and casually as possible, then continued to eat.

      “Now-now-now, we’re already past that. Maybe you didn’t tell me last night, not with me giving you my medicine to help you sleep, but just now when you thought your secret had been discovered. You revealed everything I needed to know.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” And no, he thought to Octoralis, you cannot eat him. She sent back a mental sigh.

      “What I said last night was the truth,” Leon said, placing an empty plate to the side and leaning against the wall. “I don’t believe what’s being preached is true, that those of shadow are evil. Your affinity has nothing to do with morality or your character.”

      Dhane swallowed and considered Leon. “You never told me why you’re here, a priest of light, locked up in the only cell for those of light.”

      “Oh? I suppose I didn’t. It’s only fair to share if you care, am I right?” he asked, smiling. “I’m here because the Reditai have changed. Not all of them, of course, though enough to overthrow order. I stood opposed to the changes, changes that threatened the balance of this world.

      “What better way to silence the opposition than to throw the leader of said opposition”—he motioned to himself—“into prison? But it’s not like I don’t get my perks. Those of the Reditai who remain unchanged, often visit and give me gifts to pass the time.”

      “What do you mean, changed?”

      “You’re asking for information incredibly sensitive. . . . But if you are what I think you are, I’ll tell you everything I know.”

      “I just have to show you my affinity.”

      “Yes. I already know, of course, though trust goes both ways.”

      Dhane considered this as he chewed. The single truth that Leon had shared, the bit of information he had already heard from Mahai and the Mother of Shadows, was that the balance of the game was being threatened. It was the entire reason he had both affinities, of shadow and light, to be the bringer of balance.

      And now Leon spoke of the very same problem. He had been thrown into this prison cell for standing against the problem. Or . . . he was conveniently placed here as another test. . . .

      Everything had a risk. People did what they could to limit those risks, though sometimes they’d find themselves in a condition like this one, where there was simply no way to know whether he could or couldn’t trust the old, crazy man across the cell from him.

      Then again, the potential to learn something not even the Mother of Shadows knew, could change everything.

      Perhaps he could get Leon to sweeten the deal so that even if this were a trap, he’d gain something. “It’s a deal,” he said, “if you show me how you’re interacting with your phone without summoning it.”

      Leon laughed and sat up. “Of course, my boy. Your phone is a part of your soul. When you summon it, you only give it a physical manifestation. That doesn’t mean it has to be physical.”

      Huh. So his phone worked very similarly to how Octoralis worked. She was always there, a mere thought away that could also be summoned into the physical world. With that bit of knowledge, he felt for the device deep in his mind, in his soul.

      “It’s very hard to learn,” Leon said. “It’s like bending reality to your will. I’ve trained a few priests of light in the technique, but it can take months before—”

      Dhane withdrew his Cobalin sword. The outline of it shimmered in the air, exactly where he intended it to be. He touched it and the gleaming, silver metal materialized.

      Leon gaped, forehead screwed up.

      Dhane laughed. It felt good to laugh after everything that had happened. And now he understood how his phone worked, he wanted to check for messages from Penny. But that could wait. What Leon knew was of vital importance.

      “Go ahead,” he said, “call to my affinity.”

      Leon nodded and sent a tentative touch. It didn’t feel anything like Reditus Owen, who was cold and inhuman. This was like any other request from an adventurer or merchant.

      Dhane projected his affinity of shadow, following the Mother of Shadows, and his affinity of light, following the Sisters of Death. He could feel the affinities, see them in his own mind’s eye.

      Leon’s eyes widened. “Two affinities?”

      “I’m not pretending to be of light, I am of light.”

      “This is remarkable, my boy! You are the answer we’ve been waiting for. Proof that the changed are wrong. I need to get a message to the other Reditai.”

      Distant footsteps vibrated down the hallway, though not just one set, as if belonging to the guard returning with another plate of food, though many.

      “People are coming,” Dhane said.

      “Damn it all!” Leon whispered and motioned Dhane closer. “Listen to me. The Reditai were normal players, the same as merchants and adventurers. We cared about helping people overcome traumatic deaths. The Changed Reditai and Veritai wanted to take this further, they wanted to purge the world of shadow. They. . . .”

      The cell door opened and Veritus Scyla stepped inside, guards following behind. “Hello, Dhane. I trust—”

      “Veritus Scyla.”

      “Don’t you EVER use my name! It is not yours to speak, shadowling.” She took in a deep breath and raised her head so she could glare down her nose at him. “It seems you have tricked everyone of your true nature. But you can’t escape the test of death near a cemetery of shadow, can you? Where will you come back, hmm?”

      “You can’t do that!” Leon cried, taking on his crazy man act again. “You can’t, you can’t! Against the laws to kill.”

      Veritus Scyla scrunched up her nose when she looked at Leon. “How the mighty have fallen. And yes, I can kill him, I can tear out his throat if I should want. The Royals’ have given me this right, and I’ll exercise it however I please.

      “Now, guards, I see Dhane’s bindings have been removed. Please secure him for our final test. And Dhane, look on the bright side, should you revive in a cemetery of light, you’ll have proven yourself innocent.” She smiled at that thought, as if she knew without a doubt that he’d Return in the cemetery of shadow.

      A guard pulled Dhane’s arms behind him and wrapped a familiar, energetic rope around his wrists. The guard then turned him toward the door.

      Leon jumped up. “I say my goodbye, my goodbye. You take my friend, you do! Let me say my goodbye!”

      Veritus Scyle flexed her jaw and turned toward the stairs.

      Leon hugged Dhane and kissed his cheek, his nose, and his forehead. “Goodbye, goodbye, goodbye my friend.” Then he leaned in close, whispering, “They’re sacrificing souls. They don’t Return. Consuming them for power.”

      A guard tore Leon away and shoved him down on his cot. Then Dhane was led out of the cell, every bit of him tingling from the new, terrible knowledge that he could forever die, be consumed. And if he could, so could everyone else.

      Oh, shit brownies. . . .
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      As it turned out, the only cemetery of shadow in the city was beneath the arena. It ensured that the Cobalin slaves that worked there, or were sacrificed in the games there, couldn’t escape.

      And now, Dhane sat on a stone slab, surrounded by priests, entirely . . . naked. Or nearly naked, if a black leather collar with symbols around the band, counted for something. To Dhane, it very much did not.

      When genitals were given enthusiastic, unimpeded access to fresh air, it simply did not matter what else he wore—be it long socks, puffy black gloves, or even a damn ski coat—he was naked, perturbed, a little embarrassed, and a lot cold, this here being deep underground where sitting on smooth stone provided a modicum more comfort than a sheet of ice.

      Worst of all, they didn’t give him the decency to cup himself, not with his hands still tied behind his back, sending jolts of electricity up his arms at seemingly random intervals.

      The whole thing screamed orgy gone wrong. Very wrong. And somehow he was the one to be sacrificed to the sex gods. . . . Perhaps it would have been less uncomfortable if everyone else was naked.

      Then again, probably not.

      Vertius Scyla stood at the head of the slab. She seemed entirely content, as did the other priests. The only other person in the room that appeared less at ease than Dhane, was the poor PK guild member . . . Aditi, the Indian girl who had handed him a brochure in the marketplace.

      She probably didn’t think this was the type of work she was signing up for and looked ready to hightail it out of there, given that she was constantly staring at the open hallway.

      “This,” Veritus Scyla said, “is a death test. The Royals have given us permission to use this test to weed out those of shadow among us. There is no way to cheat this test. If you are of shadow, you will Return to this cemetery of shadow.

      “It is not our goal to harm those of light. As such, we shall use the gifted PK guild to help provide these tests in a humane manner. With us today is Aditi, to perform our first death test.”

      Aditi gave an awkward smile and half-wave to the silver and gold eyed priests. They didn’t seem to care how humane the death test was. Given what Leon said, they looked hungry, ready to consume his soul.

      I kill them! Octoralis projected, along with swirling emotions of fear and anger. This evoked questions about how sentient and aware she was. And if she were made from his soul, why was she a she?

      None of that mattered right now, not with the wolves waiting to rend him, limb from limb. But . . . No, he thought back to her. Right now, death was the only way to slip into the realm of divinities and talk with the Mother of Shadows.

      “Go ahead, Aditi,” Veritus Scyla said, motioning to the PK guild member. “Please help shed light on our accused.”

      Aditi stepped forward, eyes flicking about the others. She finally looked at Dhane, then looked down his body before snapping back up to his eyes. “Umm . . . hi newb,” she said, voice shaky.

      “Just do your job,” he said and tried to give her a reassuring smile, though the knot in his chest wouldn’t allow it.

      “Only thought we’d go on a first date before we got this far, yeah?”

      Dhane laughed and she smiled.

      “You’ah not hurt?”

      “Enough!” Veritus Scyla yelled and Aditi shrank. “Perform your duty and be done with it.”

      Aditi nodded vigorously. “I’ll do the needful,” she said, then summoned a dagger. It was a basic weapon, the blade thin and long, resembling more of a thick needle than a dagger.

      She placed the tip above Dhane’s heart and gathered pearlescent mana that seeped into the metal, making symbols glow. Then she pushed.

      It didn’t hurt. The blade pierced skin, becoming transparent, like it struck his soul instead, drawing no damage numbers. Something swirled into his chest, into the back of his mind, similar to the sensation of someone requesting his affinity.

      This . . . entity, asked that he accept it as his temporary divinity, to be Returned immediately, to bypass the normal transition from death to life. It felt like no other divinity, a hollow, mechanical thing, a tool more so than a god.

      More important than anything, it gave him a choice: to die and Return, or to reject the offer and live.

      No, Dhane projected back. He didn’t accept the divinity, nor could he. If it bypassed the divinities, then he’d have no way to speak with the Mother of Shadows. He’d Return to this very slab, only to then be sacrificed and die for real.

      But it was more than that, to reject the fake divinity’s offer meant he wouldn’t return immediately. It gave others time to do something. . . .

      Dhane focused on his phone, feeling it deep within his soul. There were missed calls from Penny and Nick, and a dozen texts, the details of them blurry, fighting with all the thoughts that crowded his mind.

      He tried to project a message to Penny, though it didn’t work. He had to silence his mind and concentrate on each letter on the keyboard.

      Aditi pinched her brows together in confusion. She slid the metal out of his chest, then stabbed it back in, as if she had missed the vital organ the first time. Then she did it again and again. “It’s not working. . . .”

      Dhane closed his eyes to better focus on his soul keyboard. It was like typing with only his pinkies. It didn’t help that with each passing second, death grew closer. If he didn’t send a message now, it’d be too late. No backspacing, no fixing typos, just the raw message of text and a prayer that Penny would understand.

      “This, like, never happened before,” Aditi said, pulling the dagger out of his chest again. The vibrations of her turned it up in her hand, inspecting it for damage.

      “Fine,” Veritus Scyla said, “then a normal death will have to do.”

      Pain speared through Dhane’s back and he screamed. A -18 in red lifted above him, taking with it his focus. The phone shimmered away in his mind’s eye.

      Aditi jumped back, eyes wide. The other priests summoned weapons, a tinge of excitement sparkling in their eyes, lifting the corners of their lips.

      A priest drew a blade across his arm, another stabbed him with a tiny knife. His health dropped to 8/45, and another priest thrust a long, curved sword toward his stomach.

      Dhane pinched his eyes shut, shoving himself deep into his mind, and clasped his phone. He couldn’t finish the message. Dammit! Though he could send it.

      A dense, hot pain surged through his abdomen, igniting a fire in his kidneys, marching fire ants of agony up his chest. His phone shimmered, growing transparent and he used every bit of focus to smash the Send button.
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        * * *

      

      Everything grew cold and gray and slow. Aditi had her back to Dhane, running toward the open hallway and away from the den of monsters, gleefully slicing away his silvery-white soul.

      The agony lasted only a second or two longer, before it slipped away with everything else, the world turning darker and darker.

      Dhane stood in the void. There weren’t any statues or pedestals or . . . anything. He drew in a deep breath, the memory of agony still fresh at the back of his mind, then exhaled slowly, letting it drift away.

      Still, there was nothing. What’s going on?

      Do not know, Octoralis projected.

      “You’re here, too?”

      Yes, of course. I always-always-always with Daddy.

      Something about that had a soothing effect, that no matter what happened, he could depend on his . . . spider. He was never alone, never lost to solitude. This all prompted the realization that he had come quite a long way in just a few days.

      But now they were here. . . . The Mother of Shadows must have brought them here, instead of just giving him life again. The fact that she wasn’t present sent alarm bells ringing, red flags flying, and a sense of dense, anxiety to nestle up into his chest and squeeze that thing that beats.

      Dhane summoned Octoralis. Smoke shifted off his skin— Oh, shit brownies. He was still naked, except for this stupid leather collar. “Hey, look away.”

      Oh, stupid spider! Dumb me. Turning-turning-turning, Octoralis projected and turned around.

      He mentally opened the Clothing app and re-equipped his clothes. The more he interacted with his phone without summoning it, the easier it became. Perhaps it was only easier now because he was in the realm of divinities.

      The collar, however, would not unequip. It seemed affixed to his neck, vibrating with the same sense of energy that empowered the ropes around his wrists. Even in death, he was bound.

      He closed his eyes and focused in each direction. The void’s eerily smooth, cloud-like floor, gave off no vibrations. It was strange and wrong, a sensation of constantly on the verge of falling since the floor didn’t feel like it existed, like standing on a sheet of perfectly clear glass over the Grand Canyon.

      The only good thing that this provided was a complete lack of competing stimuli. It felt like he could reach out in any direction as far as he wanted. He swept his focus out and around, further and further, straining his mind to see any—

      There! Something like a blip on a radar appeared and vanished. Octoralis crouched and he jumped onto her back, hands worthlessly held behind him. They raced across the nothingness, a shadow in the darkness.

      After a few minutes of sprinting, the distant vibrations grew more pronounced, more clear. It was a sound like music, played on the lowest strings of a giant cello, casting forth immense vibrations, a spotlight.

      It took another ten minutes of sprinting before they came to a pedestal, connected with thick strands of spider silk, vibrating whenever one of the Sisters of Death slid across them.

      “What is happening?” Dhane asked.

      “It worked,” the Mother of Shadows said, relief in her voice. She stood on her pedestal, shimmering silver legs and ruby body, as if some unknown, unseeable light glowed from above.

      “Barely,” Altera said, coiling her black form. “Must everything be ssso unfair! And now our time is practically over.”

      Niveus slithered around the pedestal, bringing her head up next to the Mother of Shadows. “Which meansss we cannot wassste what time we have.”

      “Dhane,” the Mother of Shadows said, “everything is spiraling out of control. When the Veritai apprehended you, they did something that blocked us from seeing you, from sensing that you even existed. And now I see why.”

      “You do?” Dhane asked, hopping off of Octoralis.

      “That collar is imbued with symbols of disguise. It is a magic from Butterfly, a divinity of shadow. I should have seen this! When I first lost contact with the Cobalin slaves, it should have been obvious that those of shadow had been betrayed. . . .” Her voice seemed more distant, quiet, like someone had started turning down the volume.

      “. . . would make anyone,” she continued to say, softly, “appear to be of shadow. Return to a cemetery of shadow when . . .”

      Oh, shit brownies. . . . If this collar made anyone look like they were of shadow and return to a cemetery of that affinity, then Veritus Scyla probably didn’t even know he was of shadow.

      It’s all a ruse. They didn’t care about the war, they simply wanted more power, more sacrifices, more souls. She used Devron’s accusation for justification, then forced Dhane to wear the collar for the death test, to provide evidence. . . .

      The priests of light will be cherished for their work, will receive more power, more souls, and eventually, no one will be able to stand up to them.

      The Mother of Shadows and the Sisters of Death started to shift away from him. Dhane walked forward, never quite closing the gap. His transition from death to life was finalizing. He’d be torn from this realm and Returned to who knew what waited for him.

      It was at that moment he realized that this just might be the end for him. He could wake from this dream and be sacrificed to fuel whatever powers the priests of light were after.

      If the Mother of Shadows couldn’t sense him, couldn’t watch over him, then she didn’t know what Leon had told him in the prison. She didn’t know what the priests of light were doing.

      The Mother of Shadows was saying something, though Dhane cut her off. “The priests are sacrificing souls for power!” he yelled, voice sounding quiet. “They are consuming souls!”

      “Survive!” the Mother of Shadows projected to his mind. “Whatever you do, escape and survive. You are—”
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        * * *

      

      Dhane woke on a cold slab of stone, hands smashed beneath his back. He sucked in a breath, steeling himself for what was to come. They’d fight! They’d fight with everything they had until the damn priests were forced to kill him and wait for his next Return.

      He wouldn’t give them a chance to perform whatever soul sacrificing ritual they had planned. If they wanted his soul— Dammit! Come and pry it out of me!

      Octoralis agreed, pounding the rhythm of war deep within his soul, feeding him with a rage that silenced all other emotions that would only hinder him.

      He shifted his weight and performed a perfect kick-up, landing on his feet and taking in the room. There were no . . . priests. It was just him and . . . Challenger Terry, comfortably sitting in a chair, scratching at his blond beard, reading.

      The man looked up, completely unconcerned with Dhane’s glare, and slid a bookmark into his book titled Fifty Shades of Love. “So it’s true, then.”

      “Where are the priests?”

      “You look like you’re ready to run a marathon Naruto style.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Getting paid. Ten silver an hour to sit and read. Those priests are probably back in their little cave bunker, licking their wounds.”

      “Their wounds?”

      “Oh yeah, and they are not happy. Once news got out that the priests had a human of shadow, people were clambering to see you. You’re public enemy number one, a damn celebrity. In fact!” he said and summoned a white card, “I’ll remove your wrist binding if you sign this for me.”

      “I. . . . You didn’t answer me about the priests.”

      “It’s nothing. The priests put up a big fuss about throwing you in prison for eternity, but that’s no fun. People want to see you die a terrible death in the arena!”

      Of course they did. . . . “When?”

      “Tomorrow. And the next day. And the next day. That is until the people get sick of seeing you die.”

      Dhane scrunched his brows together. “And if I win?”

      Terry laughed a deep, jolly, booming laugh. “I mean—” he tried to say, though looked up at Dhane’s glare and then continued, gasping for breath, wiping tears from his eyes.

      “It’s not that funny!”

      “You’re what . . . level one, two? You’ve got no hope in there. People aren’t paying to see a fight, they are paying to see a slaughter.” He let out a breath, shaking his head. “It’s like watching a Challenger fight a Cobalin!”

      “And if the Cobalin won?”

      Terry fell out of his chair to his knees, his laughing, echoing throughout the room. “Oh man! Oh, haha! You should be in comedy. A Cobalin win? Are you insane? Have you seen a Cobalin?”

      I eat him! Octoralis projected and Dhane hesitated. He was so prepared to fight, to kill anything in his path, but the priests were gone. Without the priests, there was no immediate threat of being sacrificed.

      Attacking Terry, a Challenger, would get him killed. And death would rob Dhane of any time to prepare for tomorrow. He was only safe while the public found him interesting. The moment they stopped paying the ticket price to see him killed, he’d be tossed into the priests’ stew pot. The End.

      Dhane drew in a settling breath. He needed to bide his time. Maybe the unchanged Reditai could help him, that was, if what Leon said was true, that Dhane’s existence proved the changed Reditai as being wrong.

      He stepped off the stone slab, gave Terry an unamused glare, then turned to show his wrists. If the Challenger wanted his autograph, so be it. He hated the burning, electrical rope.

      “New terms,” Terry said, standing.

      Dhane turned back. “What do you want now?”

      “Nothing too crazy, just a picture. No one is going to believe your signature is the real deal without a picture. You have anything shadowy you can do?”

      Dhane had an idea and so nodded.

      “What about your clothes. That’s not very frightening.”

      “You do know that I’m just like you, right?”

      “How do you mean?” Terry asked, brows pulling together as if the very notion of them sharing anything was disgusting.

      “I’m a person. I lived and died on Earth. I loved video games and books. You’re treating me like some monster, just because in this world, I follow a different divinity.”

      “That’s what a monster would say. Here’s the thing, shadowling, you are a monster that looks like a human. Your divinity is unholy. You were put on this world to give us real people a challenge, an objective. So you can pretend to be human all you like, though you’re not . . . tricking . . . anyone.”

      “Gah! How stupid are you?”

      Terry shifted so quickly his arm blurred. It slammed against Dhane’s cheek, sending him head over foot to the ground, like a wrecking ball had crashed through his skull.

      “I am a Challenger! You’ll show me respect, shadowling. Is. That. Clear?”

      A silvery-white glow leaked from the corner of Dhane’s eye. He touched it with his fingertips automatically, his mind reeling from how fast everything had changed.

      That heat, that rage, that need to survive against all the odds, stormed through his chest. He ground his teeth, staring at the Challenger, as if he could tear his soul free and shove it down a garbage disposal.

      Was everyone like this, so damn blind and ignorant? They danced to the music of the game, not capable of thinking for themselves, or . . . were they too afraid of what they’d find? Afraid of change and losing their position in this world, even if it meant tormenting a few souls.

      Dhane didn’t answer Terry’s question. The man wouldn’t get any respect from this shadowling. No respect, no autograph, no picture. The only thing Dhane would happily give him was a slow, agonizing death.

      Bide my time. . . . The thought slivered down his spine, almost as if it came from somewhere else. An echo from a distant place. It was a truth that he was so eager to throw away. But for what, pride?

      Dhane looked away and though it tore his soul asunder, he said, “Yes . . . sir,” nearly growling on that last word. It was the best he could do, and though he’d rather have called him a shit-head that deserved no respect, he clamped his jaw tight so no such words would slip out and find themselves freely heard.

      Terry stood over him, an imposing figure in his dark leather and chain armor. He grabbed Dhane’s arm and yanked him to his feet, triggering the ropes that bound his wrists.

      A hot jolt shot up his arms, forcing him to arch his back. He managed to not cry out, only because he had focused so much effort on keeping his jaw clenched.

      If it weren’t for Terry, he’d have arched his way back to the ground. Even so, Terry watched with a disturbing grin. This guy had a love affair with torture. If he could get away with it, he’d probably tie Dhane up and cut his flesh away, one tiny snip at a time.

      Unfortunately for Terry, and rather fortunately for Dhane, Terry apparently had orders. If the Challenger was good at anything, it was following orders.

      The two of them marched down a series of stone hallways, barely lit by dim crystals every ten or so feet. Sounds of all types slipped along the stones, vibrating the air. It was a cacophony of chaos, growing louder with every step.

      At the end of the final hallway was a large door, wrapped in bands of steel. A barred square at the door’s upper center, looked into a massive room, crawling with vibration lines that revealed cages . . . pens, full of creatures of every type.

      Terry knocked on the door twice.

      A face appeared beyond the barred opening of an Asian guard. His chubby cheeks covered in uneven facial hair, as if he didn’t quite understand how to shave.

      The guard’s mouth dropped open slightly and he fumbled with a heavy lock before opening the door. “Sir! Th-this is the, uh shadowling?” The man’s chubby face expanded to a chubby everything else, barely covered by the standard armor of plate, the joints bulging and bending in the wrong places.

      “You were to have a cage ready.” Challenger Terry said, all humor he had displayed minutes ago, gone completely. He seemed like an entirely different man, on edge, ready to hurt something.

      “Of-of course, sir!” the guard said. He slammed the door shut and slid a chunk of metal into the wall, then grabbed a mounted torch. The torch decided it didn’t want to go, and the man cursed, laughed nervously, and yanked on it all the more until the handle snapped in half.

      The guard pretended nothing out of the ordinary had happened and waved for them to follow. He walked ahead, leading the way into a grand chamber, barely lit by dim crystals, half of them exhausted of mana, casting large swaths of the chamber into darkness.

