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Chapter 1

“As  we  learned  during  the  last  lesson,  Enchanting  began  as  a way  for  the  arcane  race  to  imbue  the  other  races  with  magic,” 

Agathopth’s  voice  spoke  melodiously  and  hypnotically,  drawing Aranos  into  her  lecture  almost  against  his  will.    The  blue-skinned, incredibly  beautiful  woman’s  words  held  some  sort  of  power  to bewitch and mesmerize, something he’d realized after his first lesson in Enchanting Lore from her.  Now that he recognized the effect, he found that he could practically see the web of power flowing from her mouth  toward  him.    Being  able  to  see  the  flow  of  magic  meant  he could resist it if he chose; between his Fortitude skill and his various Perks  and  Titles  that  let  him  shake  off  mental  effects,  ignoring  her fascination  ability  would  take  practically  no  effort.    He  allowed  the hypnotic power to draw him in, though; its effects made a week-long lecture  pass  by  in  practically  no  time,  and  breaking  free  of  it  would doom him to a week of monotony. 

He  watched  as  the  woman  walked  around  in  front  of  what honestly resembled a college classroom, albeit one with only wooden desks  and  lit  by  hanging  globes  of  light  mana.    Instead  of  a holographic  smart  board,  the  woman  used  illusion  magic  to  display whatever  she  wanted  the  class  to  see,  and  she  never  stopped  for questions.  In fact, she never interacted with the class at all, which he supposed  made  sense  since  he  was  the  only  actual  person  there. 

The space existed only in his mind – and his soul, he supposed – and the  other  “students”  were  just  figments  of  Agathopth’s  imagination. 

That explained why as she spoke, she looked only at him and paid no attention  to  the  other  students.    The  entire  lecture  existed  solely  for his benefit. 

“Today,  we’ll  discuss  the  basic  theories  that  underlie  all Enchantments,  regardless  of  their  source  or  the  techniques  used  to apply them,” Agathopth continued.  The woman waved her hand, and a  shimmering  illusion  filled  the  air  above  her  head.    The  image showed  a  relatively  simple  Enchantment,  one  Aranos  recognized right away as an intensifier, a way to take whatever the base function

of an item was and make it better.  For weapons, that usually meant a boost to Attack; for armor, Defense; for most other items, it translated into  increased  durability  and  resistance  to  damage.    Intensification ranked  very  low  on  the  Enchantment  hierarchy  as  one  of  the  first effects any Enchanter learned, but that also made it simple and easy to understand. 

“Intensification,”  the  instructor  confirmed  Aranos’  thoughts. 

“Likely the first Enchantment you learned, or at least one of the first. 

It  serves  as  an  excellent  template  for  all  later  Enchantments,  and indeed,  many  complex  Enchantments  contain  multiple  versions  of intensification to boost or amplify their effects. 

“Intensification consists of three basic parts.  First, an activation and  empowerment  sequence.”    As  she  spoke,  that  part  of  the Enchantment’s structure lit up.  “This section draws in exterior mana, then  filters  it  to  separate  out  the  Aspects  the  Enchantment  actually requires.    As  this  Enchantment  was  designed  to  be  placed  on  a wooden structure to improve its overall strength and flexibility, it sifts out  life  and  nature  mana  and  lets  all  other  Aspects  dissipate.    Of course,  a  more  complicated  or  better  designed  Enchantment  will instead recapture those lost Aspects and put them to use elsewhere, but for this simple construction, that’s not necessary.” 

Aranos  knew  all  this,  of  course.    As  a  Grandmaster  in  True Enchanting,  he  understood  the  design  of  both  runes  and Enchantments  incredibly  thoroughly,  but  despite  that  understanding, he lacked a proper grounding in the theory of Enchantment.  He knew how Enchantments functioned, for example, but he didn’t know why they had to work that way.  He could think of a few more efficient and streamlined  designs  that  would  take  less  of  his  precious  SP  to empower, but he guessed the AIs of Singularity Online had a reason they didn’t employ any of those methods. 