      The guard’s torchlight flickered about him, spreading its orange-yellow glow out into the black void where things watched, their eyes like burning disks of metal.

      The chamber seemed as big as the above arena. Monsters were separated by type, filling pens with a dozen of them of various levels and sizes. They growled and hiss and attacked the bars that held them captive.

      Finally, the guard stopped next to a sizable, empty cage. It had a cot, blankets, and a basin with fresh water running into it. He summoned a ring of keys and proceeded to unlock the door when Terry said, “No, I don’t think this will do.”

      “It-it-it won’t . . . sir?” the guard stammered.

      “You’re thinking of this shadowling as a person. It clearly isn’t,” Terry said, then started to walk down a path, lined with other cages of every size. He eventually stopped next to a tiny cage, one maybe three feet tall with little symbols carved into the top. “This one.”

      “But— I— I . . . see what you mean, sir. Of-of course! Whatever cage you believe is best.”

      Bide my time. . . . Dhane reminded himself, drawing in a deep breath and doing his utmost best to ignore Terry, to ignore everything he was trying to do to get under Dhane’s skin.

      The guard opened the small door and Terry shoved Dhane down into the tiny, cramped space, hands still pinned behind himself, now pressed against bars while his knees had nowhere to go but into his chest. He didn’t even have enough room to sit straight up, the cold metal ceiling, forcing his head to the side.

      Terry kicked the door shut and laughed. “A little cage . . . for a little monster.”

      Dhane glared, then before he could clench his jaw shut and fight back saying anything at all, the words slipped out, “Your cage must be huge, shit-head.”

      Maybe it was just the glow of the torch, though the man seemed to have changed color, a darker shade, one that went well with the vein popping out of his head.

      Challenger Terry grabbed the bars of Dhane’s new home, twisted and, threw it. The world whooshed by, followed by a deep clang of metal against stone that exploded in blinding waves of vibrations.

      The cage rolled more than once, then slid a few feet. Dhane’s weight pulled him forward against the cold metal bars that cut into his knees and one ankle. He could barely breathe with his whole weight compressing against his lungs.

      “Leave it there!” Terry said to the guard, who had scrambled to fix the cage, to return it to a place of order.

      The guard immediately stopped. “Of-of course, sir!” Then without any further words, the guard left with Challenger Terry, their torchlight growing distant, leaving behind Dhane, tossed away like garbage, confined, miserable . . . enraged.

      Dhane tried to calm himself, tried to control that thrashing organ in his chest. He couldn’t breathe—minute after passing minute—and the more he worked himself up, the worse it became. He needed to calm down. He needed to be in control.

      And yet, his mind continued to race through everything that had happened, through everything that would happen, all the way until he would cease to exist in both body and soul. The panic seeped into his lungs, into his muscles that wanted to move, to not be contained anymore, to—

      Stop! Breathe. Focus. He shoved everything away, replaced it all with a solid blackness: a void of thought, of emotion, of pain. He took in slow, measured breaths, accepting the reality as it was and his place in it.

      Then, with all the distractions gone, he pieced together bits of a plan. A plan to survive. A plan to get revenge. A plan that started this very moment.
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      Dhane had one massive benefit wrapped into a tiny package. His Ring of Rest combined with the fact that he had only really been awake for a few hours—death wasn’t without its perks—meant he had the entire night of full, restless energy to prepare.

      This combined with the tiny and oddly overlooked fact that he was of shadow, gave him an element of surprise. No one knew what he could do. To shove him into a tiny, weak cage and leave him far away from supervision, only revealed arrogance and stupidity.

      But he only had one chance here. They wouldn’t make this mistake twice in a row. If a spider bit you, it was only human nature to avoid the spider in the future. Then again, this was a heaven of people who had died, so perhaps such reasoning wasn’t sound.

      The monsters in the closest pen to Dhane’s cage were growling, reaching long claws through their bars, as if they had any hope of succeeding in snagging a midnight snack. But no, they were a good six feet away, controlled by their programming despite the impossibility of their desired task.

      When he summoned Octoralis, the growling immediately cut off. Her form, nearly a dozen feet tall, dwarfed all of them, and soon thereafter, the monsters were huddled on the far end of their pen.

      “Push me over,” Dhane said.

      I can do it! Octoralis projected. She tentatively touched the cage and pushed. It shifted once and clanged like a gong. Well, so much for being quiet.

      She then stuck her ugly face— Sorry! he thought back to the flood of emotions that swirled in his chest. She . . . broke the lock on the cage while Dhane kept his eyes pinched shut.

      It was one thing to ride the top of a giant spider, and another to have a staring contest with all of those . . . eyes, inches away from his face. “And I can’t help what I think, okay?”

      Daddy no like me. . . .

      “I like you perfectly fine,” he said, then did his best to roll out of the cage, which turned out to be a pain in the ass, smashing fingers, scraping knees as he tried to wiggle out of the tight confines.

      Finally, he stood and stretched and breathed, savoring the tingling sensation of freedom. Well, freedom from the tiny cage. He still had the damn electrical rope around his wrists and was somewhere deep below the arena, full of guards and challengers.

      Octoralis projected an emotion of disbelief, accented with sadness and a feeling of being unwanted.

      “Hey,” he said, standing a few feet from the thing of nightmares. Looking up at her face, her eyes, her fangs, made his skin crawl. “I mean it. I like you. I trust you. I’m just also a bit terrified of you. Are you scared of me?”

      Octoralis shifted left, then right. Yes. . . .

      “Do you like me?”

      Of course, Daddy!

      “Well, it’s a lot like that for me. Now, shall we go say hello to our warden?”

      Octoralis projected a smile and crouched. He jumped onto her back, careful not to give the electrical eels around his wrists a reason to be perturbed, and she sprinted forward.

      This massive chamber was divided into eight pens, each large enough to hold a dozen or two monsters of a single type. Octoralis moved down the center path, then veered to the left, following a smaller path to a dead end.

      She shifted up the wall without a bit of trouble, and with Dhane being an arachnomancer, even one without the use of his hands, he had no problem holding on with his supernatural, gravity-defying ability.

      They shot across the wall, onto the ceiling fifty feet up, and eventually found themselves above an unsuspecting, chubby guard, eating what looked like a slice of cake while reading something on his phone and chuckling.

      Octoralis crept forward along the wall and down toward the guard. They were perfectly silent and practically invisible. Even if the guard looked up to see what that sense of doom was all about, he probably would have shrugged and gone back to stuffing his face.

      They could kill the man and escape through the labyrinth of tunnels. Though Dhane had a different plan, one that didn’t get him surrounded by enemies and a swift kick to the realm of unliving for eight or so hours.

      Besides, there was no knowing what would happen if he killed the guard. Maybe they had an alarm system of sorts that would send out a text message to everyone. Killing would be the last resort.

      Dhane let go, flipped, and turned in the air, landing in front of a very surprised guard. The guard immediately coughed a chunk of cake that splattered on Dhane’s black shirt.

      “Dude!”

      “Oh-oh! I’m so, so-so-so sorry!” the man said, doing his best to smear half dissolved white . . . stuff into Dhane’s shirt. “I mean, you scared the—”

      “— cake out of you?”

      The guard stopped, then started to smile, almost looked like he’d laugh, though then something must have tickled his brain because it all shifted to a scrunched-up forehead. “Wait a single lickin’ minute, y-you are supposed to be in a c-c-cage.”

      “I had to go to the bathroom.”

      “Huh?”

      “It’s a joke,” Dhane said and sighed. “Here’s the deal. Actually, what’s your name?”

      “Tom.”

      “Here’s the deal, Tom. I didn’t like that cage. Can you blame me?”

      “Oh-oh, nooo, not at all.”

      “It was a bit small, you know?”

      “Yeah! I had the per-perfect cage for you.”

      “I saw that. It was nice. Everything a monster like I would want. It had a bed, fresh water, and space to move about.” As he explained these good elements of the larger cage, Tom nodded, as if he had thought through these things and was in complete agreement.

      “So,” Dhane said, “would it be too terribly out of the question to request that as my cage?”

      “Not a . . . problem! I’d be ha-happy to assist.” While such a statement routinely found its place in bland customer service, Tom seemed to really mean it.

      The guy deposited his slice of cake to his phone, dismissed the phone, then turned and regarded the torch mounted on the wall. He took hold of the thick shaft that was very much bolted into place and started yanking.

      “I don’t . . .” Dhane started, though then the torch snapped in half and Tom smiled like he had won another participation prize.

      Tom waved Dhane to follow and so he did. They walked down the main path, Octoralis a few feet behind them, only noticeable by how the different monsters reacted.

      Some monsters had high levels and were not bothered by a giant spider. Other monsters enjoyed their fight or flight programming, sprinting outright into the bars at the far ends of their pens.

      Tom laughed. “They uh, sure are acting strange around you.”

      “I doubt it’s me,” Dhane said, glancing back at Octoralis. She laughed, much like a smile, though more bubbly.

      “You kidding me? They’ve never been like this. I think you’ve got to be the real de-deal. Got to trust the instincts of monsters, ya know?” He reached the large cage and summoned his ring of keys.

      “Hey, can you free my wrists?”

      “Well, don’t know about that.”

      “I’m going to be in a cage, aren’t I? Have you tried to sleep with your arms tied behind your back?”

      “Plenty of times!”

      “Oh, really?” That seemed rather unexpected. “Why would you do that to yourself?”

      “You do what your dominatrix says. . . .”

      There was an awkward pause, then Dhane said, “Well . . . how did you like it?”

      He shrugged and looked down. Apparently, he didn’t like it much at all. “I’ll ta-take it off once you’re inside, ya?” Then he froze like someone paused an old VHS video, right down to the slight twitching.

      Octoralis was looking over Dhane’s shoulder, giving poor Tom the stink eye, or the you-better-do-what-Daddy-says eye . . . eyes? The simple knowledge that she was there, peeking over Dhane’s shoulder, visible by the hundreds of tiny, dim vibration lines, was almost enough to get him to take two leaping steps away, though he held his ground.

      Evidently, there was something between fight and flight, for it didn’t appear Tom was breathing. Maybe this had something to do with his death, his inability to move despite something very dangerous looming overhead.

      “Tom?” Dhane tried.

      “Aiwawoo. . . .”

      “I love you, too. . . .” Dammit! His hands were still bound behind him and now Tom was unresponsive. One would think a keeper of monsters would be more accustomed to such things.

      “Tom!” Nothing. “Tommm?” More nothing. “If you don’t take off my bindings, I’m going to feed you to my spider. You understand?”

      This seemed to break his infinite loop of big-spider big-spider big-spider. He jumped into action, eagerly removing the lightning rope.

      And it was about damn time. If Dhane was never again bound by one of these terrible ropes, it’d be too soon. They were the invention of an evil madman. But . . . it might come in handy.

      “Alright, now give me the rope and the keys.”

      “Th-the . . . keys?”

      “Yes. Tom, I am giving you a choice. You can either be spider food, or—since you seem like a decent guy—you can step into this fine cage, and not have to worry about a painful end.”

      Tom unlocked the cage, dropped both the lightning rope and keys into Dhane’s hand, then stepped inside. He didn’t even wait for Dhane to close the door, opting to do it himself in an energetically swift fashion.

      “Smart guy,” Dhane said, then mentally deposited the rope and keys to his inventory. This got Tom to raise his eyebrows.

      “How did you do-do that?”

      Dhane snapped his fingers, pointed, and smiled. “Come to the dark side, we’ve got cookies.”

      “Do you have dominatrixes?”

      “No. . . . Not yet?”

      “Do I get my own spider?”

      “Maybe. . .? What’s your Intelligence?”

      Tom lit up with a bit of excitement, before spurting, “It’s a four!”

      Dhane made a few Ahhs and Uhhs before saying, “Sure can. But I have to be honest with you, I didn’t think you’d be interested at all.”

      “No one likes me here,” Tom said. “I get the most bo-boring work. Don’t even think this place had a gu-guard before me.”

      “You’re the only one?”

      “Ya. I sleep down here, too.”

      “Oh, damn, that’s rough. So why do you do it?”

      Tom frowned and shrugged. “Pays well. No one . . . will pa-party with me. I’m only a level 4 ta-tank. They say I ta-talk funny, though I can’t help it! It’s who . . . I am.”

      Stuttering was a speech disorder, though this was heaven. Shouldn’t such things be cured? Maybe they were and Tom didn’t realize it. He was stuttering out of habit?

      “Tom,” Dhane said, “you can party with me.”

      “Really?”

      “Of course. That is . . . if I can escape. . . .”

      Tom shook his head adamantly. “There’s no way. There are a do-dozen gu-gu-guards between here and . . . the Hall of Guilds.”

      Well, damn, back to Plan A.

      Dhane scratched at the leather collar around his neck. It surged with hot energy, promising him a great sense of pain should he try to remove it. If it were anything like the electrical ropes, having an explosion of energy shoot up into his skull would be most un-fun.

      “Alright,” Dhane said. “Can you take this collar off?”

      “I think so. . .?” Tom said and reached through the bars.

      Dhane backed away, holding up a hand. “Whoa-whoa-whoa, think? This thing is packed with a nuclear reactor. Can you show more confidence than that?”

      Tom grinned, and it was a good look for the guy. “I’ve ne-never removed one before, though from what I’ve heard, it only prevents the wearer from ta-tampering with it.”

      Dhane considered this for a moment, then decided it was worth the risk. But just in case the man tried anything funny, Dhane unsummoned Octoralis and summoned her again inside the cage.

      Tom watched the trails of smoke shift through the bars, then he dropped his jaw as a slightly smaller version of Octoralis materialized directly behind him. “So . . . co-co-co-cool. . . .”

      Maybe Tom really did want to be of shadow. Dhane said, “She’s just there for insurance, okay? Go ahead and take this thing off me.”

      Tom nodded and reached through the bars again. He tugged on something, making the collar tighter, its hot energy vibrating into his spine, running feelers up into his brain. Then it was off. It didn’t so much as release a static shock.

      Tom held the wicked device out, expecting Dhane to take it as he did with the rope and keys.

      “Put it on,” Dhane said.

      “Huh?”

      Tom might be a trustworthy fellow, sincere in becoming a follower of shadow, but after Devron’s betrayal and Leon’s tricks with his drugs, trusting wasn’t high on Dhane’s list right now.

      Assume they are out to get you, he thought, because it’s probably true.

      “It prevents you from summoning your phone,” he said. “Or really, it dissuades you from summoning your phone. And take it from me, if it’s anything like the prison, you really shouldn’t summon your phone once you are wearing it.”

      “But—”

      “Tom. When the others come down to get me, if you don’t have that collar on, they’ll wonder why you didn’t contact them, right?”

      “I-I . . . see,” Tom said, shoulders slumping. Perhaps he saw the implied distrust, saw that Dhane still had Octoralis in Tom’s cage, waiting for the guard to wrap the device around his throat instead of doing it in the morning.

      “Hey, I didn’t lie. If I somehow get out of this, you’re welcome to join my party.”

      Tom nodded and smiled. “So what are you go-going to do?”

      Dhane raised his arms and looked about the massive chamber full of neatly prepared monsters. “Enjoy the all you can eat buffet.”
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      Sarah walked down one of the way-too-many-god-awful tunnels that plagued this arena. She could never remember which direction to go, and the Maps app was a piss poor, piece of shit.

      She was grinding her teeth when she finally hit the cemetery of shadow, took a confident left turn down a hallway, leading a troop of guards, only to stomp her foot and spin around.

      The guards all clanked to a stop, running fronts into backs, shouting and cussing, then doing their best to make way for their leader to squeeze her tiny frame past them.

      She flicked a red curl from her eyes and glared at the terribly unhelpful, stupid sign that read Up up, Down down, Left right, Left right, B A Start.

      Gah! They had time to put up lame nerd shit, though couldn’t possibly be bothered to provide any fucking directions! She inhaled to the point of explosion and blew it out like a red dragon. In doing so, a tiny, wiggling worm of a memory popped into her head and she grinned, saying with total confidence for the sixth time, “This way!”

      She followed the hallway that connected to more random hallways, before eventually coming to a large door wrapped in steel bands. A barred hole at the upper center looked into an eerily quiet menagerie.

      She couldn’t see worth shit. Half the damn crystals in there were out of mana. Next time, she’d bring her own crystal, a lovely ruby to match her eyes with its stirring glow.

      Sarah gave the wood two hard knocks and waited. The guards behind her also waited, no doubt nervous about the shadowling human. To Sarah, the idea was quite fascinating.

      Could monsters really pretend to be humans so convincingly? She had to know. It was worth navigating the labyrinth and getting lost only a half dozen times to find out.

      And where the hell was the guard? She knocked again, harder this time, just in case the fatso down here somehow missed it the first time. Of course, doing so stung something fierce. She grabbed her knuckles, counted to three, and the pain was gone.

      A whole minute later, she was ready to huff and puff and blow the damn thing down. Her eye twitched. All that walking, all that anticipation, and now she was stuck here staring down a damn boring door.

      “Bloodbag, get up here!” she yelled.

      The guards shifted to the side to let a young man pass. He was barely eighteen, freckled, nervous, and awkward. “Yes mistress?” he asked in his uncanny, high-pitched voice for a guy.

      “Wrist. No not your right wrist. I swear it’s covered in shit half the time. Give me the left one.”

      “But we don’t—”

      “Left, now! Before you find yourself in a cemetery, missing the big event!”

      Bloodbag hurriedly rolled up his left sleeve and held out his wrist. She took it, none-too delicately, and bit.

      People didn’t have blood, of course, though that didn’t matter to vampires in this world, followers of the bat. They didn’t have their own mana, and so drinking that of others, allowed them to cast spells and empower their bodies.

      Sarah gulped and Bloodbag moaned softly, health points slipping away. His heartbeat pulsed through his wrist, faster and faster as she sucked. Then she pushed him against the wall, feeling a deep need to just bite a chunk of his neck out.

      Her chest rose and fell with a tingle of excitement to release her inner demon. No . . . not today. . . . To kill the kid today, right before an exciting arena event, would be brutishly rude, far more than was proper. Besides, she half forced him to come so he, too, could see the shadowling before everyone else.

      Bloodbag swallowed, lower lip trembling, eyes watching her mouth as if he was working up the courage to kiss her.

      Sarah pushed him aside, then kicked the door cleanly off its hinges, expending some of that mana that swirled warmly in her chest and down her extremities. Oh, how wonderful it was to be a vampire.

      She marched into the massive room, a room that had always been pandemonious, a grating noise from a hundred or more monsters, cycling through their obnoxious noisemaking programming.

      But now? It was silent. So incredibly, stupidly, silent. There was absolutely no way the monsters would just stop yapping and yowling. It was a silence that screamed. It cut deeply, holding a warning that even made her, of all people, uncomfortable.

      It was a warning of danger, of pain, of nightmares—a warning of a shadowling, pretending to be a human. A dozen guards fanned out to the sides. The door guard was nowhere to be seen.

      She walked forward, stepping on the door, the steel straps, bent in an attempt to defend against her kick, now made the door more bowl-shaped, wood splintering at the edges.

      Sarah shifted a bit of her borrowed mana into her eyes and all the blacks and shadows of the room, lightened as if the crystals had immediately renewer their mana reserves.

      Her breath caught in her throat. What the fuck. . .? There were no monsters, no skeletons, no Durum Boars, no Katsen, or any of the other mobs they kept here for the arena games. The place had been cleaned out thoroughly, left empty.

      No . . . not empty, certainly not empty. Down the center path, all the way against the far wall, she could see something. A shadow sitting on something white.

      The guards looked to each other, uncertainty lingering in the air. The captain asked to call for another troop as backup. She agreed, impatience and caution warring against the other.

      Grr, it’ll probably take them half an hour to get here.

      Five minutes later, another dozen guards marching into the room, and she let out an annoyed breath. The one and only damn question she wanted to ask was, how many of them knew the way and didn’t once advise her? They just watched her get lost!

      But were she them, and with her reputation? Perhaps it was understandable. Or perhaps they’d all end up as blood bags for this insult, and she could seriously fill her own mana reserves.

      “Challenger Sarah,” the captain of the new troop said in greeting, though then drew her sword and looked around.

      What a dullard, to walk down the hallway and not sense something being out of the ordinary until now? And that was why these worthless guards would never be challengers. They didn’t have the instincts for the fight, the drive to improve.

      Sarah didn’t answer the woman and instead started marching down the main path with her small army behind her. They’d serve as a distraction if it came down to it.

      Halfway to what only could be the shadowling, she stopped by a cage. The damn fatso door guard was peacefully snoring inside. Why kill everything except for this moron?

      Sarah kicked the cage hard enough to bend one of the bars. The entire cage, one of fairly decent size, lifted off the ground a few inches and slammed back down to the stone.

      The fatso turned on his side, saying, “Yes mistress, I can take another. . . .”

      “Get your ass out of bed!” she yelled.

      This prompted the guard to jerk awake and fall out of his cot. He scrambled to his feet, looking at all the faces of laughing guards before settling on hers. His eyes widened. “Ch-ch-challenger Sarah!”

      “What the hell are you doing in this cage?”

      “I-I-I . . .”

      “Speak, goddammit!” It was like talking to a damn toddler.

      “Th-the shadowling,” the guard said and motioned down the path. “He uh . . . forced me.”

      “I can see that. How? Did he just ask you to lock yourself up, did he bribe you with a wagon of cupcakes”—the guards laughed—“did he mind control you?”

      “I-I . . . ca-can’t remember. . . .”

      “You’re worthless, you got that? A worthless piece of shit! Whatever! You’re not my problem. Someone else can let you out, or maybe you can starve to death as punishment.”

      She glared at the man for five more seconds, then huffed and marched onward. What a stupid, stupid idiot. But could the shadowling have some form of mind control abilities? Could he erase someone’s memories? Nothing should be able to do that. . . .

      Sarah held out her hand and a large portion of her mana, surged down her arm like chips of burning coal, glowing beneath her skin. Blood swirled out from her palm into the shape of her blood scythe, black and red, with an impossibly sharp, jagged edge.

      The guards drew their own weapons: swords, spears, bows, and one had the glow of a mage, preparing whatever spell such a low leveled mage could prepare, probably nothing more than a light spell.

      The white thing she had seen from across the massive chamber, was nothing but hundreds of bones, shapes into a . . . throne? The figure at the top sat back, legs crossed at the ankles, wearing black leather armor. He had a cowl that hid his face in shadow, except she could see perfectly, see a mask of bone shards without eye sockets.

      Sarah stopped, a forbidding sense of dread seemed to exude from the figure in wisps of darkness. It was so damn exciting! Her heart did a little dance, her energies wanted to taste him, to feel his life force and see what made him different.

      She reached out with her mind and requested his affinity, requested a sense of familiarity, to try and understand this . . . thing of darkness. But there was nothing there, no spark of life, no shadow or light, no name or health.

      A statue? A trick?

      He uncrossed his legs and sat up. “Are you my escort?” His voice sounded young but mature, maybe late twenties or early thirties. It was a confident voice, matching his confident and at ease posture.

      But . . . shadowlings can’t talk! Those of shadows were like any other monster, entities made from darkness for those of light to slaughter. And yet here she was, standing below, unable to sense him while also, hearing his words.

      “Yes, I am—”

      “— Challenger Sarah. I have conditions,” he said.

      He knew her name? “Conditions?”

      “Yes. Something I expect in exchange for my cooperation.”

      She frowned. “I know what a condition is! You are a prisoner. You don’t get to have conditions.”

      “I don’t agree.”

      “It doesn’t matter! You are—”

      “Silence!” the shadowling bellowed and cages rattled. The guards took a step back, little -1s in white, floating above them. Then, in his normal voice, he said, “I am the King of Shadows. I have gone along with your capture to appease my curiosity.”

      King of Shadows? Warmth spread up her neck—this man was so imposing, so demanding, she oh so desperately wanted to remove his mask. Was there a monster beneath it, something soulless, black tar, a dozen eyes or mouths, something disgusting? Or a man, a human, an entity that could send shivers down her spine.

      “I will compete in your arena,” he said, “though should I win, you are to let me leave with my Cobalins.”

      The Cobalins? Of course . . . they were of shadow, and if this were their king, he’d want them back. “And if we win?”

      “Then I remain your prisoner.”

      “That’s it?”

      “If you do not agree, I will not fight. Your people will not get their show. I imagine the arena would look the fool for false promises.”

      “If you don’t fight,” she said, “you’ll be killed. That’s what everyone is paying for, after all.”

      “And should I die before the grand event?” He casually held out a hand and a long dagger materialized from nothing. It was drawn from his inventory. But without a phone? He then angled the blade at his chest.

      Shit! Stupid, stupid shit! The Master of Arena would be fucking infuriated if the shadowling were to die before the event. Everyone would be. They’d get hundreds of negative reviews for false advertising, the System might even drop a fine, and she’d take the blame.

      “You see?” the King of Shadows said. “You can have my cooperation. All I ask, on the condition that I win, you release me and the Cobalins. They are not meant to be slaves, abused by your kind. Kill them if you must, though play by the rules of the game.”

      She bit her bottom lip, thoughts racing, twisting . . . distracted by his sheer commitment and total lack of fear. His very voice commanded her attention, regal. This . . . was a king.

      Sarah stepped forward despite the protests of her guards. “I don’t have the authority to grant your condition,” she said and he started to pierce the dagger into his chest. “But! I can make your case, as long . . . as you meet my condition?”

      “Go on.”

      “I don’t believe you’re human. No human has ever been of shadow. Show me your face.”

      “I agree to your terms, though only you.”

      Sarah glared at her guards and they promptly turned. When they were all facing away, the King of Shadows stood. He was at least six feet tall with good posture.

      He carried himself down the bone steps with such poise, such elegance, smoothly gliding from one step to the other despite being completely blind by the mask.

      He stopped a mere three feet away.

      She swallowed the forming knot in her throat. Her inner demon swallowed. Anticipation buzzed in the air like she stood on the cusp of a giant storm, powerful bolts of lightning ready to strike.

      He didn’t even reach up to the mask to remove it. The shards of bone that were fused together, shifted away into smoke, revealing a gorgeous man.

      He had thick, dark brown hair that curled, hanging just below his chin. His irises were a teal with strands of blue and green. His . . . lips, velvet. He expressed no emotion, just maintained a state of deep mystery and perfection.

      Oh, she’d give anything to bite his neck. Just a nibble, a lick, a taste.

      “Satisfied?” he asked quietly, intimately, his teeth white, and the points of his canines longer than normal, almost as if he were a vampire. This little fact danced through her, like her nerves were playing ping pong.

      She wasn’t breathing. Oh, what was air in the presence of divinity? Though when she did breathe in to quell that quiet ache in her chest, he smelled of desire.

      “Are you single?” she blurted. What the fuck. . .? Out of everything she could have said. . . . Not only that, though he was eternally off-limits, the enemy, the king of the enemy!

      His mask reformed and he shifted away, ascending back to his throne. It was such a sharp and painful answer, not a No or Yes or a polite rejection, it was nothing and everything at the same time, and in that, it was probably the only answer he could give.

      Once sitting again, the King of Shadows said, “I have upheld my end of our agreement. Please see to it that my conditions are heard.”
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        30 minutes earlier. . . .

      

      

      Dhane quickly added the finishing touches to what actually looked like a pretty neat throne. It started more like a glob of white with a stool at the top, but four hours later, it had stairs and skulls and bones sticking out every which way.

      The inside was entirely hollow, built up by all the small cages he could find. It gave the throne some height, so he could look down on whoever came to escort him to the big arena event and his supposed slaughtering.

      Dhane wasn’t an artist by any stretch of the imagination, though the Building app included a lot of preset designs. Construction worked off of matter. To build a house, wood and stone would be the most efficient and cost-effective materials.

      But all he had were monster hides and meat and various scrap items from all the loot he had collected. The app took everything without complaint and charged a whopping 5 gold, 34 silver. Apparently, the provided loot wasn’t remotely close to the construction materials needed, and the app was making up the difference with money.

      It was a damn fortune. But . . . mobs also dropped money. And what was money if he couldn’t spend it? He paid the price and still had 64 silver and 37 copper left, a decent chunk most capable of affording a grand meal at any Ceratree City restaurant.

      The thought enraged his poor stomach. Being a prisoner was most definitely no fun. However, such thoughts, as painful as they were, kept him working. Soon. . . .

      The throne had grand ambitions, diminished by his lack of resources. It would have been so awesome to create an Iron Throne, made from a thousand swords, though instead of swords, bones.

      Oh well. It still came together rather well, leaving him with just enough bones for the final touch to his great charade: a mask befitting the King of Shadows.

      The people wanted a show, why not lean into their expectations? Why not pretend to be this dark thing that they were all so afraid of, that they wanted to see slaughtered in the arena?

      Since the mask didn’t have to provide armor or attribute bonuses, it was rather simple to make. The Crafting app included designs and tools to modify materials. He shattered bones into shards, then fused them together, paying 26 copper.

      Not only did the mask provide an air of mystery, it also effectively blinded him, making it easier to shut out his vision and focus on the vibrations. In battle, seeing in all directions could be his way to survival.

      A loud clatter rang across the massive chamber and people stormed in through the main entrance. Dhane quickly climbed the stairs to his throne and sat, then equipped his mask.

      This will work? Octoralis asked.

      “Honestly?”

      Always, Daddy.

      “Even in the worst-case scenario, the moment we’re above ground, we can run. Walls can’t stop you.”

      I am Master of Walls!

      “The King of Shadows and the Master of Walls. We make a good team.”

      But what of Penny?

      A cold, painful uncertainty swirled into his chest. He had tried to contact her last night, through messages and several calls, though she never once replied or answered.

      She didn’t even reply to his request for help before the priests of light killed him. Her other messages didn’t seem out of the ordinary. Aaliyah must have explained everything, though why the silence now?

      What if she was in trouble because of him?

      What if Veritus Scyla arrested her?

      We will find her, Daddy.

      Dhane smiled. He did his best not to think of the only other thing it might be, that Penny, learning that he was of shadow, didn’t want anything to do with him. He had lied to her, this person who had fought so hard against the corruption of shadow in her own affinity.

      He might have only known her for a few days, though that thought was soul-shattering. He hoped against all hope that it wasn’t this last possibility, that she’d at least hear him out, provided his plan actually worked.

      There was a small army of guards following a woman. She didn’t seem to be wearing armor, not with how the fabric hugged her slender form, curves instead of angles.

      She stopped at Tom’s cage, then kicked it. And wow . . . the entire thing lifted off the ground and clanged back against the stone, loudly. The vibrations were nearly blinding, washing out everything else for a few seconds, the lines turning to blurs.

      “Get your ass out of bed!” she yelled.

      “Ch-ch-challenger Sarah!” Tom said a moment later. So the woman was a Challenger. . . . She seemed to hold the same sense of arrogance and mightier-than-thou attitude as Terry. Perhaps all challengers were like that.

      “What the hell are you doing in this cage?”

      “I-I-I . . .”

      “Speak, goddammit!”

      Dhane ground his teeth, noting how they felt a little different. The ends of his canines were longer, sharper. Apparently, gaining thousands of experience in a single night had changed him somehow.

      What else had changed?

      You are more pretty, Daddy.

      “Pretty?” he asked.

      More like me!

      Oh . . . lovely. . . . He had always wanted to be more spider-like.

      Octoralis smiled, sending a flurry of warmth into his chest, evidently—and thankfully—missing the sarcasm. He sent his own emotional smile at her, one that wasn’t forced.

      Maybe being more spider-like wasn’t a bad thing. She made all the difference. Without her and her eagerness to help, he’d be alone, stuck in a tiny cage, and wouldn’t have gained eight levels last night, which for a dual-class, was quite the achievement.

      While it did take twice as much experience to level than everyone else, the level requirements started low and climbed quickly. Twice as much of a few hundred experience wasn’t much, not compared to his next level, level-11, that would take 10,526 more experience.

      Tom had said something, stuttering with apparent nervousness. This was the man’s true test, to be faced with those of his own side, those of light, and go along with Dhane’s plan.

      Challenger Sarah said, “I can see that. How? Did he just ask you to lock yourself up, did he bribe you with a wagon of cupcakes, did he mind control you?”

      And Tom replied perfectly, “I-I . . . ca-can’t remember. . . .” Score! Tom would be getting a spider hug and whatever cookies Dhane could figure out how to make, the guy was coming to the dark side.

      I give hugs!

      “Without fangs.”

      Of course, Daddy! Octoralis projected with incredulity.

      Now, everyone would think Dhane had some type of mind-altering abilities. Anything that distracted them or confused them, would help sell the illusion he was trying to create.

      Challenger Sarah went off on Tom, calling him names and putting him down. He was a nice guy and this woman was tearing away every shred of self-worth he had managed to build up.

      Was it odd to feel protective of the guy? To want to step out of the shadows and defend him? Tom was a friend now, stuttering and all. And yet, Dhane couldn’t leave, he had his own role to play.

      The small army advanced and Dhane leaned back and crossed his ankles, aiming for a look of casual indifference.

      Challenger Sarah summoned a scythe. It formed as if by some type of liquid that shot from her hand. All of the other two dozen guards, drew their own weapons, a fantastic show of strength, one that made Dhane a little nervous.

      Octoralis helped blur away the unwanted emotions and focus instead on anger, on the injustice toward Tom and the Cobalins, on what the priests of light were doing. He uncrossed his legs and sat up.

      First impressions were everything. He lowered his voice, taking on the air of nobility, of importance, and said, “Are you my escort?” The words slid along the dark, cold stones. Nailed it!

      “Yes, I am—”

      “— Challenger Sarah. I have conditions,” he said, cutting her off. It was what a king would do, right? Speak over that of his lessers.

      “Conditions?”

      “Yes. Something I expect in exchange for my cooperation.”

      She frowned a delicate mouth. She was probably very pretty and used to getting her way in all things. “I know what a condition is! You are a prisoner. You don’t get to have conditions.”

      “I don’t agree.”

      “It doesn’t matter! You are—”

      Dhane triggered Modify Vibration, a new skill that gave him control over the vibrations around him, including that of sound. This could amplify the vibration to deal damage, though sounds were considerably weaker than applying it to his weapon.

      “Silence!” he shouted, enhancing the sound. It burst out of him like a bark from a three hundred-foot dog, which was perfect. Perfect except for one tiny little miscalculation, that being his mask.

      The bone shards were perfectly aligned to reflect sound back. Dhane clenched his jaw shut and gripped the armrests of his throne lest he grabbed the sides of his head to stop his brain from rattling.

      Three seconds later, the pain was gone, as was 1 point of his health. Hopefully, no one was paying attention to that, for not only did it reveal he had hurt himself in the act, though that his armor had no health. . . .

      He continued, using his regal voice, “I am the King of Shadows. I have gone along with your capture to appease my curiosity. I will compete in this arena, though should I win, you are to let me leave with my Cobalins.”

      “And if we win?”

      “Then I remain your prisoner.”

      “That’s it?”

      “If you do not agree, I will not fight. Your people will not get a show. I imagine the arena would look the fool for false promises.” Or rather, he desperately hoped that was the case. The knowledge at the back of his mind held nothing about how the arena functioned. They may simply postpone the event without a problem.

      “If you don’t fight,” she said, “you’ll be killed. That’s what everyone is paying for, after all.”

      “And should I die before the grand event?” Dhane held his hand out, then focused on his soul phone. The Inventory app opened and a second later, his Cobalin sword materialized.

      This little trick Leon had shown him, made a huge difference. Challenger Sarah and the guards that were spread out behind her, looked awestruck, like he was David Copperfield and just performed some bout of unexplainable illusion.

      He angled the dagger at his chest, and their expressions amplified, shifting to a sort of panicked horror. “You see? You can have my cooperation. All I ask, on the condition that I win, you release me and the Cobalins. They are not meant to be slaves, abused by your kind. Kill them if you must, though play by the rules of the game.”

      Sarah stepped forward despite the protests of her guards. “I don’t have the authority to grant your condition.”

      Dhane shifted the thin slice of steel toward his chest.

      “But!” she said, quickly. “I can make your case, as long . . . as you meet my condition?”

      Huh, what condition could she have? A condition unrelated to the arena, to the Cobalins? He nodded slowly and said, “Go on.”

      “I don’t believe you’re human. No human has ever been of shadow. Show me your face.”

      Gah! He didn’t want to be known. The more people who could recognize him as the one of shadow, the harder it would be to sneak back into the city without guards freaking out.

      But she held a firm stare, as if everything rested on his answer, that she’d abandon him here to rot in this massive hole in the ground lest he eased her suspicions.

      He said, “I agree to your terms.” Then as the words left his lips, he realized that this was only her condition, and added, “though only you.”

      Challenger Sarah glared at her guards and they quickly turned around. She had a fierce authority over them. No . . . more than just authority or rank, she held a sort of fear. Perhaps the two of them weren’t so different. Were they both wearing masks for power?

      He stood and channeled every fiber of his being into what it was to be a king, how he should look, how he should move. He stepped down the stairs, giving each movement careful, exhausting attention. To slip or trip would end his illusion.

      Three feet from the woman, cut by curving lines of vibration, he deposited his mask. It dissolved to tendrils of smoke, which seemed odd. It was another one of those small changes.

      Challenger Sarah had vibrant red hair that curled, and eyes to match. Her skin was alabaster white, a statue of stark contrasts. She wasn’t breathing. Her eyes slid from his, down to his neck, then she licked her lips, seemingly unconsciously, sizing him up as if for dinner.

      “Satisfied?” he asked, almost in a whisper, his voice unwilling to comply. He kept his expression as solid, as regal, as mysterious as possible.

      “Are you single?” she blurted and her eyes widened, then her cheeks flushed. The change was so fast, from this hardened, unbreakable woman that commanded with fear, to a schoolgirl with a crush.

      See! Octoralis projected. You are pretty!

      Dhane quickly summoned back his mask before he broke character, then turned and ascended the stairs, as if running away from the girl with a haunting beauty and a cold heart.

      Once sitting again, he said, “I have upheld my end of our agreement. Please see to it that my conditions are heard.”

      Challenger Sarah almost looked depressed. Her brow, furrowed. Eyes now evaluating the bones of his throne. Finally, she nodded. She marched away, leaving all but two of her guards to watch the King of Shadows.
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      It took well over an hour before Challenger Sarah stepped back through the far door. It was a small eternity of sitting on a throne that while impressive looking, and perhaps a little cool, could definitely use a pillow . . . or ten.

      It didn’t help that twenty-two guards were staring at him, like he was about to descend upon them and consume their souls. They fidgeted there, whispering to each other, as if he couldn’t hear every word, every heartbeat.

      “I feel . . . weird,” one man said to another.

      “What do you mean, weird?”

      “I can’t remember what I had for breakfast.”

      “Bah. Don, you never remember what you ate last.”

      “Not true!”

      “Your last dinner?”

      “I had . . . stuff.”

      “Is that your final answer? Want to use a lifeline?”

      “The shadowling is making me forget! It’s stealing our memories.”

      “Of your dinner?”

      “And . . . other things. I’m sure of it!”

      “You’re as dense as a rock, Don. I doubt the King of Shadows has any use for your memories.”

      Dhane agreed, nodding before he could stop himself. A tiny bit of imagination and acting seemed to have paid off incredibly well, maybe even too well.

      “He moved again,” a different man said.

      “Shut up.”

      “We’re going to die. And we’re not coming back.”

      “Shut up, shut up, shut up!”

      “Our souls . . . will scream in agony for eternity.”

      “He’s just a monster, like a Cobalin.”

      “A king of monsters. . . .”

      Sarah was taking her sweet time, walking the distance down the main path.

      Another guard, a female, asked, “Where’s Don?”

      “Dunno,” a second female guard said. “You guys meet for breakfast?”

      “Yeah, at the Secharo. They have the best muffins in all eleven zones.”

      “I love that place! They paint little wooden birds every Sunday.”

      “Is that—“

      Challenger Sarah stepped through the guards and all the whisperings stopped immediately. They seemed to fear her more than they feared him. What on earth did she do to garner such a reaction?

      “You have an agreement,” Challenger Sarah said. “You are to compete in the arena this afternoon, if you win your challenge, you and your Cobalins will be free to go.”

      Well . . . that all seemed rather easy. Or maybe they were just going along with his request. If they won, it wouldn’t matter. And if he won, they would certainly have other challengers available to attack. Then they’d just have to wait for him to Return and overpower him. . . .

      It was a start, and if Dhane got the Master of Arena, or whatever other important figure to agree to the terms publicly, going back on their word would only hurt their reputation.

      Dhane stood, relieved to finally move. He descended the stairs and Challenger Sarah held out an electrical rope. “I am not wearing that.”

      “But—”

      “I am cooperating and you have your guards. If you keep your word, I’ll keep mine. Those of light are trustworthy, are they not?”

      “Of course we are.”

      “Good. When an agreement is struck, only the dishonorable, the deceitful, the trash of the world, would ever consider breaking the terms. Do you agree?”

      “I do,” Challenger Sarah said with confidence. She might not be the nicest of people, though perhaps she was honor-bound. He could respect that. She deposited the electrical rope to her phone, then turned and chose a guard to lead the way.

      Dhane stepped up to Don and put a hand on his shoulder. Everyone watched, and the guard froze. He had little brown eyes that showed a lot of white around the sides.

      “Don,” Dhane said in his deep, regal voice, drilling in the fact that the King of Shadows knew the guard’s name.

      “Yes . . . s-s-sire?” Don said with a squeak.

      Dhane let a tense moment hang in the air, then said, “You had a muffin. It was delicious.” He let go and followed a confused Challenger who then shrugged.

      Don, whispering to his friend, said, “He’s right! I can remember now!”

      “Oh no. . . .” his friend said.

      “What? What’s oh no?”

      “He upchucked your memory. Maybe he altered it.”

      “Al-al-altered it?”

      “Are you still Don, or are you just pretending?”

      “I don’t really feel different.”

      “Of course, you would say that. The shadows have taken you. . . .”

      “No, they haven’t! I’m still me!”

      “You don’t have any desire to hurt anyone?”

      “I . . . well . . . maybe. I want to stab you. But I’ve always wanted to stab you! Your pranks go too far.”

      “Challenger Sarah!” Don’s friend called. Sarah turned and glared. “Permission to detain this guard. His mind has been altered.”

      “That’s not true!” Don yelled.

      “I can take him to the Ink Master to be certain.”

      Challenger Sarah looked like she’d cut their heads off for their audacity to bother her. She considered Dhane for a moment, then said, “Fine. And take that stuttering fatso as well. I want a full report.”

      “Yes, ma’am!”

      “But it’s not true!” Don shrieked, shoving away from his friend. “I’m per—“

      “Shut up!” Challenger Sarah yelled. “You will go to the Ink Master or I’ll drink your stupid body dry and you can go to the Ink Master once you Return. Understood?”

      Don nodded enough to practically pop his head from his shoulders. He didn’t say another word and Challenger Sarah motioned for the leading guards to continue.

      They walked out of the massive chamber into the labyrinth of hallways. Once they were well out of normal earshot, Don’s friend snickered and said, “Now we can get good seats in the arena.”

      “Are you for real! What of the Ink Master?”

      “She didn’t tell us when . . . did she? Owe! Fucking hell?”

      “There, I’ve done it. Don’t tell me you didn’t deserve it. And it wouldn’t have hurt one bit if you kept your armor repaired!”
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        * * *

      

      The hallways twisted, turned, and broke off into myriad passageways, most dark and cold, water dripping from cracks. Not a single sign provided directions. It was truly a labyrinth, which left Dhane wondering how they moved mobs to the above arena.

      Eventually, at the top of a series of stairs, they entered the Hall of Guilds. A hundred or more people in all forms of armor and clothing styles, talked and laughed from benches and fountains and massive guild doorways.

      That buoyant sense of jabber grounded to a screeching halt as people took note of Challenger Sarah and her . . . guest. They no doubt knew, in no uncertain terms, that she was escort to the one and only human of shadow.

      They stared like hungry lions, sizing him up. Everyone wanted to see his affinity. Their requests were a firehose of sensations, squirming their way under his skin and into his soul. Though, he wouldn’t appease their curiosity and refused them all.

      It was a psychic slap, a shock, an affront to their ways. And since he had no interest in their affinities, it was a complete dismissal of them as insignificant.

      This had the intended effect. All the many challengers and their guests, looked ready to pounce, to rid their glorious Hall of Guilds of the walking stain.

      The guards shifted their attention away from Dhane and instead, positioned themselves to protect him. Challenger Sarah marched ahead, casting glares where glares were needed casting, the recipients recoiling from her attention.

      She turned without issuing a single word and marched into a guildhall. The moment they were out of the main hall, everyone outside started talking. It turned into a commotion of mixed words that were hard to piece together.

      Challenger Sarah led him to a small but fancy room of smooth stone, framed paintings, and plants. It had a table, chairs, and the smell of distant food being cooked. “Until the event,” she said, “you are the guest of my guild: Sanguis.”

      “Latin for Blood?”

      “It is?” she asked and looked to another guild member who shrugged. “You know Latin?”

      “Doesn’t everyone?” he said as a joke, though his kingly voice didn’t quite know how to joke or be sarcastic while maintaining character.

      She furrowed her brow, trying to see through his mask of bone, then asked, “Just how old are you?”

      And that was an interesting question with some interesting implications. It played nicely into his web of misdirections. He chose not to answer the question and instead asked, “Is that not considered a rude question?”

      “Oh! I . . . suppose it is. . . . Well, I’m twenty-six, and I’ve been here for eight years.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      She bit her bottom lip. “It’s not rude if I share, then maybe you will. . .?”

      “And if I said I was over a thousand years old?”

      “A thousand years,” she said in a small voice. “But Challenger Terry, he said you were a new trainee.”

      “A disguise to find my people.”

      “I-I . . . have to go.” She turned to the guards and issued commands that he was not to leave the room for any reason, then told him a full breakfast would be served soon.

      She left in a hurry, leaving Dhane there in the middle of a room with two doors and four guards. Perhaps it wasn’t the best idea to bolster himself up so much. . . .

      The four guards were watching him with a keen focus, enough to make anyone blush. At least he had a mask. Their heartbeats were elevated, dancing to the rhythm of fear. One particular guard, a female with hair pulled back in a ponytail and eyes darting about his figure, as if not knowing what was safe to look at, had a rather fast heartbeat.

      “Are you unwell?” he asked her, thinking of the best way to sound proper, kingly, saying unwell instead of okay.

      Her eyes grew so wide it was like she was having a heart attack, then she toppled over, out cold, a sprawl of armored woman on the floor.

      Okay, alright, maybe he did lay it on a bit thick, leaned a little too hard into this new persona. It was just so damn easy, and kind of fun, despite all the long boring bits of being a prisoner and the potential of eventually being sacrificed in the name of the light.

      He was stuck between wanting to help the poor woman and wanting to maintain character. He stepped aside and sat at the table, then said, perhaps to alleviate the woman’s embarrassment once she came to, “It seems I drew too hard on her mind.”

      After that, the guards promptly decided to wait outside of the room. All of this was going to bite him in the ass at some point. A people’s fear wasn’t something to mess with. It grew and became irrational. Irrational people did irrational things.