He  listened  as  the  woman  instructed  them  on  the  processing structures, the parts of the Enchantment that did the actual work and created the desired effects.  For the intensification Enchantment, that part acted like a condenser, taking the desired mana and compacting it  into  the  Enchanted  item  so  it  could  reinforce  the  object’s  basic structure.  For more complex objects like Aranos’ creations, this part

of  the  Enchantment  could  be  incredibly  long  and  detailed;  the  more minutely  the  processing  structures  controlled  the  flow  of  mana,  the more potent the effects they generated and the less SP they used to do  so.    Enchantments  also  lost  power  during  processing;  creating effects  took  power,  and  that  used  power  simply  dissipated  into  the atmosphere, unable to be recaptured.  Since Aranos could alter and contain the flow of mana just above the molecular level in his metallic creations,  his  Enchantments  held  considerable  power  and  took  very little energy to function, but even so, his Enchantments wouldn’t last forever.    They  might  take  centuries  or  millennia  to  decay,  but eventually, they would. 

When  the  Enchantment  finished  processing,  it  moved  into  a recapture  and  recycling  phase,  where  the  structures  gathered  as much of the remaining mana as possible.  That mana returned to the activation sequence to be reused in the Enchantment, over and over again,  allowing  the  Enchantment  to  last  for  more  than  a  single usage.  This set Enchantments apart from runes, which typically drew power,  used  it  to  create  the  desired  effects,  then  allowed  the remaining energy to dissipate.  That made runes far less efficient in terms of power than Enchantments, but the upside was that powering a runic effect required much less energy in the first place.  Almost all of  an  Enchantment’s  power  requirements  went  into  maintaining  it over a long period of time; a rune drew only enough energy to power its functioning once. 

“As  you  may  or  may  not  now,”  Agathopth  went  on,  “similar principles govern all forms of magical creation, such as Alchemy.  In the  case  of  Alchemy,  however,  the  Enchanting  matrix  is  fashioned through  the  application  of  specific  ingredients  and  the  usage  of preparation techniques rather than through inscription, as with runes, or the placement of mana channels, as in Enchantment.  Each step of an  alchemical  creation  is  part  of  the  Enchanting  process:  the ingredients  used  act  as  the  activation  sequence,  drawing  external mana into the concoction; the preparation of these ingredients stores that mana in a specific pattern in the mixture; the process of heating and refining places that mana in a barely stable matrix that allows it to be unleashed by the application of some specific Aspect, be it nature

for ingested solutions, kinetic for hurled ones, or even light for those designed  to  react  on  exposure  to  illumination.    It’s  simply  another form of Enchantment, one the reptilian locemekt race discovered first, as only their most powerful casters have any real ability at true magic, and  they  rely  primarily  on  spirit-based  magics  and  alchemical creations  instead  of  arcane  Spells…”    She  smiled.    “But  that  is another topic entirely.” 

Aranos listened to her words with fascination.  He knew very little about Alchemy.  He’d never had any real interest in it, to be honest. 

Alchemy  in  other  games  consisted  of  lots  of  elaborate  preparations and exotic mixing methods, and doing any portion wrong would cause the  entire  thing  to  fail  –  stirring  twice  counterclockwise  instead  of once,  for  example,  or  not  crushing  an  ingredient  into  the  exact needed  consistency.    Granted,  his  Enchantments  could  fail  if  he made  mistakes,  as  well,  but  creating  them  felt  more  like  solving  a puzzle instead of following a recipe.  The only thing he felt confident saying  about  Alchemy  was  that  it  functioned  as  a  sort  of  magically boosted  Herbalism.    At  least,  so  he  thought;  it  sounded  like  shared more in common with Enchanting than Herbalism, really. 