      We escape, now? Octoralis asked.

      But how? There were still an army of guards and challengers between here and the outer walls. Besides, if there was a chance he could win an arena challenge and free the Cobalins, he had to try.

      A tall man with pale skin and thick black eyebrows, wearing a white apron, stepped into the room carrying a large tray. His face was covered in sweat, dripping down from his chef’s hat, like he had stepped out of a sauna.

      His hands shook as he placed a dozen dishes onto the table. Then, once he was done, he held the tray under his arm, bowed slightly, and turned to leave.

      “Did you poison this?” Dhane asked. It was a serious question, something that kept coming up since Leon’s little spiked drink incident. Perhaps to a chef, though, it was a terrible accusation.

      “Certainly not!” the chef said, snapping his eyes from Dhane to the food and back to Dhane. He then huffed, grabbed a sausage and bit it. And when Dhane said nothing, the chef took a bite of pancakes, all the while trembling, as if his life would be forfeit in a matter of seconds.

      “Are you hungry?” Dhane asked, then motioned to the food as if to say, I have plenty to go around, which he really did. The chef had prepared enough food for six people.

      This got a completely different reaction, a realization seemed to crawl into the chef’s head that he was, in fact, eating the King of Shadows’ breakfast.

      He jerked upright, straight backed, then said, “I’m quite full, thank you. Is there . . . anything else . . . you . . . need?”

      It seemed like Dhane’s mask really perturbed the man, especially when Dhane picked up a fork with perfect precision. Maybe the chef was lost on how someone could eat while wearing a mask. Maybe he thought the mask itself was Dhane’s face. Yes, that would be quite perturbing indeed.

      “That will be all,” Dhane said as a dismissal, and the chef needed no other words to quickly turn and dash from the room.

      Dhane was starving. It seemed like his meals were always few and far between. His last meal was with Leon, a whole day ago. No lunch, no dinner, and no midnight snack during the long night.

      And since there was so much food, Dhane quickly piled all the extra bacon, sausage, toast, croissants, boiled eggs, fried potatoes, and pancakes onto a rather large platter, then mentally deposited it to his Inventory app.

      There. He now had plenty of food storage. It was all breakfast foods, though he wouldn’t have to skip a meal simply because he was chained in some dungeon or running for his life in the Wilds.

      The chef re-entered the room, carrying three pitchers full of different colored liquids, and enough cups for all of Dhane’s imaginary guests. He paused, not having been gone for thirty seconds, and gaped at the table.

      Dhane, being the quick thinker he was, simply said, “Complimenti al cuoco.” It was one of those bits of language he had picked up over the years of study, a taste of Italian, which really wasn’t his focus, so he probably used it or said incorrectly.

      The chef deposited the pitchers and cups, then ran, lest the scary King of Shadows decided the food wasn’t quite enough for his enormous appetite and moved on to things with souls.

      Having been under the scrutiny of so many people, it was quite peaceful to just have the room to himself. He could breathe, relax, and shed this persona.

      He dismissed his mask and dug into his food until he couldn’t eat another bite. The drinks, a whole three gallons of liquid—like seriously, did they expect him to drink all of this?—were milk, a sweet lemonade, and something of mixed berries.

      He poured himself some milk and deposited the three pitchers to his inventory. Having an Inventory app was just so damn convenient. Thieves probably loved it.

      Are you ready? Octoralis asked.

      Even though the question was vague, he understood the intent behind it. Was he ready to go out into the arena where hundreds or thousands of people would cheer for his death?

      Was he ready to face a challenger, a warrior in this world who had focused only on obtaining strength while this was only his, what . . . sixth day?

      A thrum of nervous anxiety slithered into his chest. He took a deep breath, mentally preparing, imagining himself out there on the hot sand and what he’d have to do to win. But he had never seen an arena battle, let alone dueled someone. . . .

      Octoralis eased away that uncertainty. Whether or not he was the most prepared for this, it didn’t matter. He had but one chance to make a different, and he had her to help him.

      This was probably the best time to review all the skill choices he made last night. Dhane summoned his phone and opened the Character app.
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        For a full detailed explanation of game mechanics, skills, and passives, please refer to the appendix.

      

      

      Dhane’s stats had made a rather large improvement over a single night, all because of how levels translated to skills, and how skills affected attributes. Every skill had an attribute type. Learning a new skill, or leveling an existing skill, provided +1 from that skill’s attribute type.

      Skills were literally the way to build and customize a class, and all classes had their own sub-class styles of play. An arachnomancer could invest in summoning or support or melee combat, depending on their chosen skills and attributes.

      Assassins could invest in ranged or melee combat, or focus entirely on playing in the shadows with backstab and critical strikes. They even had a few crowd control skills like Snake Bind, allowing for great flexibility in strategy.

      In addition to earning an attribute for whatever new or upgraded skill was chosen, all players received an implicit +1 to their Vitality per level.

      And this all kind of sucked for Dhane. Every level would cost twice the amount of experience. This all meant he’d have less health, fewer attribute points, and fewer skills or skill levels overall.

      It was a double-edged sword, a handicap in one area to gain a significant advantage in another. He would have had no hope in killing a hundred monsters last night by himself as a level 2 assassin. But he was not just an assassin, he was an assassin with a giant soul spider.

      The passive bonuses each class received made up the difference in lower overall stats. And not only did he benefit from these passive bonuses, but so did Octoralis. Better, there were more unknown passives to be unlocked at higher levels, so who knew what advantages may come from that.

      Lastly, while everyone else received a single new skill option with every other level, Dhane received two. He may have fewer levels, though there were skills across classes that gave him a unique advantage that no one else had.

      
        
        Dhane // Arachnomancer, Assassin // Lvl. 10 (33,474/44,000)

      

      

      
        
        Stats

        > Health: 85/85

        > Mana: 110/110

        > Stamina: 140/140

      

      

      
        
        Attributes

        > Strength: 8

        > Dexterity: 12 (15)

        > Intelligence: 22

        > Vitality: 17

      

      

      Passive Bonuses // Arachnomancer

      Soul Spider // Unlocked at Lvl. 1

      > A slice of the arachnomancer’s soul is taken to form his or her Soul Spider, a summoned creature that is bound to its creator. Unlike normal summons, the Soul Spider does not require mana and can heal over time while desummoned.

      > Level: 12 [Intelligence - 10]

      > Health: 180 [15 * Soul Spider Level]

      > Damage: 72 [6 * Soul Spider Level]

      > Size: 1 Inch to 12 Feet Tall [Soul Spider Level]

      

      Spider Rider // Unlocked at Lvl. 1

      > The arachnomancer is capable of riding spiders large enough to mount. Unlike normal mounts, spiders may climb walls and ceilings. As long as the arachnomancer intends to remain on the spider, gravity becomes relative.

      

      Vibration Sight // Unlocked at Lvl. 1

      > Spiders are incredibly sensitive to vibrations. Even the most immobile and silent things, give off a sense of energy, be that from itself or reflecting the living world.

      > Arachnomancers gain the sense to visually see vibrations around them. This ability can be focused in any direction or all directions at the same time. Since illusions do not give off vibrations, they are often ineffective.

      

      Attuned Hearing // Unlocked at Lvl. 1

      > As all sounds are vibration waves in the air, an arachnomancer is capable of hearing sounds much farther away than is typical. They are also able to focus on a specific location up to 300 feet away, allowing for long-distance eavesdropping.

      

      Arachling Language // Unlocked at Lvl. 5

      > All spiders in Olindale speak and write Arachling. This passive allows for communication with wild spiders. Further, arachnomancers are capable of identifying spider relics, weapons, armor, and jewelry.

      

      Spider Climb // Unlocked at Lvl. 10

      > The arachnomancer gains the ability to defy gravity, similar to spider riding. It takes a constant focus to bend the laws of physics and affect the relative world. As long as there is a surface close enough to touch, it can become the new “down.”

      

      He could climb walls? Hmm, not climb. Climb would imply he needed to use his hands. But no, he could literally walk up a wall like he was the Goblin King in the Labyrinth. He could even sit on the damn ceiling if he wanted to. This was an explorer’s wet dream, to have nothing off-limits.

      Passive Bonuses // Assassin

      Improved Agility // Unlocked at Lvl. 1

      > Assassins are agile, flexible, and strong. They can flip, roll, summersault, run up short walls, and if they ever fall, they always land on their feet. This boost in agility helps avoid attacks and improve positioning in battle.

      

      Backstab // Unlocked at Lvl. 1

      > An assassin has one key benefit over all other classes: an attack to the back of a target will always trigger a critical strike, dealing 150% damage [100% + (Dexterity - 10)%].

      

      Silent Step // Unlocked at Lvl. 1

      > Whether the assassin is running, walking, or in the middle of battle, their steps are always silent. They can step on a dry twig and emit no sound. They can dash across a field of broken glass and be unheard.

      

      Shadow Fade // Unlocked at Lvl. 1

      > Shadows are a friend to the assassin. By remaining still within a shadow, the assassin fades, becoming a piece of the darkness, hidden to all but the keenest of eyes. This transition takes 10 seconds and lasts until the shadow is gone or the assassin moves.

      

      Summon Mount // Unlocked at Lvl. 5

      > Upon achieving level 5, the player gains a soul linked mount of his or her choice. This mount is limited to transportation and will be desummoned if it takes more than a fourth of its health in damage. Options include horse, giant wolf, stag, ram, bear, sumilian, and giant fox.

      > Mount: Horse

      > Level: 10 [Player’s Level]

      > Health: 100 [10 * Player’s Level]

      

      Critical Sight // Unlocked at Lvl. 10

      > All entities of Olindale have weaknesses. At level 10, the assassin gains the ability to see the locations where a strike will yield a critical hit.

      > Subsequent strikes to a weakness increase critical strike damage by 20% with each hit. This bonus resets after 10 seconds or after dealing non-critical strike damage.

      

      And now for the skills he chose. Having such a high Intelligence stat would be completely wasted if he didn’t pursue the summoning element of the arachnomancer class.

      But . . . spiders. The mere thought of the tiny things seemed to send them crawling down his spine, their many little legs tickling as they went. He shivered. Though, if he were to be powerful enough to not only survive today, but balance the world, he had to build to his strengths. . . .

      Skills // Arachnomancer

      Exploding Spider // Int // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 30

      > Damage: 33

      > Duration: 44 Seconds

      > Size: 1 - 6 Inches Tall

      > Summon an exploding spider that lasts 44 seconds [2 * Intelligence]. The spider can be given a target, a route, a guard position, or a patrol. It detonates either by command or automatically for 33 damage [Skill Level * 1/2 Intelligence].

      > Skill Modification: Disguise // Unlocked at Lvl. 3. The exploding spider can take on any color or pattern the summoner chooses.

      

      All skills at level 3 gained a modification choice. A mod introduced new ways to use the skill, though was optional. For Exploding Spider, there were two options: Disguise and Swarm, which summoned 3 smaller spiders, each dealing 1/2 the original damage.

      While Swarm provided the potential to do more damage, the spiders would be easier to spot and evade, not to mention slower for being half their original size. Plus, Dhane had an inkling of a strategy developing. Could spiders trigger his assassin’s backstab damage?

      

      Venomous Spiders // Int // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 18

      > Damage: 2 Venom Counters DoT

      > Area: 88 Square Feet

      > Launch a swirling mass of spiderwebs and spiders at an area of 88 square feet [(3 + Skill Level) * Intelligence]. All enemies within the area receive 2 venom counters [1 + Skill Level].

      > Each venom counter deals 1 damage every 3 seconds for a total of 9 seconds. If the target is hit with another venom counter before the effect is removed, the timer is reset.

      > Maximum of 5 active venom counters from Venomous Spiders.

      

      Modify Vibration // Dex // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 16

      > Damage: 5

      > Duration: 8 Seconds

      > Vibrations are everywhere and can be enhanced or diminished. Enhancing a sound makes it louder, while diminishing a sound makes it quieter. A blade that vibrates can do more damage. An enemy’s sword or shield that vibrates may become uncomfortable to hold.

      > The effect lasts 8 seconds [Skill Level * 1/2 Dexterity] and increases damage by 5 [Skill Level * 1/3 Dexterity] per attack when amplifying vibrations to a weapon. This effect is different based on the material: Weapons 100%, Sound 20%, Water 10%.

      

      Web Wall // Str // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 30

      > Health: 240

      > Area: 110 Cubic Feet

      > Duration: 44 Minutes

      > Generate a wall of thick spider webs with 240 health [15 * Skill Level * Strength]. The wall lasts for 44 minutes [Skill Level * Intelligence] and can cover up to 110 cubic feet [5 * Intelligence].

      > The arachnomancer—and anyone touching the arachnomancer—can step through the wall unhindered, though anyone else will have to destroy the wall in order to pass.

      Skills // Assassin

      Venom Bite // Dex // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 8

      > Damage: 5 & 1 Venom Counter DoT

      > Imbue your next attack with venom, dealing an additional 5 damage [Skill Level * 1/3 Dexterity] and adding a venom counter to the target.

      > Each venom counter deals 1 damage every 3 seconds for a total of 9 seconds. If the target is hit with another venom counter before the effect is removed, the timer is reset.

      > Maximum of 5 active venom counters from Venom Bite.

      

      Venom Extract // Dex // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 14

      > Damage: 5 per Venom Counter

      > Any venom counter an opponent has received—including counters that have concluded their effect within the last 2 minutes—can be extracted, dealing 5 damage [Skill Level * 1/3 Dexterity] per venom counter.

      > This is a touch effect and removes all venom counters from the target. The location of the touch determines the amount of damage and whether or not a critical strike is applied.

      

      Shadow Shift // Dex // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 15

      > Distance: 45 Feet

      > Delay: 1 Seconds

      > Smoke Trail: 10 Seconds

      > After a 1-second delay [1 / Skill Level], teleport between shadows that are no farther than 45 feet apart [(2 + Skill Level) * Dexterity], leaving behind a trail of smoke that can be seen and followed for 10 seconds [10 / Skill Level].

      
        
        [End of Skills]
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      Dhane inhaled deeply, held the air for a long moment, then slowly let it flow from him, taking all the anxiety, the fear, the uncertainty away. . . . Except—dammit all to hell!—it wasn’t working.

      Not even Octoralis’s soothing could hide the fact that every passing second brought him closer to the big event. The stone walls and floor and ceiling all seemed to vibrate, to pulse with an electric energy from all those people excited to see him die in some nightmarish fashion.

      He had read through every skill option and purposely designed his character to achieve the highest amount of damage utilizing backstab and venom counters. But he was effectively a glass cannon.

      85 health. It was more than twice what he had started with, though these challengers weren’t typical players, they were battle-hardened, hungry for power and progression, going up against the evil, mysterious, ancient King of Shadows. . . .

      The arena wouldn’t throw their lesser challengers at him, not with all the mind games he had played, and definitely not with two hundred Cobalin slaves at stake. They’d use their best to guarantee a sound victory, a display of triumph over the King of Shadows.

      Shit, shit, shit. . . .

      Worse of all, it was entirely his fault. He wanted to give them a show to ensure he wouldn’t get tossed away to the priests of light, though now they expected him to be this big, bad, and dangerous entity.

      What was he thinking?

      He had absolutely no chance, and that was the truth of the matter, a mouse against a viper. Killing a hundred mobs, locked in pens as they were, may have given him a boost, sure, though he was still a newb that hadn’t even used half his skills.

      Then we escape, Daddy! Octoralis projected.

      Yes. That was the only option here. He would be the dishonorable, the deceitful, the trash of the world, but . . . he could live. What was honor in the face of strategy? It was smart to trick his enemies and live long enough to gain power. Throwing himself onto his sword wouldn’t help anyone.

      Okay, okay. . . . If his goal was to escape, he needed to at least know how Spider Climb worked. The passive bonus allowed him to defy gravity, much like how Spider Rider worked.

      Dhane stood. The ceiling was maybe twelve feet high, everything was carved from tan stone. He stepped to the side of the room and brushed fingertips along the wall. The main requirement was to be within reachable distance, which he was, about two feet away.

      And then what? He just had to think that it was—

      The world shifted and the wall yanked him forward. His whole body slapped the stone like a bellyflop from the high dive board. But the wall didn’t splash and give way. No . . . in this situation, he was the one to give.

      His breath escaped his lungs and took a little detour while pain roiled across his chest. His cheekbone stung where he slammed it against the stone in an attempt to turn.

      And just like every other time something terribly unpleasant—also known as painful—happened, precisely three seconds later, he was perfectly fine.

      This little fact didn’t stop his automatic exclamation of profanity. In situations such as this, that was simply the expected method of coping.

      Now, having copiously coped and endured Octoralis’s mental giggling, he pushed himself up onto his hands and knees and crawled up the wall.

      He was on the wall. It was so damn cool, all until the door swung open from behind. He quickly summoned his mask and rolled to face two wide-eyed guards.

      Dhane almost said something like Hey guys, just hanging. . . . Or maybe a more exasperated I’m stuck! But he had a persona to maintain, a persona that took a little bit of thought to get into the right mind space, yet his thoughts seemed entirely lost in all that gray matter up there.

      Instead, he arched his back, arms twisting at odd angles, and exhaled loudly, as if to expel the demons that nested within. He was a cross between Emily Rose and Darth Vader, in critical need of an exorcism.

      One guard slammed the door shut so fast that, while being thoroughly focused on the single task, failed to understand the simple fact of why the door wasn’t closing. That fact happened to be his partner’s head.

      By the time the door was securely shut, locked, bolted, and covered in a thick layer of cement, the other door opened to a kitchen. Four guards charged in with weapons drawn—the chef in the background, frozen in mid pancake flip—and Dhane repeated his theatric display.

      His audience quickly about-faced, and the room returned to its calm, quiet, if not a little boring, state.

      This is fun, Octoralis projected.

      “If you mean antagonizing the enemy who has the power to lock us away forever as fun . . . I suppose it is a little fun.” A little fun and a little stupid, though he had already planted his seed of fear into the hearts of men, perhaps it would give him the opening he needed to get away.

      And with that thought, Dhane stood. The floor became a wall with a table and chairs stuck to it. He stepped over a framed canvas, feeling a sense of wrongness spiral into the back of his mind.

      The world had turned on its side, but that wasn’t the wrongness that continued to seep through him. That sensation was a desire, a need for him to step back into the normal world, the normal flow of things, where gravity pulled in one direction.

      The longer he stood there, the greater that sensation grew. It became difficult to think of anything other than the absolute requirement that he return, return, return. It hit like waves or echoes or a heartbeat, growing louder with each pulse.

      His feet slipped, his stomach turned, and the pull of gravity shifted. He spun in the air and landed softly on the actual ground. Everything returned to normal, silent, still.

      Then the door opened and Challenger Sarah stepped in, her guards quick to follow. She looked at Dhane, then looked back to her closest guard and raised an eyebrow.

      “He-he—” the man said.

      She pinched her fingers in the air and the guard immediately stopped talking, then she turned to Dhane and said, “My very idiotic, stupid, stupid guards said you were acting suspiciously in here. I’m sure they would have had more information if they remained inside!” The guards studied the floor. “But guards will be guards. Always incompetent. So what were you doing?”

      “Wall yoga,” Dhane said in his kingly voice.

      “Yoga!” Challenger Sarah yelled, then laughed. “The King of Shadows does yoga?”

      “Yes. When you’ve lived for as long as I have, you find comfort in morning routine.”

      The reminder of his supposed age seemed to excite her. She gazed up at his mask, her heart doing a little skip. “And the sounds you were making?”

      “Breathing exercises.” It was a bit far fetched, a bit silly, and perhaps a lot unlike a king, though it fit his horror-filled display while avoiding the unasked question of how he managed to get on the wall in the first place.

      Challenger Sarah slapped the back of her guard’s head. The force of the blow flattened the man to the ground. She shook her head and flicked a curl from her eyes. “Well then, you should be prepared for your arena debut. Follow me.”
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        * * *

      

      There was nothing in Dhane’s skills or passives that explained the tiny changes he had experienced from leveling. No information on why his teeth were a bit sharper, or why withdrawing and depositing items to his inventory did so with tendrils of smoke.

      Of course, he wasn’t the only person who had changed in some inexplicable way. Challenger Sarah, for one, certainly strayed from the norm.

      She didn’t have white skin as anyone would normally understand it to be; she was chiseled from alabaster, a statue of cold perfection. Then there was her unnaturally bright red hair and matching eyes—eyes that sliced into anything they peered at—not to mention her fangs.

      And what of Penny? She had a glow to her, a warmth, and gorgeous blue eyes that, come to think of it, seemed quite impossible. They were crystals of color that glimmered like ocean waves in sunlight. Magical.

      Was she here at the arena, waiting to see for herself whether or not the stories were true? Is she okay. . .? A quick thought to his Messages app revealed nothing new, just a screen of old blurry texts.

      A slice of heavy, worrisome reality, pressed down on his chest. He hated not knowing what happened. Hated thinking of the worst and hoping for the best, that somehow, and completely unlike the worrywart Penny he knew, she had missed his messages.

      Challenger Sarah arranged her guards around him, giving stern instructions. She didn’t flinch in the face of confrontation. If a guard looked at her the wrong way, she’d flatten him or her right then and there: no warning, no apology, standing one moment and on the edge of death the next.

      Finally, she looked him over, eyes lingering on his neck, sending his goosebumps to play hide-and-seek from this predator. With a slight nod, she marched to the front of her procession and led the way.

      Unlike the first time, the people that crowded the Hall of Guilds were not stunned into a sense of fearful quiet. They seemed to have amassed in an attempt to prove just how unafraid they really, most definitely were.

      It was a storm of shouts and jeers and hocked loogies, as if spitting on the floor somehow made him look bad. One woman from behind, tall and slender by her vibration lines, launched an apple at the back of his head.

      Dhane eased to the side, then snatched the tiny meteor a fraction of a second after it whizzed past his ear. He then proceeded to lift the bottom of his mask and take a bite.

      It was a crisp green apple, equal parts sour and sweet. The crunch, with a bit of Modify Vibration, cut through the commotion, stunning some onlookers while stoking the fire in others. He then triggered Venom Bite, not entirely sure what it would do, if anything. The apple disintegrated as if kissed by Death himself.

      “Thank you,” he said, maintaining his royal posture that projected a complete lack of concern. It was a total lie. He hadn’t been the focus of this much hate since his review of Cyberpunk 2077.

      He needed to escape, to get away from everything, to step out into the void where no one could find him and he could be alone: no expectations, no fear, no pain. He needed distance.

      They passed the small doorway Kuby had used that led up to the surface. Every muscle in Dhane’s body wanted to just sprint for it, dive through the sea of bodies, roll the dice and pray for a little luck.

      The thought lingered until it was too late.

      Challenger Sarah turned down a hallway and the swarm of bodies followed like a school of toxic piranhas that had tasted blood in the water. Someone else threw a round vegetable of sorts and it splattered against a guard.

      Dhane tried to breathe the anxiety away, tried to assemble his mental walls to block out all the requests to see his affinity, tried to be unaffected by such extreme negativity.

      He mentally summoned his Cobalin sword ahead of him, then desummoned it before it could take shape. He did it over and over just to occupy his thoughts with something he could control beyond walking and breathing and listening to the creative strings of insults thrown his way.

      People gasped.

      He then noticed a slight friction in the air. . . . Smoke. Of course, it was one of his small changes. He was producing a pulsing, writhing ball of smoke, three feet ahead.

      With a tinge more creativity and just a bit more focus, he managed to shift the sword down and around himself. The tendrils of smoke seemed to be alive with how they danced through the air and shot toward whatever new thing was being summoned or desummoned.

      The whole thing gave off a nice illusion, an aura of power and mystery. The guards walked a step farther away, doing their best to keep people back, people that seemed a little less eager to poke the figurative bear.

      Challenger Sarah stopped at a large wooden door that reached nearly the top of the hallway. It was a door for a giant or dragon or some other overly large creature he couldn’t quite think of at the moment. It was a door important enough to warrant two dedicated guards and a team of Cobalins that were now working to release a heavy steel beam.

      The other guards in the procession came to a practiced halt, all stamping in rhythm and turning to face the crowd on either side, shields out.

      “King of Shadows!” a young woman with an afro called, waving her hand. “Do you have— Hey!” she yelled at a guard who shoved her back. “I’m Ceratree press, I have every right to be here. Move!”

      A journalist? So they did have journalists! This snagged Dhane’s attention and he turned to regard the young woman.

      “Every right, you say?” Challenger Sarah asked, her standard glare affixed on her cold face.

      Much to the journalist’s credit, she held her ground. “Every right,” she said. Spunky. “By law twenty-seven, I—“

      “— get to ask one question. Yes, I do know the constitution. Fine. Ask your stupid question, then go twaddle somewhere else.”

      “Alright, very well, good, fine. Breathe. One-two-three, one-two-three.” She took in a deep breath, tapped something on her phone, and said with a serious, down to business voice, “King of Shadow, how long . . . is your schlong?”

      Dhane almost laughed. She was good. She knew how to break the ice with an interviewee before digging into whatever important question she had.

      “Goddammit!” Challenger Sarah yelled and grabbed Dhane’s arm.

      “Wait-wait-wait-wait! I was joking, just joking. Come on. Lighten up a bit. I have a real question.”

      “You had your one.”

      “But! He didn’t answer, did he? Subsection J states I can ask another question if he doesn’t answer.”

      “You’re a real piece of shit. Stop wasting our fucking time. Ask your damn question so we can get on with the event that everyone out there is waiting for.”

      “Thank you, oh Queen of Blood,” she said and turned to Dhane.“The Royals have listened to the people’s demands that you fight today. But only today. What parting words do you have for the world?”

      Only today? His whole facade was to build up enough excitement to keep him in the minds of the people should he lose or not escape. It was Plan Z, a tiny prayer of a way to postpone being discarded to the priests of light.

      “Assuming,” Dhane said, doing his best to keep his voice steady, and putting on an air of confidence, “that I do not win?”

      The journalist raised an eyebrow, then a tingling warmth slipped into his chest, doing its best to burrow into his soul and discover his hidden secrets.

      Dhane projected Lion and Monkey and Snake and Ferret. He cycled through light and shadow, flashing pieces of all the divinities he knew.

      The journalist jerked back, eyes wide, like she had reached her fingers into a cookie jar only to find it filled with spiders. “I . . . misspoke,” she said, her voice carrying a sense of awe or terror. “You are the King of Shadows. . . . Why come now?”

      “Oh my god!” Challenger Sarah yelled. “That’s two quest—”

      Dhane held his hand up to silence her and said with as much conviction he could muster, “The changed priests of light are corrupt, seeking power and sacrificing souls to obtain it. They threaten the balance of the game. I’ve come to restore that balance.”

      Nailed it! If he wasn’t the quivering soul beneath a mask of bone, but a casual eavesdropper, the words would have struck a chord: There can be no game without balance. It was a vital truth for all games, that which made them fun, that which pushed people to master skills, knowing that should they lose, it wasn’t because of an unfair advantage, though lack of skill and knowledge.

      Challenger Sarah wielded her all-too-common glare, though directed it now at Dhane. In fact, everyone seemed to be gripping a sense of horror mixed with rage.

      Did they not just hear what he had said? Were they not all gamers like him, lovers of story and worlds and competition and progression? They stared, openly hating, as if he had praised cheaters.

      The journalist turned away without another word, shoulders pinched up against her neck.

      A metal beam clanged against the stone, filling the world with thick, bright vibrations. A guard—his eyes hard, forehead scrunched in disgust—kicked a female Cobalin, her hair like Desley’s, short and spiky.

      “Worthless monster!” the guard yelled. “Pick it up!” And when the Cobalin didn’t react fast enough, the guard kicked her again and again. She cowered against the wall, arms up to protect her small head.

      “STOP!” Dhane yelled, the smoke from his recently desummoned mask, blasting outward along with his amplified voice. Little -1s in white and red, squiggled their way out of the onlookers, their hands clasped over their ears.

      Dhane marched up to the guard, ready to see what type a reaction Venom Bite would get when applied to a man’s testicles. Maybe they’d disintegrate like the apple and hopefully cause a freakish amount of pain.

      He stopped, frozen for a heartbeat, breath caught in his throat. Sight, actual sight, with all of its depth and color and form, would always project a more accurate reality than vibrations.

      This little Cobalin with her green skin and black spiky hair, quivering against the wall . . . it was Desley, his first friend in this world, the one who had saved him from the Wilds and led him to Mahai and the Mother of Shadows.

      “Strong shadow. . .?” she asked, a cut on her cheek shimmering the bright silver-white color of her soul. “Shadow fight for us?”

      Fight? Oh, shit brownies. He really wanted to! But how could someone like him win against all of . . . this? The strength of one man would never be enough. . . .

      “Always,” he managed to say, knowing that deep within, it was a lie. He’d leave all the Cobalins—all the Desleys and Kubys—here to suffer while he escaped. But he would return, he just needed more time, more strength. That made it okay, right?

      “Knock?” he asked.

      Desley shrugged and shook her head. She used to have a glow to her, a sort of happy excitement for life when her biggest problems were her dimwitted Knock. But now, she looked drained, hollow, a shell.

      Challenger Sarah said something and all the guards stomped and turned. She looked at Desley, confusion twisting on her face, though then said, not unkindly, “It’s time.”

      And so it was. . . .
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      Dhane summoned his mask. Tendrils of smoke shifted into bone shards, covering his face once again. Perhaps the next mask would have an opening for his mouth, allowing him to use Modify Vibration on his voice without the risk of hearing loss.

      More people would recognize him now, but how could he just stand there and let another Cobalin be abused? And to find out that it was Desley? He desperately wanted to hurt something, to filter his rage toward a target and give back a little of the pain a whole race was feeling.

      Cobalins were not mobs, and yet the people here treated them as soulless things. Couldn’t they see how the Cobalins talked to each other, how they expressed emotion, how they changed once forced into slavery? If he put a Raging Rabbit into a cage, it wouldn’t give two fucks. How could people not understand this?

      The doorway, as to be expected given its size, led into a massive room full of activity. There were pens, very much like the menagerie further underground, filled with mobs of all types.

      People ran about, yelling orders, hauling blocks of something, locking and unlocking cages. Cobalins were mixed in with the lot, struggling to follow commands while holding their large stones.

      A mage was inside a pen that held six Durum Boars. She was dressed in a nondescript robe, chanting and swinging a metal ball-like censer. It hung from a chain, spreading plumes of smoke that smelled terrible, as if burning feces mixed with rotten cabbage.

      Someone else, at the other end of the pen, drew symbols in the air and pushed mana into them. An outline of a rectangle vibrated to life along the ceiling, and the stones tumbled down, forming a ramp covered in sand.

      A wall of noise—cheers and clapping and laughing from thousands of people—descended from that ramp and rolled across the floor. The mage walked forward and the Durum Boars fought to escape her, running up and into the arena.

      As soon as the last mob was gone, the ramp shifted upward—stone by stone in defiance of gravity—and locked back into its previous place. All the arena sounds were cut off abruptly, leaving only a mess of sand behind. Two Cobalins were already there, sweeping and shoveling it into buckets.

      “This is no King of Monsters!” the Master of Arena said in his booming, deep voice. “Puny! I have killed hundreds bigger than you. What makes you special?”

      “From you? A heart and, evidently, a brain.”

      Gorlan sneered and tore his two-handed battleaxe from his back. “I could end you! Slice your limbs off and watch you writhe on the floor!”

      Dhane stepped forward, head held high, heart enjoying a thrilling rollercoaster ride with way too many damn loops in it. “And prove my point?”

      Challenger Sarah quickly stepped between them. “You agreed to this, Gorlan. Are you going to break your word?”

      The massive man huffed, nostrils flaring. “You need not remind me! Take him to the central pen. He goes up next.” And with that, the Master of Arena turned away, then grabbed a Cobalin, and before she could even yelp in surprise, snapped her neck.

      The monster of a man laughed and tossed the dead body and her stone at Dhane’s feet. It started to change, her soul slipping from her flesh to be Returned.

      Dhane ground his teeth. Even Octoralis wanted to descend on the juggernaut and tear his life essence away. Obviously, that was what the Master of Arena wanted: to provoke Dhane, to get him to prove himself a lesser man.

      But Dhane was a lesser man. Honor? Pride? He didn’t care about his word or reputation. The only thing that held him back from attacking the oversized half-wit was how doing so would rob him of the opportunity to escape.

      When Dhane didn’t react, Gorlan glowered. That, in and of itself, was enough of a victory. Maybe, one of these days, Gorlan would find a sharp stick—or ten—up his ass for all the misery he had caused.

      Challenger Sarah let out a slow breath. There was something beneath the surface that put her on edge, something she was fighting against. Though just as those emotions flittered across her face, they were gone, and she was back to business.

      The central pen was a perfect circle of metal bars. Two mages stood at the ready, glancing everywhere but at Dhane, Challenger Sarah, and the small army of guards that surrounded them.

      The first mage—a man with a puffy Santa Claus beard to match his girth—had a phone out, apparently waiting for a signal. And when that signal came, the man drew invisible symbols in the air and both the mages pushed mana into them.

      A curving line formed along the ceiling into a perfect circle, humming softly with magic. The entire circle of stone vibrated and turned as one solid piece. It lowered at a slow, dramatic pace, turning as it did. Particles of dust and sand, leaked like water, dribbling over the sides.

      The sounds of the arena were a frenzied noise, much louder than before, louder for the main event, the sole thing everyone was there to watch, to condemn him for the simple fact of existing.

      Once the platform reached the floor, the leading mage opened the pen’s metal door. The hinges squeaked. It was the smallest of sounds, though so different, so close. Something about it sliced down his back like a thousand needles.

      His legs didn’t want to do that very thing they were born to do: to walk, to step out onto this platform and be lifted up to the masses. He did his best to get his breathing under control. He was hot and cold, and sweat prickled across his forehead.

      Challenger Sarah took his arm. “I don’t know what you have against the Reditai, though you are wrong. It makes me question everything you’ve said about balance and your people. You’re nothing more than a . . . monster.” She said the word, laced with a bit of shock, as if she had looked for a different word altogether, but then found it to be a slice of truth, her truth. “A monster trying to worm its stupid way into our world and seed chaos.”

      Dhane didn’t have the voice to respond. It was stuck somewhere in his chest. Even if he managed to say something, what was there to say? What words would change her opinion of him and the state of this fragile world?

      Challenger Sarah shoved him forward and he stumbled, most unkinglike, onto the platform. It was the first time his web of illusions had faltered, and this tiny flaw, a misstep onto the hot sands of the platform, seemed to hurt her.

      He lashed out with his mind and sought her affinity, her soul, her thoughts. A brilliant white icon of a bat illuminated, though not just that, there was also a sense of uncertainty there, buried beneath countless unanswered questions and frustrations.

      Challenger Sarah took a step back, brows pressed together. Then she sent her own request. It was hungry, scared, and cold, like frigid fingers sliding across his skin.

      He answered her in truth because, for reasons beyond any form of logic or strategy, he wanted her to know, as if knowing would set a tiny part of her soul at peace. He projected his dual affinity, following the Mother of Shadows and the Sisters of Death.

      And then she was gone, lost beneath a platform of stone and sand as it rose back up into the arena. He stood there at the center, a brush of warmth slithered across the sand, the sky a void of nearly imperceptible vibrations, and thousands upon thousands of people doing their unrivaled best to burn his very life essence away by staring.

      The arena erupted with boos and hollers and hoots and jeers. It was a thundering, constant sound that reverberated throughout, brightening all the vibration lines across sand and stone.

      There were a dozen robed mages on platforms set within the inner arena wall. They each projected something above them, making the air ripple in flat, rectangular shapes.

      Dhane lowered his mask just enough to see and found himself looking back from massive screens, his eyes . . . green, a sort of aquamarine, far from the dark brown they had always been. His pupils were not quite round anymore, like the black dots had ruptured and started elongating to vertical slits.

      It was amazing the detail, the resolution of these massive magical TVs. They caught every strand of color in his eyes, the nearly imperceptible shimmer of pearlescent skin, all despite the shadow of his hood.

      He looked more astonished than a black-hearted monster, and so he glared at a sparkling ball of light, that which seemed to act like a camera. This incited more of the roaring clamor.

      Dhane slid his mask back into place.

      There were no other guards or challengers out on the arena floor, no one to stop him from running. But the crowd was full of adventurers. If he ran up one of the ten-foot walls, they’d no doubt attack. He’d have to make his move when everyone least expected it so they didn’t have time to summon weapons or spells.

      But where was Penny? She had to be here. In what reality would she just cut him from her life without so much as a smoke signal? She’d be in the stands somewhere, waiting and watching to confirm the truth.

      There were just so many people, so much noise, it drilled in from every direction. He needed to focus. Let all the sounds and vibrations drift away and direct his attention to a single point of interest.

      The world changed. It was as if he slipped under the surface of a lake, all the sounds still there, though distant, quiet, distorted, all except for a single spot: Two guys were talking, placing bets.

      Dhane shifted his focus along the row. Vibration lines defined faces and bodies and clothes and armor. Their voices were distinct and unfamiliar. He kept scanning, moving quicker in a sense of desperation.

      There were thousands of strangers here to see him, to bet on him, to laugh at him. Some boasted, some were afraid, some sat silently, anxiously. There were even dozens of Cobalins, carrying trays of food, following hawkers that yelled out, “Popcorn, get your popcorn! Got drinks and hot dogs, and peanuts. You name it, we’ve got it!”

      “Whatevs, girl.” Aaliyah! She was sitting with the other amazons, followers of the hawk. “You keep bringing up Devron. He’s a jerk, alright? If you’re so hot for him, you go give him your deets.”

      “I’m just saying that—”

      “I know! Goddammit, I know. But I don’t care that he was right. Dhane was my party leader and a good guy. If it weren’t for training, I wouldn’t even be here. I don’t wanna see him get butchered, you hear?”

      Dhane pushed on. The seconds were ticking by to the point when some challenger would make his or her grand appearance. He scanned row after row, section after section, slowly turning as he did.

      Aditi sat near the front wall, next to what had to be her guild of PKers. She rolled her eyes, looking skyward, fists balled.

      “Did you see him?” one guy said to another. “He’s like a GQ model.”

      “Damn straight.”

      “Aditi, you got to see him in the buff?”

      “Shut up!” she said.

      The two guys laughed, then one said to the other, in a loud whisper, “She totally botched the job because of her womanly feelings. Probably hasn’t seen a penis before.”

      Aditi whipped around and punched the guy in the mouth, knocking him out of his seat and onto the arena stairs. “I did the needful and it didn’t work! It had, like, nothing to do with anything else, yeah? Bring it up again. Do it! Say something stupid so I can punch you again!”

      Dhane smiled. Good for her. But she wasn’t Penny. Where was she? He scanned the rest of the section and moved to the next.

      “No . . . that’s where you’re wrong,” Nick said, talking to Candy. She was wrapped around his arm, wearing a set of what could only be described as normal clothes: a skirt with a nice, frilly shirt.

      “I don’t hate the guy,” he continued. “Whether he’s Dhane or the King of Shadows, the guy saved my business.”

      “And stole from you, and turned me down. . . .”

      “Oh sugar, this is more about you, isn’t it?”

      “Is not! That armor isn’t his, you told me so.”

      “Alright, alright, I was a little annoyed at first, but you’ve got to think what he’s been through. Everyone has been out to get him. He’s probably been locked in a cage for the last few days.”

      “Because he’s of shadow,” Candy said with derision.

      “Pfft! Like that matters. He’s human, he was a customer, he can write reviews. I’d do business with the Cobalin if they could actually talk with real words.”

      In all of the chaos, Dhane had completely forgotten about Nick. He owed him a review and the armor back, though dammit, there was just no way to worry about such things right now.

      The crowd started to settle. He scanned the next section, pausing on the familiar face of a guard: Don, sitting next to his friend.

      “It’s not my fault!” Don said.

      “You were supposed to keep an eye on him, remember? I said, ‘Keep an eye on him.’ ”

      “We wouldn’t be here if you didn’t make a big deal of my terrible memory.”

      “So you are agreeing with me. You forgot what I said. I’m the one who got us hotdogs, the least you could have done was watch Tom. One job, Don, you had one job.”

      A gong resonated throughout the arena and everyone stopped talking. The shimmering ball of light—the camera—wasn’t next to Dhane anymore.

      He lowered his mask just a hair, enough to see all the screens filled with Veritus Scyla, standing tall, proud, with her silver eyes and white hair. She had a new necklace with a large, bright blue sapphire, lying on pale skin.

      There were others behind her, sitting in fancy chairs, wearing rich clothing, all young and beautiful; servants fed them fruit, served drinks; guards stood at attention in gold and white armor.

      Veritus Scyla spoke in a calm voice that projected clearly across the arena. “Citizens of Ceratree City, the Royals have agreed to your requests that before the Veritai rid the world of the evil King of Shadows, as he so claims to be, he should fight in our arena.”

      The people cheered and Veritus Scyla raised her palm, then waited with uncanny patience for perfect silence. “Before such an event, I wish to update you on our progress, progress that has only been possible from all of your generous contributions.

      “The army of light has purged another nest of Cobalins, assembling their horde deep within a cave to the east. Now with their cemetery of shadow destroyed, they’ve taken their rightful place as our slaves, and have freed us to pursue greater threats.

      “Furthermore, recent enchantment research—done by the Veritai—has yielded a new product, one which we feel many of you will find most useful.”

      She turned and motioned for two Cobalins to approach. They were both males, shirtless with tattered shorts, each wearing a thick, white collar with silver symbols.

      They stumbled forward, slow and uncertain despite having no chains or large stones to weigh them down. One was shaking so much the other took his shoulders and whispered something in his ear.

      Veritus Scyla’s thin lips pressed together in a sort of sadistic smile. She pointed at a small spear, leaning against a stone column. “Take the spear,” she said, and when neither of the Cobalins moved, her smile deepened.

      The Cobalins jerked and grabbed their heads, whimpering. After only a few seconds, the braver of the two Cobalins snatched the spear. His face was covered in sweat, chest rising and falling, brows pressed together in a murderous gaze aimed at the priest.

      “Now,” she said, “I want you to kill your friend.”

      “What! I no kill for you!” the Cobalin said, his words coming out as Tatti! Aia nu kack tu adda! Though, then the other Cobalin cried out, fingers digging into his hair. Little -1s and -2s started to slip from his head.

      “Do itsss, Dogo,” the Cobalin managed to say, tears streaming down his face, eyes bulging from their sockets as if ready to explode. “Please. . . .”

      Dogo, the Cobalin with the spear, frantically looked between his friend and the priest, then stabbed the spear’s end into his friend three times, screaming all the while.

      As soon as the Cobalin collapsed to the ground and started turning silvery-white, Dogo spun toward Veritus Scyla. He jumped forward, then jerked, as if he had slammed into a wall, dropping the spear and screaming while holding his head.

      Damage numbers shifted out from him in a red mist, a crimson smoke, lifting skyward as it drained his life force. Then, like his friend moments before, he collapsed.

      Bastards. . . . Dhane clenched his jaw. Why were they showing him this? His challenge was to free the Cobalins, but . . . the Royals and the Veritai didn’t appear at all concerned about losing them.

      Did they never intend to uphold their end of the bargain? Or were they just that confident he would lose? To them, he was the King of Shadows, a thousand-year-old warrior. . . . What did they know that he didn’t?

      It doesn’t matter.

      There was no making deals with the enemy. There was no honor or trust, especially not from him. He’d escape. He’d run far, far away and one day, when he—not them—had the upper hand, he’d fight.

      “These collars,” Veritus Scyla said, turning back to address her captive audience, “will allow anyone to own and control a lesser slave of shadow. You can use them in your businesses or as fodder in your adventures. Once they have been . . . trained, they’ll be available for sale.

      “Of course,” she said, as if remembering something, “supply will be limited. First offers go to those who have donated the most to our righteous cause. There will be priests of light at every exit should you wish to contribute.

      “Now, to the event you’ve all been waiting for. I hand the podium over to the Celestial Royal.”

      Veritus Scyla stepped aside and in her place, a young man, probably no older than twenty, stood and looked out over the arena. There was an aura about him: extreme confidence, intelligence, and the experience of living multiple lives, or so it seemed.

      The arena hushed.

      All the massive screens focused on this young man, draped in black and blue metallic fabrics that shimmered. He had piercing blue eyes and long, dangling sapphire earrings. His hair, thick and white, extended down to his chin, almost like an anime character brought to life with how it clumped together and fell into its perfect place.

      “King of Shadows,” he said, not loudly, not with any effort, almost a whisper. The words merely slid out from him and glided through everyone, casting a spell of sorts, making people lean forward, not wanting to miss a single syllable.

      A surge of molten energy expanded into Dhane’s chest and he took a step back. It swirled with focused intent, peeling into his soul to know him, to know his secrets, to know his affinity.

      Dhane didn’t project a reply. There was nothing to project that wasn’t already known. It was as if his mere thoughts were available to this godlike entity, peering down at his bare form where nothing could be hidden.

      Finally, the Celestial Royal said, “You deem us imbecilic. Your bravado, your falsehoods, are nothing but child’s play. I see through it all and know your intent.”

      He raised his arms slowly, eyes shut. The air condensed, becoming heavy as if it were about to rain, then the ground rumbled. People chattered in confusion, looking in all directions.

      The outer stone walls, above the last row of seats, all the way around the arena, darkened and cracked. The stone stepped out into the shapes of eight warriors, twenty feet tall, chiseled in perfect detail.

      People shoved away from the giant statues and the large chunks of wall that collapsed, shattering into hundreds of chipped stones to roll down the stairs.

      “Spiderling,” the Celestial Royal said, his tone holding an edge of contempt, “I won’t let you escape. You agreed to this fight, and what better opponent than a king against a king?”

      Oh, shit brownies. . . .
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      Not only were there eight giant statues of stone marching their way down to the sunbaked, arena floor, but also dozens of guards in fancy gold and white armor, taking up positions along the arena’s outer walls, weapons drawn.

      There’s no escaping. . . . He had to fight. But against a king, a god of a man that could command such massive statues? Impossible.

      We can escape, Daddy! Octoralis projected.

      How! Every path had guards, and even without the guards, the thousands of people here wouldn’t just watch him climb to freedom, they’d attack. He stood among an army of rabid dogs in every direction.

      The Celestial Royal stepped over the edge of his raised platform. He plummeted to the sands, his metallic fabrics flowing above him, revealing a set of perfectly white armor, armor that no doubt had health, unlike Dhane’s.

      Everything was moving too fast, like he stood on the palm of fate, fingers closing, moments away from crushing him.

      Shit, shit, shit! He had to think. There had to be a way out of this, right? Some genius strategy, some ploy. He’d even handily accept a bit of deus ex machina—Mother of Shadows? Sisters of Death? Anyone?

      The first of the giant stone statues jumped from the arena stands. It crashed down against the sand, leaving a dent. A . . . dent.

      He could go down! All there was between him and freedom was a thick slab of stone. And, well, probably the Master of Arena and Challenger Sarah . . . and all of her guards, not to mention thick, steal bolted doors. Fuck!

      Daddy! Octoralis projected. Language.

      Other stone statues crashed down into the arena. The ground shook and people cheered a wall of noise. The Celestial Royal walked at a casual pace, drawing out the performance for utmost appeal.

      Dhane was going to die. . . .

      There wasn’t anything he could do to stop it. He rolled his dice, he played the game, and now he’d lose. If only he had more time to play, more time to gain strength. It was just so utterly unfair.

      He let out a breath, feeling the last strands of hope slip from him. If he couldn’t survive . . . if he couldn’t live in this exciting, fantastical heaven . . . if this was the last mark he’d make on the world. . . .

      He had a responsibility, a job, a weight of hundreds of little green friends who were all fighting for their own survival. If he couldn’t survive . . . maybe, just maybe, he could help them.

      It was in that tiny moment—a moment between the thudding footfalls of giant stone statues, sprinting with chiseled swords out, angled down toward the evil King of Shadows—a spark of an idea took hold.

      Octoralis! He mentally shouted her name, calling her to materialize into the physical world, then jumped just as a blade of tan stone crashed through where he was standing, spraying sand and scraping the stone beneath.

      Dhane landed on the giant’s forearm and focused on a single summoning spell. 30 mana drained from his 110, morphing into a warmth that shot down his arm and streamed out into reality: eight legs and a body disguised to look like sand. With only a mental flick of a notion, it seemed to understand and skittered away.

      Octoralis, from rivulets of entwining smoke, materialized behind another statue. She sprang forward, catching the statue and tearing it down.

      The thousands of witnesses, gazing upon the battle of kings, collectively gasped. There was no hiding the truth anymore. The King of Shadows was real and who knew what that meant for them.

      A third warrior of stone rammed into the statue Dhane was on. He jumped and flipped with casual ease, landing on the back of the assaulting statue, riding it to the ground just as four other massive stone entities moved in from all sides, weapons swinging.

      Dhane triggered Exploding Spider and his sandy little friend, standing way off in the middle of nowhere, blew apart.

      Magical waves of force rippled through the air and a pillar of sand shot upward. For a fraction of a second, there existed, out from the giant colliding bodies of stone, a flicker of a shadow.

      It wasn’t something Dhane could see, not with his bone mask equipped, though he felt it, and that was all it took for Shadow Shift to lock on. After a single second, standing vulnerable to stone weapons, whistling through the air, everything changed.

      The world dissolved to an emptiness, filled with only the rushing of smoke, hot and acrid. Then in a burst, he appeared forty feet away from the giant statues, just in time to see them crash into each other, cracking and crumbling into a heap of once again, lifeless stone.

      The audience cheered. . .? Some seemed confused, as if not knowing what to do, though the arena was about competition and entertainment, and they were most certainly entertained.

      One stone statue remained. It cut through the air, snapping Octoralis’s hind leg in half, and slicing a long gap across her side. -114 in bold red, bled out into the air, carried along by a psychic scream of pain, leaving her with 66/180 health.

      No! Dhane started toward her, summoning his Cobalin sword.

      Stop, Daddy! Octoralis projected. She knew what he had to do. Of course she did. She knew his thoughts, knew that this was death, no matter what. But they could do something.

      Veritus Scyla had given them the answer in her ego-filled speech. The cemeteries could be destroyed. Without a cemetery of shadow, there would be nothing to keep the Cobalins here. Death would be their release, though then . . . he’d be trapped. . . .

      Dhane might have the slimmest of chances of succeeding, though there was nothing else. No escaping, no winning an impossible fight, no surviving . . . but they could save the Cobalins. And maybe that was everything he was meant to do all along, brought to this world as a sacrifice, a pawn, fighting for the greater good.

      Dhane deposited his bone mask. The people wanted to hate an evil king of monsters, though he was just a human like them. He’d let them see his face, his dual affinities and dual divinities. There was no point in hiding it anymore, not if today was to be his last. Perhaps this would change their opinion about the Cobalins, to know that they weren’t just neutral monsters, but people.

      Octoralis’s side glowed with the silvery-white of her soul. She hobbled away from the statue, leading it from Dhane. He could feel her pain, searing at the back of his mind. But along with that pain was a surge of encouragement, to go, go, go!

      Dhane turned and sprinted. There had to be a door or gate back down beneath the Hall of Guilds. No one would expect him to escape there, to seek the below labyrinth and become trapped.

      A wave of distorted vibrations launched across the sands from behind. He rolled to the side and a blue, curved sliver of light shot past him a hundred feet to the arena’s wall, slicing a thick line through the stone.

      The Celestial Royal stood at the edge of his collapsed statues. He had a sword out and it flowed like water in a thin blade resembling a katana. With a flick of his wrist, the blade swished in an arc, and another sliver of light flashed across the sands.

      Dhane rolled again, though the ground squished from underfoot and he slid, crashing to a pool of water that raised up, out from the sand. The edge of the blue light, sliced across his leg, igniting a fiery explosion of pain.

      He screamed, gripping the cut, mentally counting to three before the torturous pain would subside. His health . . . 18/85? The damn Royal could poke Dhane and he’d probably die.

      Shit!

      The Celestial Royal flicked his blade over and over, sending an array of bright blue lines to shimmer through the air at different angles. He was a tempest, each attack pulling a current of wind.

      Dhane rolled twice, water splashing into his armor. He summoned 1x Scrap Leather from his inventory. It formed immediately, and he threw it, then triggered Shadow Shift at the resulting blur of a shadow. The world changed to a void of rushing smoke, then he stood, fifteen feet from the wet sands that were covered in deep grooves.

      “Fight!” the Celestial Royal commanded. The screens displayed the young man, his brows pulled together, sword pointing out toward Dhane. “Are you a coward, King of Shadows? Where, in all of the heavens, are you trying to go? I am right here.”

      Dhane heaved a breath—his Stamina was down to 72/135, health ticking up to 20/85. He summoned an Exploding Spider, then sent it sprinting across the sand.

      The Celestial Royal smiled and shook his head slowly. All it took was a simple flick of his sword and the spider was gone, a burst of pearlescent mana left to fizzle in the air.

      Then, from behind the Royal, Octoralis sprang forth and wrapped her legs around him, projecting I give spider hugs! Her attack, combined with backstab, dealt 180 damage, all in white.

      Damn. . . . Just how much health did his armor have?

      A blue line sliced through Octoralis, carving her in half. A fiery pain burned deep within Dhane, filled with sadness and encouragement, the echo of her last words almost too soft to make out: Goodbye, Daddy. Her form broke apart into wisps of smoke, and then nothing.

      She was gone. . . .

      The audience cheered, sending spells to burst in the air, standing, hollering. It all washed over him in a wave of silence, his chest heavy, empty. Whether or not his plan worked, he would never see her again.

      She died so they could succeed in this crazy plan. She died to give him a chance. He wouldn’t waste it!

      There had to be a door, a way out of the arena proper without using a gate. And . . . there! One simple door, forever far across the arena from him.

      He sprinted for it, running faster than he had ever run in his entire life, propelled by the passive bonuses of his two classes. It was a single goal, a lifeline, a beginning to a strategy that would make his life here in this world mean something.

      There were no slicing blue lines chasing after him, no vibrations warning of an imminent attack. It wasn’t until halfway to the door, that the ground started to rumble again. More statues? No . . . the door crumbled. Not just the door, every door, every gate, every exit.

      Dhane stopped. People were chanting, “Coward, coward, coward!” Did they not know that death here would be the end for him? There was no coming back, no Return. And yet they treated it like everything else in this world, a world without consequences.

      A sparkling ball of light, a camera, hovered just out of reach, displaying him frantically searching for another way.

      Then he found it: the only solution to this maddeningly chaotic puzzle of mounting impossibilities. The solution, stared back at him, wide-eyed, understanding percolating, fear and uncertainty written across her face.

      The solution was Aditi, sitting at the front row just thirty feet away, at the top of a ten-foot wall.

      He gave it no other thought. She was the answer, and she knew it. He charged, only jumping to the side to dodge another slice of blue energy.

      Gravity shifted and he dashed up the wall. People ran, screaming about not wanting to lose their souls. Some adventurers stayed, drawing forth weapons that glowed in all the different colors of elements and magical effects.

      “Do it,” Dhane said to Aditi. “You know I’m not the evil one here, you saw evil when the priests of light killed me.”

      “But, like, it didn’t work last time.”

      “I didn’t want it to. I denied the construct divinity.”

      She wrinkled her forehead, as if she had never experienced death by a PK member, or never had someone request to die and then choose not to.

      A flabby young man jumped from his seat. He had pale skin and light brown hair. He fumbled with his phone, trying to withdraw a weapon. “What are doing!” he yelled at Aditi who had summoned her needle-like dagger.

      Dhane grabbed the guy, then twisted in response to a faint, telltale vibration, gliding through the air toward his back. A blue line of death, slice into the young man, his face a mask of shock before his body fell over the wall.

      Aditi plunged her dagger into Dhane’s chest. The symbols glowed with her pearlescent mana. The blade itself became transparent, and a warm, swirling sensation filled his body, asking the only question Dhane cared to answer, a question of whether or not he accepted the temporary divinity for immediate Return.

      He accepted it, demanded it, and then death took him. The world turned cold. All the colors slipped away, replaced with gray. From his very soul, a skull formed in smoke and screamed as it shot skyward.
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      Dhane jolted awake and sucked in air, his heart racing, sweat covering his entire body. The transition from life to death to life again was so abrupt, he felt nauseous, weak, and in good need of a long, hot bath.

      The room spun, full of familiar murals, painted across ceiling and walls: armies of men fighting the armies of monsters. It worked. He was in the cemetery of light, just outside the Hall of Guilds, alone, as if everyone was stuck in the above arena, their doorways crushed.

      But he had to go. Chunks of stone wouldn’t slow all the kingdom’s challengers and guards much. In fact, it might not slow them down at all, not with all the different classes and skills everyone had.

      Dhane rolled off a slab of stone, commanding sluggish legs to move, and instead slid down to the floor.

      Loud and fast footsteps echoed just outside the room, a sound that mixed with a series of tiny ringing bells. There were shouts, then someone barreled through the doorway, breathing hard.

      Dammit! Of course, they were already here. He pressed his back against the stone slab, hidden, if only for the moment. With a mental thought, tendrils of smoke formed into his Cobalin sword.

      He reached out for Octoralis, though she was gone . . . a hole in his soul, slowly—to the point of nearly imperceivable progress—piecing herself back together, an emptiness that promised he was on his own.

      “Dhane? Hells, man, are you there?”

      Devron? The betrayer, the man that sold a friend to the Veritai. . . . Did he not get enough gold the first time? Or . . . it was fame. He wanted to be the one who caught the King of Shadows.

      Devron stepped into view and Dhane threw his Cobalin sword with all the force he could muster, which happened to not be that much, not with his noodle-like arms, muscles half asleep. The small blade flew far from its mark and clattered against the floor.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Devron whispered loudly.

      Dhane focused on his Exploding Spider skill. The mana swirled within him and inched down his arm, slow as gooped up sludge.

      “Stop, man. I’m here to help!” Devron had his arms up, wearing . . . huh? A concoction of tan and purple linens twisted around his form in an utterly quirky outfit, all with a dozen tiny bells hanging at the ends of pointed fabrics.

      A . . . jester?

      Devron quickly grabbed the Cobalin sword, bells ringing with each movement. He pressed the handle into Dhane’s hand, then summoned a phone. “We don’t have much time.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Obviously, getting you out of here.”

      “You betrayed me!” Dhane said, almost in a growl. The feeling in his legs was returning. He needed to escape down into the labyrinth, a maze of tunnels he just so happened to have memorized on his last trip from the menagerie.

      “I didn’t! Or at least it wasn’t intentional. What was I supposed to do? Huh? They cornered me, asked questions, and . . . well, I didn’t know! They determined you were of shadow and forced me to go along with it lest they take Aaliyah, too. You think that’s what I wanted?”

      Dhane didn’t say anything, didn’t know what to say.

      “Hells, man, I’ve been working to break you out this entire time. I’ve got sleep bombs and a jester’s license. Here, put this on,” he said. White and pink clothing materialized in the air. “You’re my assistant, alright? Oh, and I have a mask, too.”

      “Stop, Dev.”

      “I can get you outta here, I know it!”

      “I don’t want out!” And that was the truth of it. Now that he had made up his mind to save the Cobalins, to reject that, to instead save himself while they suffered under the command of their masters? It was too much. He could do something, could ease some of that suffering.

      Devron stared with an expression of shock and confusion, then said, “But I have too. . . .”

      Someone else ran into the room and Devron reached back behind himself, grabbing power from his invisible bag: White waves of energy clashed within a forming sphere.

      “Ma-Ma-Master?”

      “Tom?” Dhane asked. It was beginning to become a damn reunion in here. Who was next, Reditus Leon . . . Penny? No. . . . He couldn’t think about her, not now, not with what he had planned to do.

      “No-no time! The . . . others are coming!”

      Shit! Dhane pushed himself to his feet, still feeling a lingering weakness, like his body was heavier than it should be. Instant respawn was no joke.

      Devron looked between Tom and Dhane, then shoved the jester’s costume and mask into Dhane’s arms. “Take it anyway. Ain’t got a clue what you’re doing, though it might help. And, Dhane . . .” he said and stared at the ground for a moment, then looked back with determination, “I’m sorry that—” Shouts and the pounding of dozens of armored feet, cut him off.

      Tom paled, face spotted with sweat. He summoned a giant shield that reached from his head to the stone floor. Then, breathing to the point of hyperventilating, he left.

      Dhane deposited the jester’s costume and sword to his inventory, then paid for his third translation ball. It materialized in a puff of smoke, glowing at the tips of his fingers. “I’m destroying the cemetery of shadow.”

      “Hells, man. . . .”

      “Dev, if you want to help me, help the Cobalin. Without a cemetery of shadow, they can escape.”

      “But—”

      “I-I-I am a wa-wa-wall!” Tom’s voice echoed, appreciably loud and commanding, despite the stutter. “You shall not pa-pa-pass!”

      Dhane handed Devron the translation ball, then took his arm and gave him a single nod, hoping that it communicated everything Dhane wanted to say: Thank you, and Don’t beat yourself up, and I’m so damn glad you’re not my enemy, and . . . Goodbye.

      He sprinted out of the room, out into the great Hall of Guilds, an army on one side and no one on the other, the side that led into the labyrinth.

      Tom slammed his shield down and white cracks shot through the floor, forming a line from wall to wall, then a transparent, glasslike barrier rose up.

      The leading guard—not one of the standard guards, though a Royal guard with gold and white armor—jumped forward and pierced the wall with a fancy sword. It slid right through the barrier, shattering it to fractured pieces of light, then punctured out from Tom’s back, glistening with the silvery-white of his soul.

      “There he is!” a large man called, pointing at Dhane. A good twenty guards charged, some shifting to flashes of light that shot forward, quickly closing the distance.

      Dhane turned and descended the stairs to the labyrinth, diving down into the darkness of dim light crystals. He triggered Web Wall, giving it 30 mana to materialize thousands of spiderwebs, thick and thin. They filled the narrowing hallway at the bottom, a good four feet thick.

      The first of the Royal guards tried to ram her way through the wall that, by any reasonable calculation, would have cleared the mess of webbings. Instead, she slammed against a wall as solid as stone, crashing to her back, dazed.

      The other guards started cutting, slicing chunks of the wall away with every passing second. It wouldn’t hold for long. Dammit! He sprinted, passing forked turns and small rooms, following his mental map.

      The guards wouldn’t be far behind. He needed something else, just a distraction to give him enough time at the cemetery to destroy it, which . . . well, he didn’t even know what was required for that: magic, a ritual, or could he simply break the stone slabs?

      If there was ever a time for the Mother of Shadows to provide an itty-bitty bit of assistance, now was that time! Did he have to pray? Or maybe the only way to talk to a divinity was to travel to their realm. With that thought, the knowledge at the back of his mind confirmed it: The divinities could only observe the physical world unless Gameus summoned them.

      Dhane passed a well-lit tunnel, one with light crystals that weren’t on the precipice of failure, the stone floor smooth and well-traveled. A heaviness pulled in that direction, a sense of gloom, of despair.

      What the hell were they doing down here? Actually, why was there a labyrinth beneath the arena at all? The place reeked of damp mildew, the tunnel walls were once carved and decorated, though now cracked and ruined.

      It didn’t matter. What mattered was this tunnel looked liked an ideal direction to travel, even if it wasn’t where he wanted to go. And if the guards thought that. . . .

      Dhane triggered Web Wall again, feeding it 30 mana and filling a portion of the well-lit tunnel in webs.

      The guards were seconds away, racing to catch up while others—by the vibrations of their armor, ghostlike through all the stone—split off down forks, forming their own sort of web to fish him out.

      Dhane sprinted toward the next fork. He turned the corner just as the stone walls glowed with a vibrant light, then immediately darkened: Flash Step.

      “He went through here!” a man called, followed by the sound of a blade slicing through impossibly dense spiderwebs. Others showed up, grunting with the effort to clear the way.

      Dhane didn’t wait. He shot down tunnel after tunnel, carrying an ember of hope that this might not need to be his end. He could have his cake and eat it: destroy the cemetery, then hide within the labyrinth until he could escape under the disguise of a jester.

      Thank you, Devron! There was so much he still wanted to do, so much to live for, so much to explore. It was these thoughts as he sprinted into the cemetery of shadow, these happy, exciting thoughts that nearly distracted him from the tiny scraping vibration of a page being turned.

      Dhane whipped around, and there, sitting back with his legs propped up on another chair, was Challenger Terry.

      He arched an eyebrow, then slowly shifted a bookmark into his book titled Please, Please Me.

      Fuck! Of course, the cemetery of shadow had a guard, though why on earth did it have to be Challenger Terry?

      “You’re not supposed—”

      Dhane summoned Exploding Spider, draining 30 of his already diminished mana from casting Web Wall twice. He barely had 38/110 left, only because of mana regen.

      An ugly spider in black and red, shot out of his palm, leaving behind a nearly overwhelming desire to smash the thing, or flee, or burn the damn labyrinth down, should stone burn so easily. It landed on the man’s face and Dhane stifled a scream of horror.

      Challenger Terry jerked back, tumbling out of his chair, swatting at the spider. But it was quick and small. It following Dhane’s intent and crawled across the man’s neck, down into his armor, and toward his back before exploding in a ripple of blue energy.

      A -83 backstab damage in white, slipped up and over an enraged man, blond hair a mess, teeth locked together like a dog, growling and ready to pounce.

      Dhane couldn’t do anything without mana, and to use all of it here and now in a desperate effort to take on a high ranked challenger, would only hit him with the Mana Drunk debuff before he died.

      And so he did the one thing he was getting so damn good at doing, he ran. He sprinted down tunnel after tunnel until he burst into the vast darkness of an empty menagerie, its door still lying on its side, bent and splintered.

      Challenger Terry wasn’t far behind. “You want to attack me! ME!” His voice echoed in the tunnel. “I fight challengers, not monsters pretending to be human!”

      Every two or three seconds, Dhane gained a point of mana, and every second he ran, he lost stamina. It was a race between two shifting stats.

      He ran across the massive room, silent with its complete lack of monsters in pens. Near the middle, there was a cage, Tom’s cage, a cage made of thick steel bars, built to hold a shadowling, and a cage he just so happened to still have the keys for.

      Footsteps slapped the cold, dark stone, only seconds away.

      Dhane bolted toward the door, grabbed it, and slammed it shut while materializing his set of keys.

      The lock clicked and Challenge Terry halted just outside, nostrils flaring, eyes angled in the darkness, appearing more as vibration lines than anything.

      “You’re wrong,” Dhane said, more to delay the man than anything.

      Challenger Terry drew his sword, the edges radiating a molten red. He slashed it across the steel bars, and a loud clanging vibrated throughout the cage, leaving behind a line of red, the metal hot, as if it had just been pulled from the furnace.

      “Wrong?” the man yelled. “Wrong wrong wrong? You can do better than that, you damn monster.” He slashed again, cutting deeper into the metal.

      “Why are you so against those of shadow?”

      “You’re the enemy.” Slash. “You’re evil.” Slash. “Your kind destroy villages, burn farms, and torture the innocent.” Slash.

      “I’ve not seen anything like that. The Cobalins don’t—“

      “Cobalins! Fucking fodder. They’ll try to carve you up if you let them. Evil little pricks, but weak. I’m talking about the Scelkris, the Veetamors, the Delorkins.”

      There were others of shadow? Probably more people simply misunderstood, locked in an eternal battle. And if Veritus Scyla was telling the truth, it was a battle they were slowly losing.

      “And you. . . .” Challenger Terry said. “You’re some kind of witchdoctor’s puppet, claiming to be king. You can fool everyone else, but you’re as weak as the Cobalins, trapped in your little cage.”

      He slashed with his sword again, and three short bars broke off. They clattered against the stone floor and rolled, their ends glowing red, casting a haunting light across Challenger Terry’s scowl.

      Dhane’s mana ticked upward, now 98/110. He summoned an Exploding Spider, letting it crawl its way down the inside of his pant leg, entirely out of sight.

      He swallowed hard, jaw clenched, eyes locked onto Challenger Terry, not wanting to give the slightest of indications that he was up to something devious and dishonorable, biding his time for his trap to be ready.

      “If anyone’s a puppet,” Dhane said, summoning another spider and working to keep his voice level as it tickled its way down his leg. “It’s you, sir. You dance at the end of your strings for the priests.”

      “I follow with pride!”

      “Open your damn eyes! Do you really not see what they are doing? Can’t see how corrupt they are?”

      “Corrupt?” he shouted so loud that it echoed back twice, perhaps loud enough for the roaming Royal guards to hear. . . .

      “They are killing people, Terry. Not for them to Return, though for—“

      “Enough! I will not listen to your lies.”

      “You’re a fool.”

      The word seemed to have physically punched the Challenger in the gut, throwing all the respect this man didn’t deserve out the window. There was no reasoning with someone so brainwashed.

      “You. . . .” Challenger Terry said in a low growl, stepping forward.

      Closer . . . just a bit closer. . . .

      “I’m going to kill you slowly. And when you Return, I’m going to do it again and again until the priests take pity on your soul, if you have one. And, shadowling,” he said in a whisper, taking another step forward, “I don’t think that will ever happen.”

      Now! Dhane triggered Exploding Spider and the two spiders he had summoned, the spiders that were now on Challenger Terry’s back, exploded. Blue ripples of power blasted out from behind him, dealing a combined 166 backstab damage . . . all in white.

      What the hell was needed to hurt these people!

      Challenger Terry lurched forward by the force of the explosion and slammed into the bars.

      Dhane summoned 1x Lightning Rope, then wrapped it tightly around the man’s wrist and a solid steel bar before triggering Shadow Shift. The world changed and smoke whipped through him, then he was forty or so feet away, out of his cage and closer to the doorway.

      Challenger Terry yelled, then worked to pull his sword free. The rope zapped his wrist and sent crackling energy through the steel bars, jumping and arching as it did.

      Dhane charged back toward the cemetery of shadow, listening to a molten edged blade cut into steel bars, over and over, chiming in rhythm with enraged shouts.

      Someone was going to hear that, and even if they didn’t, the challenger would be free in a minute or two, and he still had armor. There was just no chance fighting a challenger without any decent gear or Octoralis.

      Dhane sprinted down the tunnels and barged back into the cemetery of shadow. It was empty except for six well maintained light crystals, casting an even glow across four stone slabs.

      He barely had 33/110 mana left. It ticked upward with the passing seconds, each mana point a warning that his time was slipping away. He summoned his Cobalin sword and drove the tip of the blade down onto a slab of stone.

      And . . . of course, that did nothing other than fill his hand with a numbing vibration. He didn’t have a magical weapon like everyone else, no red glowing edges that could cut steel bars, but there had to be some other way.

      An exploding spider might damage a slab, though he only had enough mana for one, and there were four slabs! Maybe there were magical symbols carved into the stones? Or some sort of power crystal?

      He quickly checked the slabs and found that each had a tiny symbol carved into its base. When he touched one, knowledge awoke from the back of his mind.

      These symbols directed the intent of some other form of magic. If he destroyed the symbols, the cemetery would still work, though people may form anywhere, potentially in a wall.

      He pushed a single point of his pearlescent mana into the symbol. A thin stream of glowing blue vapor shifted out and toward an individual stone block that made up a part of the wall.

      The block held no other adornment or carvings or anything that marked its importance, though he could feel the workings of magic beyond. It was almost like a vibration, but not physical. It was a vibration within a different layer of reality.

      Dhane hurried to the wall, sliding fingers over the cold, coarse stone. It had no give and felt identical to any of the other stones, all connected with lines of grout.

      He dug the tip of his Cobalin sword into the grout, breaking the softer material, letting it crumble and fall to the floor. Each hit sent vibrations into the stone, carving little vibration lines that formed into a hollow space maybe a foot deep.

      Footsteps echoed down the tunnel.

      Shit brownies! All he needed was a minute or two, though Challenger Terry would be there before then. Dhane triggered Web Wall, paying the 30 mana, which drained his total to 12/110. Thousands of silvery lines flowed into the tunnel’s entrance.

      He went back to work, frantically digging his blade into the grout lines, chiseling chunks of it free, and working his way around the block. It was taking too damn long!

      Challenger Terry crashed into the wall of spiderwebs and grunted. He was seething. His blade glowed in the dim tunnel and sliced through webs like a hot spoon through ice cream. . . .

      Oi. . . . It was Dhane’s last moments of life and now he had ice cream on the mind. Why the hell was ice cream such a curse for him? Maybe it was all a sign that death here would land him in some other heaven. . .?

      But none of it mattered if he couldn’t destroy the cemetery. He couldn’t die in peace or move on to another plane of existence knowing he accomplished nothing here, just suffered along with all the others and perhaps made it worse for them, gave them hope only to then snatch it away at the last moment.

      Challenger Terry carved his blade through the webs one last time, dealing enough damage to dispel the wall in its entirety. Silvery lines dissolved to a pearlescent glow and fizzled away.

      It was then that Dhane had an idea. He stopped digging around the stone and burrowed down one side, knowing full well that he couldn’t hope to remove the entire stone. With one last strike, the blade broke through, opening a tiny gap that radiated with swirling, violet lights.

      Challenger Terry grabbed Dhane and threw him across the room.

      He hit the opposite wall, a dense pain shifting through his back and head. The room spun and doubled. He was on the ground, fist clenched around the hilt of his Cobalin sword.

      Out of instinct alone, he shoved off the ground with the agility of an arachnomancer assassin and rolled just as two blurry, red-edged swords descended where he was.

      Dhane stood and his vision cleared in time to see Challenger Terry advance with a series of well-practiced attacks, each pushing Dhane back toward the adjacent wall.

      He dodged and dodged, and when he found no room to dodge again, he raised his sword to block, only for red-edged steel to slice through his blade, tip gouging a thick line across his chest.

      Pain. Deep, swelling, burning pain erupted through him. Half his health dropped as a -43 in red text slid upward. The Cobalin sword turned into hundreds of rainbow-colored, transparent blocks that then burst apart.

      “You can’t even block a simple attack,” Challenger Terry said, shaking his head. He sheathed his sword and grabbed Dhane’s armor, then slammed him back against the wall. “I did promise I’d kill you slowly so you can feel every bit of pain you deserve.”

      Dhane’s mana ticked up to 30/110. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t focus, and just when the pain would stop, Challenger Terry slammed Dhane against the wall again.

      He desperately used every point of mana to summon Exploding Spider. A deep heat burned through his chest and down his arm, leaving a tingling cold behind. The spider formed, blurry and tiny, down on the floor.

      Mana Drunk hit immediately. Gravity shifted, pulling him back and to the side. The room elongated. Challenger Terry’s eyes, carrying a spark of excitement, grew bigger as his nose shrunk. His mouth took up his entire bottom half of his head.

      “Oh . . . not feeling well?” Challenger Terry asked, faking a voice of concern. He then punched Dhane right under the chin, snapping his head back against the wall.

      He fell forward with a grunt, bells ringing, feeling a sense of urgency, a need to be somewhere, to do something. Did he give the spider his intent—did it know what to do—or was it just sitting there on the floor. . .?

      He crawled up the slanted floor toward a spot of importance, though why it was important eluded him. His thoughts were everywhere and nowhere, a fevered dream, a void, a pressing alarm of imminent death.

      Something moved him right where he needed to be. It was Challenger Terry, holding Dhane up against the wall again, the man’s giant mouth of white teeth, spread in a magnificent smile.

      Such an expression should only elicit a sense of hate, of rage, though, in this very moment, only a calming peace flowed within, a feeling of accomplishment.

      Dhane smiled.

      “Ah, you like this, do you?” Challenger Terry asked. He took Dhane’s chin and pinched impossibly hard. Little -1s slipped out of his mouth. His jaw seemed to bend under the force, his teeth grinding.

      Dhane, sensing a piece of himself, of his soul, in the opposite wall, triggered Exploding Spider. A small explosion set off a chain of reactions. The powerful magics that formed the cemetery of shadow, all released, escaping toward the only direction it could go, toward the block of stone with most of its grout removed.

      That stone exploded across the room like a cannonball, propelled by blue and violet swirls of glowing power. It crashed into Challenger Terry’s back, forcing him to let Dhane crumble to the floor.

      A -270 in white shifted up and over the Challenger, though then a -106 in red also escaped him, chasing after the other number as they both danced toward the dim ceiling, light crystals drained of their mana, flickering.

      Terry arched forward, both hands holding the wall as if it were about to collapse. He breathed rapidly through clenched teeth, a wounded beast, stuck in a cycle of rage.

      After three seconds, the man spun and attacked with a growl. He landed on Dhane’s chest, knees like daggers pressing against his ribs, hands wrapped around his neck. “I HATE YOU!” Challenger Terry screamed, squeezing, cutting off Dhane’s airflow, face tingling from blood loss.

      All Dhane could think of as his health slipped below 10/85 and his armor shattered and flaked away like his Cobalin sword had, was how he succeeded. Against all the odds, all the impossibilities. Against a king, his Royal guards, and a challenger . . . he won.

      Now for that ice cream. . . .

      Now for death and potentially a new start somewhere else. Maybe he didn’t have to be public enemy number one. Maybe he could just be a normal person in a world of wonder, surrounded by friends.

      That’ll be nice. . . .

      7/85 . . . 6/85 . . . 5/85. . . .

      Something scuffed the stone down a dark hallway. No doubt, the Royal guards had found their way here by now, just in time to see him turn into a screaming soul of smoke.

      Challenger Terry looked up. His eyebrows ascended his forehead and his mouth dropped opened. He released his grip, and Dhane coughed, sucking in air.

      Maybe it was the lingering effect of Mana Drunk, or perhaps he had already died, and this was just some glitch in heaven, but there in the hallway was a slender, naked woman with unbelievably massive breasts.

      She spoke in a high pitched, grating voice, “Helloooo, strong adventurer.” There were tiny, almost imperceivable purple, flickering sparks around her form as she moved, hips swaying.

      Then, out of nowhere, flying with all the courage of a berserker charging into battle, was Knock . . . little green Knock. He landed on Challenger Terry’s back, ramming a new Cobalin sword down with all of his weight.

      The attack hit for 26 damage, and the Challenger stiffened, eyes round in shock. His silvery-white soul leaked out of his back, and a moment later, he was gone.

      Knock, eyes pinched shut, his blade’s tip now balanced against the floor, screamed out, “Did, I, kill it?”

      Dhane grabbed the Cobalin and laughed, truly laughed, a laugh full of relief and joy and peace. He pulled Knock into a hug. “You killed it, great shadow.”

      “I? I great shadow?”

      Dhane released the little man and asked, “How are you here?”

      “I come. Save my woman!”

      “Desley? She’s with you?”

      Knock shook his head. “I looked but big man in ugly clothing say you here, say all Cobalins should help, all Cobalins should fight.”

      Someone was running in the tunnel that led toward the Hall of Guilds. The footsteps vibrated in rhythm with tiny bells and screeching shouts, yelling, “Go left,” then from someone else, “No no, he wrong! Go right!” followed by, “Yes, right, that’s what I meant!” and, “I no believe you, dummy.”

      Devron appeared, sprinting and gasping for breath, four Cobalins clinging to his back “The . . . guards,” he said between breaths. “I hit ‘em with my . . . sleep bombs, though it only worked on . . . a few of them.”

      Kuby hopped off. “Hope bringer!”

      “Kuby?” Dhane said. “But why are you all down here? There’s no way out.”

      “That be wrong,” Knock said. “Mahai . . . poor Mahai, he leave powerful items in case of attack.”

      “What happened to Mahai?”

      Knock pinched his eyebrows together and shrugged. “He gone, taken. I no know where.” He summoned an original Gameboy, then pressed buttons before revealing the green, pixelated screen. There were two items in his inventory.

      
        
        Targeted Waypoint // Epic // Single Use

        > A stone created with a specific location. Upon use, the stone will expand into a small waypoint platform and offer instant transportation to the assigned coordinates. May only be used once.

      

      

      
        
        Village Seed // Legendary // Single Use

        > The village seed may be used to claim unclaimed territory for the purpose of building a village. The seed provides all necessary village systems and buildings to get started, including a cemetery, matching the affinity of its user. May only be used once.

      

      

      They had a way out. . . . They could live, start again in some new place far away from everything here. But what of Penny, what of Desley and Tom and Leon and the hundreds of Cobalins still enslaved?

      Shouts echoed down the tunnel. The Royal guards, in their clanging armor, were charging toward the destroyed cemetery of shadow. There was no time. . . .

      Dhane held his hand out. “Give me the items,” he said.

      Knock didn’t even hesitate. He summoned the items and Dhane took them, then activated the Targeted Waypoint. The stone dropped and splashed into the floor like a drop of water into a pool. The ground rippled and symbols sliced into the stone, forming around a circle just big enough for three regular-sized people.

      “I no go,” Knock said. “I find woman! She here, I find her.”

      “Nah, man,” Devron said, “I’ll find her.”

      “No one is staying,” Dhane said. The Royal guards turned the last dark bend, outlined in vibrations. “We will come back. We will save all of them.” His words, said with stern confidence, seemed to slice away all the fear and uncertainty that lined Knock’s face.

      “They’re just ahead!” a woman called, her voice accented by the ting of her drawn sword. She flashed stepped, appearing in the room, her blade swishing through the air.

      Dhane triggered the waypoint stone and everything changed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      There was a pleasant tingle of warmth, rushing through every fiber of Dhane’s being. Golden light imbued itself into each of their souls, swirling from head to toe.

      Then they arrived.

      The sudden shift from underground darkness to the outside world beneath a bright sun, forced everyone to cover their eyes. Sensations trickled in, starting with the touch of a pleasant breeze, carrying the scents of blossoms and water and mint.

      Lime green grass covered the ground and stretched out toward hundreds of white trees with bright blue leaves. And in the other direction, dozens upon dozens of small lakes ran into each other with little waterfalls, glistening under a teal blue sky with puffy white clouds.

      It was a slice of paradise, warm and welcoming, promising an exciting new place to live and explore. Mahai chose this as a place for his Cobalins to live happily above ground.

      Kuby, still wearing a broken chain around his ankle, fell forward and brushed his fingers through the grass. Knock looked like he’d cry, perhaps feeling guilty for being here without Desley. The other three Cobalins cheered and ran around, rolling and tumbling and laughing.

      Devron took Dhane’s arm and smiled. “You saved them, man. I always hated that they were slaves, though . . . I didn’t know. They’re like humans, aren’t they? Almost like kids.”

      Dhane nodded. Kids. That was a great way to describe them. A race of kids, wanting to play under the sun, to go swimming, to sit around campfires, to sing and dance.

      But these Cobalins were just a sliver of the ones they had left behind. That thought swirled down into his chest with hints of rage and sadness and defeat. Could they really call this a win?

      Except . . . maybe. . . .

      Dhane summoned his phone with the map app already launching. They were in the next zone, close to the edge, 88.4 miles from Ceratree City. With a mental flick, the screen shifted to display cemeteries.

      Almost all of Ceratree was empty of cemeteries. In fact, the only ones that existed outside of the city were at the far western and eastern edges of the zone.

      If a cemetery were to be placed here, it would be the closest one to the city. And they just so happened to have a Village Seed. . . .

      This was Mahai’s intent all along. He must have been tracking the progress the priests of light were making, for why else would he choose this place of all the places in the vast world of Olindale?

      Dhane withdrew the Village Seed. It materialized from wisps of smoke, an octahedron topaz, nearly as large as a softball. He pushed most of his mana into it, accepting the solemn responsibility that he now was the leader, and the town would be settled using his affinities.

      The topaz grew warm and bright, shimmering in a yellow-gold. Everyone stopped and watched. This was the creation of their next home, the last gift left by Mahai, their protector.

      It pulled toward the sky and Dhane let go, allowing it to drift upward. The seed pulsed with a golden power that seeped out and spun around with it, creating spiraling waves that coursed out and across the land.

      The wind picked up and trees rustled. Then a bright beam of gold shot down from the topaz and into the ground.

      In that fleeting moment, there was a divine question, emanating from his very soul, a request to know the name of this here new village. And Dhane replied with the only name that made any sense, “Dedu Tedu . . . Novus,” Latin for new.

      All the shimmering gold dispersed to pearlescent mana and faded, then a chime resonated in Dhane’s head. He checked his notifications and found one from the System.

      
        
        > (2:48 p.m.) System alert to channel All. A new village has been settled in Terralacoos. Its precise location is currently withheld. The village’s primary waypoint has been hidden for 30 days.

        > Name: Dedu Tedu Novus

        > Affinity: Light and Shadow

        > Leader: Dhane

      

      

      The ground shook and cobblestones rose up to form a road and large waypoint platform. Wood and stone and glass materialized from shimmers of gold, then combined to make a large, three-story inn and shed.

      Across the new road, hedges and flowers grew out from a central fountain of stone, appearing out of nothing. A swirling trail of ground, sunk and filled in with gravel, then water rushed through the conduit, spilling over the sides.

      Little bridges pieced themselves together with wood just as a path of cobblestones formed, leading to alcoves where large slabs of stone shifted into reality.

      Pop! . . . Pop! Pop-pop-pop-pop! Puffy white animals appeared, looking like sheep, though each with a single, twisting horn of a different color. Sumilians. . . . They immediately started grazing with no apparent concern for predators.

      Confetti popped in the air and drifted downward, transforming into butterflies of every color and pattern, some flying in groups, others exploring all the new flowers that grew in the last few seconds, filling their little valley with color.

      Dhane turned, taking in the view. They had a place to sleep and eat, tools, and a cemetery, everything they needed to start their own little town.

      “Holy hell, man,” Devron said.

      The Cobalins, all except for Knock, ran through the inn’s front door, excitedly yelling and giggling about choosing rooms. One wanted a lake view, another wanted to live in a closet.

      Then a chime resonated within Dhane, and another, and another. New notifications were popping up every other second, and with them, large beams of red light shot toward the sky from different directions, impossible to get a sense of how close they were.

      
        
        > (2:52 p.m.) System alert to channel All. Riverport has declared war on Dedu Tedu Novus. Local waypoints have been locked until conflict resolution.

        > Recorded Reason: A town of shadow cannot be allowed! Join Riverport in removing this scourge from our lands.

      

      

      
        
        > (2:52 p.m.) System alert to channel All. Glimmerpond has declared war on Dedu Tedu Novus. Local waypoints have been locked until conflict resolution.

        > Recorded Reason: We stand against the spread of evil.

      

      

      
        
        > (2:52 p.m.) System alert to channel All. Vehelum has declared war on Dedu Tedu Novus. Local waypoints have been locked until conflict resolution.

        > Recorded Reason: Ha! War sounds like fun!

      

      

      
        
        > (2:53 p.m.) System alert to channel All. Ceratree City has declared war on Dedu Tedu Novus. Local waypoints have been locked until conflict resolution.

        > Recorded Reason: The Reditai will not let this corruption of light stand. All cities, work with our army to rid Olindale of the enemy that threatens all of us. Please reopen your waypoints to Ceratree City for trade and cooperation, and we will do the same for you. For the light!

      

      

      “Oh no!” Knock said, eyes wide. “It’s happening again!”

      Two more notifications came in from Golden Valley and Silva Garden, stating identical reasons In accordance with the pact, we have declared war.

      “What do you mean?” Dhane asked.

      “They come for us. The evil adventurers, they come! We can’t stay, can we? We must hide, dig hole. How we live, great shadow?”

      Devron looked like he would say something, though then another large beam of red, one that was much closer than the others, shot skyward.

      
        
        > (2:54 p.m.) System alert to channel All. Seezy has declared war on Dedu Tedu Novus. Local waypoints have been locked until conflict resolution.

        > Recorded Reason: None

      

      

      Dhane took in a deep breath, pinched his eyes shut, mind racing through all the possible solutions to this evolving puzzle. Challenge after challenge after challenge.

      Would life always be so impossibly unfair?

      Yes. That was the answer, a resounding yes. Only the strong survived. And so there was little choice, they would have to be strong, stronger than any enemy could imagine.

      He exhaled and glared at that last beam of red light until it shattered into millions of flickering shards and dissolved like all the others. They would fight and they would win for he had a plan, a plan to not only survive, but to thrive.

      And it started right now.

      As if by sheer willpower alone . . . the world froze. The butterflies hovered, motionless wings shimmering their creative patterns in pinks and blues. Even Devron stood with eyes half shut, mid-blink. And Knock . . . down on all fours while Gameus, god of the realm, used the Cobalin as a chair.

      “You will fail,” the god said, tapping a long fingernail on the top of his cane.

      “How—”

      “How do I know? I am a god. But I cannot see the future, if that’s what you’re after. Anyone who can count their fingers and toes could tell you that you’re in an impossible situation. Do you really think so little of everyone else in this heaven?”

      “I haven’t had the liberty to think anything.”

      Pip, the little red imp, stood off to the side next to a frozen sumilian. “Can I . . . oh, please, let me touchy your horny. I likes it. So pointy and hardy.”

      “Pip!” Gameus yelled.

      “Yesss Master?”

      “You don’t need another sumilian! Get over here.” Gameus turned back to Dhane. “You have been most entertaining to watch. But you are like a candle with a short wick.”

      Pip laughed.

      “That was not a euphemism! By all the heavens, do I need to dip you into a pit of lava again?”

      “Nooo Master!”

      “Then be a good imp.” He sighed. “Where was I. . .?”

      “Um, candle, sir?” Dhane offered, his mind full of images of him being lowered into a pit of lava should he do anything to annoy the god.

      “Yes! A candle with a short wick has little room to burn. The flame is but a dim flicker, everything, including the softest of breaths, its enemy. You—Dhane of shadows, newborn soul, ignorant and dumb—are that flame, so precariously close to being extinguished.

      “And that’s quite unfortunate. You’ve thrown a boring world of order into chaos, a chaos that will soon be solved by your capture.”

      “You want to help me?” Dhane asked.

      “Help? Such a move would violate the rules, and I will not pay such a price for mere entertainment. But Pip—“

      “Yesss Master?”

      “Don’t interrupt me!” He seethed for a moment, took in a breath, and said, “Pip is a soul of this heaven, he,” Gameus said, eyeing the imp before continuing, slowly, “could share his knowledge of letters?”

      “My alphabet?” Pip asked and Gameus shrugged, suddenly taking interest in a frozen butterfly, bringing it back to life so it could land on his finger. “Yesss! Yesss! I loves me my alphabet.”

      Pip summoned a TI-84 graphing calculator, then pressed buttons until an outline of a book appeared before him. He grabbed it and it materialized, thin and baby blue with Care Bears on the cover, The Care Bears’ Book of ABCs.

      “Not that one!” Gameus yelled, and the butterfly turned to ash. “I swear I shouldn’t have taken so much of your intelligence. The book on symbols, if I have to spell it out for you!”

      “Oh oh oh! Yesss,” Pip said, depositing the book and withdrawing an old, leather-bound notebook instead. “Here you go-y. These are my notesies on magic.”

      Dhane accepted the notebook and flipped through the pages. The notes were impeccable, written in a fancy cursive around drawings of symbols and how those symbols broke down into simpler ideas.

      If Gameus was risking some form of heaven punishment to bring him this book, it had to contain a solution, some way for him and the Cobalins to win, or at the very least, to survive.

      Pip stared at the book as if seeing it for the first time in years. His slim figure seemed to sag, little wings twitching. The contents of the book and this imp were so entirely unlike each other. What happened to him?

      Dhane knelt so he and the imp were closer to eye level. “I’ll just borrow it, okay? And I won’t let anything happen to it.”

      The little imp nodded, then spotted a sumilian and brightened before running toward it. “Can I haves this one! It has pretty purple horny!”

      Gameus sighed, then swirled his finger in the air and the sumilian lifted off the ground, shrinking as if becoming a lootable item. It bleated—a tiny, panicked tune—and Pip tapped it, collecting it to his calculator.

      Dhane deposited the book to his inventory and turned to Gameus. “But what about the balance? The priests of light are killing souls, and you do nothing.”

      “The balance? What fun is there in a game where one side cannot win, at least temporarily? The balance is a cycle, my boy. And you are wrong about souls. Souls cannot die, but they can be contained, forced to sleep.”

      Gameus waved Pip over. “Now, resume that overconfident, dramatic glare you had before my arrival. No one can know we were here, understand?”

      Before Dhane could reply, Gameus and Pip were gone. The world unfroze, bringing back the warm breeze, bleating sumilians, and frolicking butterflies.

      Devron let out a breath and shook his head. “Hells, man, this ain’t lookin’ good for us.” He turned to Dhane then arched an eyebrow. “Wait. . . . What do you know that we don’t?”

      “We live?” Knock asked, brows pulled together in confusion as to why he was down on all fours.

      Dhane shrugged. Secrets. . . . What was up with all of these god figures asking him—of all people!—to keep secrets? And so he summoned the leather-bound notebook, letting it materialize from wisps of smoke in his hands, this book that just might give them an edge in the battles to come.

      He smiled at his two friends and asked. . . .

      “Want to learn some magic?”
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      Thank you for reading Arachnomancer! This is just the beginning of the evil adventures of the King of Shadows. There is plenty of progression, character building, town-building, and more, coming soon.

      This series will be at least three books long, no matter how well it does in the market. I firmly believe—as an author—that by releasing a series, I’m making a promise to deliver the full story. You will never need to worry about me abandoning a series half complete.

      Now, as with any developing story world, there are a lot of characters with their own interesting lives, such as Challenger Sarah, the Queen of Blood. I’d love to write these shorter stories on the side—as long as they don’t delay the next main book—and give them to my newsletter subscribers for free before selling them.

      If you are not subscribed to my newsletter, please visit my website at https://dustintigner.com and join. It’s entirely free, and you’re welcome to unsubscribe at any time.

      Lastly, though I have written stories for more than twenty years, ran a writing community for six years, and written six unpublished novels . . . this is the first novel I have deemed good enough to publish.

      I am a floundering newb in a sea of very well known authors.

      Whether or not you loved Arachnomancer, any review you could leave on this book would be most helpful. Reviews are the lifeblood of a book. It’s what the stores use to determine which books to display to new readers.

      And with that, I humbly thank you for your support. May you live long and not die by a garbage truck.
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      Welcome to Olindale, the heaven of games. Our soul watchers have placed you in this heaven because of your proclivity for play and procrastination above being responsible. If you believe you’ve been placed in the wrong heaven, you can take a ticket and a soul worker will be right with you.

      
        
        Your ticket number is 3,456,715.

      

      

      “Thank you for holding, your eternal satisfaction is important to us. Please continue to wait on the line for the next available soul watcher. Estimated time, 9,318 days.”

      
        
        Skip.

      

      

      You are now reading Heaven Information. We hope the content here will be valuable during your eternity in Olindale. Once you finish your initial training, could we trouble you with a small survey of 284 questions?

      
        
        No.

      

      

      Gods & Divinities

      Gameus is the high god of Olindale. Beneath him are the divinities of light and shadow, locked in a carefully orchestrated war, meant to last forever. Each side of this conflict has twelve divinities, lesser gods created to empower souls in their pursuit of victory.

      For those of light, the divinities are Bat, Bear, Dolphin, Ferret, Hawk, Lion, Monkey, Owl, Rabbit, Raccoon, Rooster, and Snake. These entities use the powers invested in them to create unique skills and abilities for their followers.

      For those of shadow, the divinities are Ant, Beetle, Butterfly, Cricket, Dragonfly, Firefly, Hornet, Katydid, Mantis, Scorpion, Spider, and Termite.

      Experience

      When the followers of the divinities kill something within Olindale, the divinity receives energy. It is with this energy that they can grant their followers skills and attributes.

      Unlike the video games that Olindale has so recently mimicked, all entities of life have a certain amount of energy that they can release upon death. This energy represents experience and cannot be boosted or lowered based on relative level difference.

      For efficient farming, it is advised that parties do not exceed three members unless they are attempting one of the challenging raids. In some cases, it is more efficient to kill lesser mobs—monster or beast—without the assistance of others.

      Experience requirement per level goes up gradually, following the formula [Current Level * 100 + Previous Level Requirement]. As such, you’ll have to earn increasingly more experience to climb to higher levels.

      To illustrate the experience requirement between levels, we have provided some numbers

      
        
        > 100xp to Level 2

        > 300xp to Level 3

        > 600xp to Level 4

        > 1,000xp to Level 5

        > 1,500xp to Level 6

        > 2,100xp to Level 7

        > 2,800xp to Level 8

        > 3,600xp to Level 9

        > 4,500xp to Level 10

      

      

      As you can see, by the time you have reached level 10, it can take a considerable amount of experience to progress. For additional experience, we recommend completing quests, dungeons, raids, tower floors of Heaven’s Mountain, or descending one of the pits of trials, which may also reward adventurers with rare loot.

      But to challenge these more difficult tasks, you must understand how your attributes and skills work.

      Attributes

      You have four attribute types: Strength, Dexterity, Intelligence, and Vitality. Upon leveling, you gain a +1 to your Vitality and a +1 Skill Point.

      There are many skills to provide you with options in building your character. Each skill has an attribute type that best relates to the skill’s effect. When learning a new skill or advancing a skill to its next level, you gain +1 to whatever attribute type the skill has.

      For instance, a Root skill may have an attribute type related to Strength. Learning this skill will provide you with a +1 to Strength, and in doing so, make the Root skill better.

      The four attribute types each provide a different benefit beyond their effect on skills. These benefits have been detailed below.

      
        
        Strength

        > Each point affects relative strength

        > Each point above 10:

        > > Physical damage +1

      

      

      
        
        Dexterity

        > Each point affects relative speed

        > Each point above 10:

        > > Critical hit damage +10%

        > > Skill cooldown -2%

      

      

      
        
        Intelligence

        > Each point affects mental acuity and motivation

        > Each point increases mana by 5 points

        > Each point above 10:

        > > Mana regeneration +2%

      

      

      
        
        Vitality

        > Each point increases health by 5 points

        > Each point above 10:

        > > Stamina +5

        > > Out-of-combat healing +2%

      

      

      When you arrived in Olindale, you were assigned a soul watcher to determine what your attributes would be. Everyone starts with a combined total of 40 attribute points. A 10 in any attribute is considered average.

      The soul watcher weighs your life and assigns implicit attribute points. If in the last life you exercised a lot, you may be given a higher Strength than those who spent their time studying and engaging their minds.

      If you do not agree with the soul watcher’s assessment, you can send an appeal to Gameus, God of the Realm, at Paradeise Vono. (Please note, this is an unadvised action and may result in an abrupt race and affinity change.)

      Skills

      Skills—in addition to gear—are the very foundation to character building. They determine your attributes and play style. You start with three skill options to choose from at level-1, gain an additional option every other level, up to level-15, then every five levels henceforth.

      Different classes have different skills, which can be triggered, channeled, or invoked. Items may contain a skill that comes from a different class, or if the skill is already known, grant the player +1 to that skill’s level.

      There are advanced items that contain one-use skills and effects or can be used a set number of times. Please read Scrolls & Relics Guide for more information.

      

      
        
        Nonrefundable

      

      

      Please note that skill points are nonrefundable. You can forfeit your current level and all experience toward the next to erase a previously chosen skill or skill level, then by leveling up again, gain the skill point back.

      The higher your level, the more it will cost to make adjustments to your character. If there is a problem early on, it makes sense to pay the price when the said price is lower.

      Alternatively, hold on to your skill points until you know the best way to invest them. While this will leave you weaker at the beginning, it may help mitigate painful character rebuilds later.

      

      
        
        Modifications

      

      

      A skill at level-3 gains two potential skill modifications. A modification changes the skill’s effect and is entirely optional. Additional modifications are unlocked every three levels, adding one modification option each time.

      Modifications may reduce or increase damage for a reduced or increased amount of mana. It may change the shape, size, color, number, cooldown time, cast time, and any other combination of effects.

      Skills are not locked into their modification choice. While out-of-combat, you can change the modification, but only one modification per skill can be in effect at a time.

      

      
        
        Cooldown

      

      

      All skills have an implicit cooldown time of 2 seconds. This can be reduced by increasing Dexterity over 10. Some skills have an explicit cooldown time that might be significantly longer, forcing you to decide the best timing to use the skill.

      Skills with a long casting time or cooldown time often require little mana, since time and availability are the true costs. It is smart to build your character in such a way that it’s not entirely reliant on mana, so look for these types of skills.

      Passive Skills

      All classes receive passive skills that further differentiates them from other classes. These passives are not chosen but unlocked at specific levels, detailed below. If you sell a level to get back a skill point, you may lose your passive bonus.

      
        
        > 4 Passive Skills at Level-1

        > 1 Passive Skill at Level-5

        > 1 Passive Skill at Level-10

        > 1 Passive Skill every 10 levels

      

      

      Gear

      You are made up of skills, attributes, and gear. Your weapons, armor, rings, source, and artifact provide new options to be considered when character building.

      All gear has a rarity and item level. Rarities include Common (white), Uncommon (green), Rare (blue), Epic (purple), and Legendary (orange).

      Gear can be crafted or found as loot from mobs or Points of Interest (chest events, portal challenges, dungeons, etc.). Deconstructing items provide crafting components of the various rarities.

      

      
        
        Armor Slot

      

      

      Unlike other role-playing games, armor in Olindale is treated as a single item with a defined appearance. It does not have durability, in the traditional sense, though health.

      When you take damage, whether or not the damage was dealt to the armor, the armor will instead lose health. While the armor has health, you will not experience pain from damage.

      Armor cannot heal over time. If it loses all of its health, it becomes broken, though remains equipped. Broken armor continues to grant perks, such as bonuses to attribute points.

      While broken, any damage you receive will also count toward the armor. If the armor reaches negative health equal to three times its total, the armor will be destroyed. At each interval of 10% damage toward destruction, the armor’s total health decreases by 10%, even after it is repaired.

      

      
        
        Main Hand & Offhand Slots

      

      

      Weapons come in all different styles, be that one-handed, two-handed, one-handed with an offhand resource, or dual-wielding. There are sharp, bludgeoning, ranged, and magical types of damage.

      Each combination of main hand with offhand counts as a set. You can have two sets of weapons equipped at any one time, limited only by what can be physically carried on your person.

      

      
        
        Ring Slots

      

      

      You are able to equip a total of two rings. Rings provide attribute bonuses, energy armor (similar to normal armor, though recovers with time), special effects, skills or skill bonuses, and more.

      Rings can be equipped with special gemstones to further increase benefits and provide you with options to better tailor your gear to your build.

      For further information on gemstones, gemstone leveling, and legendary gemstones, please read Gemstone Mastery: She’ll Surely Like You Now.

      

      
        
        Source Slot

      

      

      Similar to a ring, your source is a piece of jewelry that can take the form of an amulet or brooch. The source empowers a skill of your choice with whatever attribute bonuses and effects it may offer.

      For example, if the source provides +5 Intelligence, that bonus would only affect a linked skill. If the skill does not make use of Intelligence, then the effect is wasted.

      Sources may also augment skills, similar to how skills can gain modifications at level-3. Augmenting a skill with your source does not negate the skill’s ability to take on a modification.

      

      
        
        Artifact Slot

      

      

      Instead of physical gear—gear that can be seen—artifacts are equippable gear for your soul. These items come with a free to use effect. Like all other items in Olindale, artifacts can be found across the different rarities and levels.

      Some artifacts may contain more than one quick-cast ability or none at all, electing for a smaller, constant effect. Examples of abilities include quick heal, mana replenish, empower the next skill or attack, quick movement, armor repair, improved crafting quality, party effect auras, and others.

      In addition to these effects, the artifact grants you attribute and skill bonuses. The lower quality artifacts may not do much beyond a quick, minor heal, though higher-level artifacts play a key role in character building.

      Artifacts cannot be crafted and once equipped, become soulbound. Removing an artifact destroys it.

      Crafting

      There are numerous crafting jobs in Olindale. Everything from armor and weapons to furniture and pastries can be learned through the crafting system.

      You are not required to seek an apprenticeship with a master craftsman, though doing so will speed up your progress. Since crafting is a matter of experimentation and knowledge, receiving such knowledge early will improve how fast you discover recipes.

      Further, more experienced craftsmen may sell or trade their recipes with you, allowing you to skip the often long and expensive journey of trial and error.

      All things that can be crafted, require components, be it wood and metal, or sugar and flour. This is often where learning a craft becomes expensive.

      Some items, such as weapons and armor, can be deconstructed for components. The rarer the item, the better the components. Food, or items with expiration dates, often cannot be deconstructed.

      To learn more about crafting, please refer to the guide How I Made 10,000 Copper A Month, Working From Home.

      Conclusion

      This concludes the Player’s Guide. Other guides are available to provide specifics about each facet of our increasingly complex world. The next advised guide to read is Your Guide to Loot: Why Did That Boar Drop This Sword?

      Please note, the following guides cannot be checked out at this time: The Truth of This World by Michail Kuznet, The Lies We Know by Akemi Tanakai, and My Stats Are Wrong! by [Redacted] Pip.
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      Skills // Arachnomancer

      Exploding Spider // Int // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 30

      > Damage: X

      > Duration: X Seconds

      > Size: 1 - X Inches Tall

      > Summon an exploding spider that lasts X seconds [2 * Intelligence]. The spider can be given a target, a route, a guard position, or a patrol. It detonates either by command or automatically for X damage [Skill Level * 1/2 Intelligence].

      

      Venomous Spiders // Int // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 18

      > Damage: X Venom Counters DoT

      > Area: X Square Feet

      > Launch a swirling mass of spiderwebs and spiders at an area of X square feet [(3 + Skill Level) * Intelligence]. All enemies within the area receive X venom counters [1 + Skill Level].

      > Each venom counter deals 1 damage every 3 seconds for a total of 9 seconds. If the target is hit with another venom counter before the effect is removed, the timer is reset.

      > Maximum of 5 active venom counters from Venomous Spiders.

      

      Modify Vibration // Dex // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 16

      > Damage: X

      > Duration: X Seconds

      > Vibrations are everywhere and can be enhanced or diminished. Enhancing a sound makes it louder, while diminishing a sound makes it quieter. A blade that vibrates can do more damage. An enemy’s sword or shield that vibrates may become uncomfortable to hold.

      > The effect lasts X seconds [Skill Level * 1/2 Dexterity] and increases damage by X [Skill Level * 1/3 Dexterity] per attack when amplifying vibrations to a weapon. This effect is different based on the material: Weapons 100%, Sound 20%, Water 10%.

      

      Web Wall // Str // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 30

      > Health: X

      > Area: X Cubic Feet

      > Duration: X Minutes

      > Generate a wall of thick spider webs with X health [15 * Skill Level * Strength]. The wall lasts for X minutes [Skill Level * Intelligence] and can cover up to X cubic feet [5 * Intelligence].

      > The arachnomancer—and anyone touching the arachnomancer—can step through the wall unhindered, though anyone else will have to destroy the wall in order to pass.

      

      Spy-der // Int // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 18

      > Health: 1

      > Distance: X Feet

      > Duration: X Minutes

      > Limit: X Summons

      > Summon a white, semi-transparent spider that can relay information back to the arachnomancer. The summon lasts X minutes [5 * Skill Level * Intelligence] and can be X feet away [10 * Skill Level * Intelligence].

      > This spider is tiny and can get through the smallest of cracks. The drawback to this is its 1 health point. Magically protected locations may burn the spider and kill it before it’s able to get into position.

      > Limited to X concurrent Spy-der summons [Skill Level].

      

      Web Blade // Dex // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 26

      > Damage: (X-1) to (X+1)

      > Duration: X Minutes

      > Summon Time: X Seconds

      > Summon a short sword to materialize from spiderwebs. The blade is a deep indigo with gray spiderwebs etched into the steel. Deals X damage [2 * Skill Level + 1/2 Dexterity, ±1]. It takes X seconds [3 / Skill Level] to summon the sword and lasts for X minutes [Dexterity].

      > Instead of cutting, the sword can be used to snare an opponent or object, transforming into a dense set of spiderwebs with X health [Skill Level * (10 + Strength)].

      

      Glow Spider // Int // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 10

      > Health: 1

      > Distance: X Feet

      > Duration: X Minutes

      > Limit: X Summons

      > Summon a spider made of light, choosing whatever color and intensity required. A single spider can light up a small room for X minutes [(2 + Skill Level) * Intelligence]. Limited to a total of X spiders [3 * Skill Level], up to X feet away [Skill Level * (10 + Intelligence)].

      Skills // Assassin

      Venom Bite // Dex // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 8

      > Damage: X & 1 Venom Counter DoT

      > Imbue your next attack with venom, dealing an additional X damage [Skill Level * 1/3 Dexterity] and adding a venom counter to the target.

      > Each venom counter deals 1 damage every 3 seconds for a total of 9 seconds. If the target is hit with another venom counter before the effect is removed, the timer is reset.

      > Maximum of 5 active venom counters from Venom Bite.

      

      Venom Extract // Dex // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 14

      > Damage: X per Venom Counter

      > Any venom counter an opponent has received—including counters that have concluded their effect within the last 2 minutes—can be extracted, dealing X damage [Skill Level * 1/3 Dexterity] per venom counter.

      > This is a touch effect and removes all venom counters from the target. The location of the touch determines the amount of damage and whether or not a critical strike is applied.

      

      Shadow Shift // Dex // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 15

      > Distance: X Feet

      > Delay: X Seconds

      > Smoke Trail: X Seconds

      > After a X second delay [1 / Skill Level], teleport between shadows that are no farther than X feet apart [(2 + Skill Level) * Dexterity], leaving behind a trail of smoke that can be seen and followed for X seconds [10 / Skill Level].

      

      Snake Bind // Str // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 18

      > Weight: X Pounds

      > Duration: X Seconds

      > The target becomes bound by an intangible snake, adding X pounds [(3 * Skill Level) * Strength] to their form for X seconds [Skill Level * 1/2 Strength]. Can be guarded against by a debuff shield or effects.

      > This is a touch effect.

      

      Soft Landing // Dex // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 18

      > Distance: X Feet

      > The assassin is capable of falling from greater distances than are normally allowed while taking no damage or giving off any sound. The distance allowed to fall is X feet [Skill Level * (5 + Dexterity)].

      > Should the assassin take fall damage, it is treated as if the fall was X fewer feet [Skill Level * (5 + Dexterity)]. Taking fall damage will emit sound.

      

      Project Sound // Dex // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 14

      > Distance: X Feet

      > Duration: X Seconds

      > Project a sound from a different location up to X feet away [(Skill Level * 10) + Dexterity]. Sounds can be vocalized or taken from the immediate area: a broken pot, footsteps, the sound of an unsheathed sword.

      > The sound lasts for X seconds [Skill Level * (Dexterity / 3)]. Any additional sound created after the duration of the skill will emit from the assassin’s location.

      

      Guarded Sleep // Dex // Lvl. 1

      > Mana: 16

      > Limit: X Targets

      > Distance: X Feet

      > Enable protections during sleep to quickly wake the target player or assassin should any specific condition be met. Available conditions are reliant on skill level. Limited to X concurrent targets [Skill Level].

      > Level 1 // Perimeter Awareness. Provide the target player, or self, with an alert should any non-friendly entities enter a perimeter of X feet [Skill Level * Dexterity].

      > Level 2 // Messages. Allow the receiving of messages from anyone—or a list of approved individuals—to wake the target, or self, from sleep.

      > Level 3 // Conditionals. Provide any combination of conditions in which the target, or self, is alerted. Such conditions may include the change in temperature, climate, a specific sound, spoken word, the completion of a task, or any other combination of conditions.

      
        
        [End of Skills]
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      Passive Bonuses // Arachnomancer

      Soul Spider // Unlocked at Lvl. 1

      > A slice of the arachnomancer’s soul is taken to form his or her Soul Spider, a summoned creature that is bound to its creator. Unlike normal summons, the Soul Spider does not require mana and can heal over time while desummoned.

      > Level: X [Intelligence - 10]

      > Health: X [15 * Soul Spider Level]

      > Damage: X [6 * Soul Spider Level]

      > Size: 1 Inch to X Feet Tall [Soul Spider Level]

      

      Spider Rider // Unlocked at Lvl. 1

      > The arachnomancer is capable of riding spiders large enough to mount. Unlike normal mounts, spiders may climb walls and ceilings. As long as the arachnomancer intends to remain on the spider, gravity becomes relative.

      

      Vibration Sight // Unlocked at Lvl. 1

      > Spiders are incredibly sensitive to vibrations. Even the most immobile and silent things, give off a sense of energy, be that from itself or reflecting the living world.

      > Arachnomancers gain the sense to visually see vibrations around them. This ability can be focused in any direction or all directions at the same time. Since illusions do not give off vibrations, they are often ineffective.

      

      Attuned Hearing // Unlocked at Lvl. 1

      > As all sounds are vibration waves in the air, an arachnomancer is capable of hearing sounds much farther away than is typical. They are also able to focus on a specific location up to 300 feet away, allowing for long-distance eavesdropping.

      

      Arachling Language // Unlocked at Lvl. 5

      > All spiders in Olindale speak and write Arachling. This passive allows for communication with wild spiders. Further, arachnomancers are capable of identifying spider relics, weapons, armor, and jewelry.

      

      Spider Climb // Unlocked at Lvl. 10

      > The arachnomancer gains the ability to defy gravity, similar to spider riding. It takes a constant focus to bend the laws of physics and affect the relative world. As long as there is a surface close enough to touch, it can become the new “down.”

      Passive Bonuses // Assassin

      Improved Agility // Unlocked at Lvl. 1

      > Assassins are agile, flexible, and strong. They can flip, roll, summersault, run up short walls, and if they ever fall, they always land on their feet. This boost in agility helps avoid attacks and improve positioning in battle.

      

      Backstab // Unlocked at Lvl. 1

      > An assassin has one key benefit over all other classes: an attack to the back of a target will always trigger a critical strike, dealing X% damage [100% + (Dexterity - 10)%].

      

      Silent Step // Unlocked at Lvl. 1

      > Whether the assassin is running, walking, or in the middle of battle, their steps are always silent. They can step on a dry twig and emit no sound. They can dash across a field of broken glass and be unheard.

      

      Shadow Fade // Unlocked at Lvl. 1

      > Shadows are a friend to the assassin. By remaining still within a shadow, the assassin fades, becoming a piece of the darkness, hidden to all but the keenest of eyes. This transition takes 10 seconds and lasts until the shadow is gone or the assassin moves.

      

      Summon Mount // Unlocked at Lvl. 5

      > Upon achieving level 5, the player gains a soul linked mount of his or her choice. This mount is limited to transportation and will be desummoned if it takes more than a fourth of its health in damage. Options include horse, giant wolf, stag, ram, bear, sumilian, and giant fox.

      > Mount: Horse

      > Level: X [Player’s Level]

      > Health: X [10 * Player’s Level]

      

      Critical Sight // Unlocked at Lvl. 10

      > All entities of Olindale have weaknesses. At level 10, the assassin gains the ability to see the locations where a strike will yield a critical hit.

      > Subsequent strikes to a weakness increase critical strike damage by 20% with each hit. This bonus resets after 10 seconds or after dealing non-critical strike damage.

      
        
        [End of Passive Skills]

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Appendix - Character Sheet

          

        

      

    

    
      Dhane // Arachnomancer, Assassin // Lvl. 10 (33,474/44,000)

      
        
        Stats

        > Health: 85/85

        > Mana: 110/110

        > Stamina: 140/140

      

      

      
        
        Attributes

        > Strength: 8

        > Dexterity: 12

        > Intelligence: 22

        > Vitality: 17

      

      

      
        
        Passive Skills // Arachnomancer

        > Soul Spider

        > Spider Rider

        > Vibration Sight

        > Attuned Hearing

        > Arachling Language

        > Spider Climb

      

      

      
        
        Passive Skills // Assassin

        > Improved Agility

        > Backstab

        > Silent Step

        > Shadow Fade

        > Summon Mount

        > Critical Sight

      

      

      
        
        Skills // Arachnomancer

        > Exploding Spider

        > Venomous Spiders

        > Modify Vibrations

        > Web Wall

      

      

      
        
        Skills // Assassin

        > Venom Bite

        > Venom Extract

        > Shadow Shift

      

      

      
        
        Equipped Items

        > Ring of Rest

      

      

      
        
        Inventory

        > Hide Request Paper

        > 4x Gears

        > PK Guild Brochure

        > Silver Shirt (Damaged)

        > 1x Ceraleaf

        > Ceratree City Arena Keys

        > Bone Mask

        > 1x White/Pink Jester Costume

        > 1x Jester Mask

        > 1x Breakfast Platter

        > 1x Gallon Milk

        > 1x Gallon Lemonade

        > 1x Gallon Berry Juice

        > 63 Silver, 11 Copper

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Dustin Tigner graduated with a Bachelor of Science in Computer & Information Technology in 2010. He’s a freelance designer, developer, and marketer, which gives him the freedom to explore the vast oceans of creativity.

      His two passions in life have always been around game design and writing. In 2003 he created a writing community that had over two thousand writers and ran it for six years. Shortly after graduating, he published an indie Xbox 360 game, 7Strains: The Infectious.

      Dustin is a nerd at heart, collecting and trading knowledge like it’s a card game. He’s a Kickstarter super backer with over eighty board game pledges. He loves video games, board games, anime, and books.

      Time Capsule 1/2021

      Started playing Satisfactory, which still has its Christmas decorations. I’ve been beta testing the new Teamfight Tactics, Fates mid-set. I used all my Fall Guys crowns to get the Doom Slayer skin. And Apex Legends just announced Season 8, Mayhem.

      Last books read were the first six Nightlord books by Garon Whited (Sunset, Shadows, Orb, Knightfall, Void, and Mobius). Fugue, the seventh book, has finally been released!
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