 Either  that,  or  maybe  I  could  try  incorporating  True  Enchanting into  Herbalism,  he  mused.  If  I  could  craft  a  bandage  that  also channeled vital and healing mana into it to boost LP regen, it would probably be a lot more effective…

He shook off his wandering thoughts and allowed himself to fall back into the lecture.  While he’d originally grabbed this skill book to unlock  the  Enchanter  Profession,  he  found  the  subject  matter fascinating,  and  it  did  boost  his  Enchanting  abilities  moderately. 

Since  he  assumed  advancing  through  the  Grandmaster  ranks required a ton of time, effort, and creativity, boosting Enchanting Lore became his fastest way to add more power to his Enchantments. 

Agathopth  spoke  seemingly  endlessly  about  Enchantment structures.    To  Aranos’  delight,  she  introduced  several  variations  on the basic template, some of which offered more efficiency and power at  the  cost  of  greater  complexity  and  heightened  chance  of  failure. 

While he intended to try these, their existence proved that it might be





possible  to  alter  the  basic  framework  of  Enchanting  –  and  he’d definitely play around with that. 

Finally, the instructor ended the class, and Aranos found himself rising from the lecture.  He opened his eyes and looked around at the forest glen that comprised his mindscape, peering at the surrounding pine trees and inhaling the evergreen scent deeply.  He rose from the overstuffed chair that sat incongruously in the clearing and replaced his skill book on the just as out-of-place bookshelf, then pulled up his waiting notifications. 

Skill Boosts! 

The following Skills have gained a level:

Dwarven Masonry (T) 

New Rank: Adept 2

Adept  Ability:  You  can  raise  stone  buildings  up  to  Rare  rarity without  requiring  blueprints  as  long  as  you  are  familiar  with  the structure.  Any non-dwarven stone structure you raise is automatically converted to a dwarven structure, increasing it one rank in quality and rarity, with appropriate bonuses. 

Sculpting (T)

New Rank: Adept 1

Adept Ability: You can sculpt items up to Fine quality using stone up to Rare rarity.  You can add half this Skill’s level (rounded down) to the quality of any stone objects you create. 

Blueprints Created! 

You have designed the following blueprints:

Dwarven Shadewall

Type: Defensive

Rarity: Exotic

Minimum Skill Rank: Adept 1

Resources Needed: 542 Stone, 331 Ore, 655 SP

Benefits: Creates  a  30’  tall,  60’  long  section  of  wall,  provides  living space  for  20  defenders,  improves  Defense  by  +200%,  grants  +20%

Magic Resistance to defenders



Enhanced:  This  wall  has  a  shademetal  core  and  coating, drastically increasing its durability and defense.  Its height is 40’, and it stretches 100’ in length, providing living space for 50 defenders.  It improves Defense by +400%, Magic Resistance by +40%, and gives any Spell or Ability used by defenders a 1% chance to spontaneously Evolve for that usage only.  The wall is immune to damage from less than  Legendary  sources  and  takes  no  extra  damage  from  armor piercing attacks or those designed to inflict extra damage on stone or metal. 

Foundry of War

Type: Crafting

Rarity: Exceptional

Minimum Skill Rank: Expert 1

Resources Needed: 118 Stone, 315 Ore, 73 Crystal, 1,018 SP

Benefits: Increases  the  quality  and  rarity  of  forged  items  by  +10%, increases forging speed by +15%, allows the forging of Exceptionally rare metals. 

Enhanced: This forge uses Primal War as its fuel.  The quality of all items forged within is increased by +25% and that of weapons and armor  by  +50%.    Forging  speed  of  all  items  is  increased  by  +25%. 

The Foundry allows the forging of Legendary and Mythical metals. 

Herbalist’s Hospital

Type: Crafting

Rarity: Rare

Minimum Skill Rank: Student 1

Resources Needed: 119 Lumber, 85 Stone, 61 Glass, 33 Ore Benefits:  Improves  the  quality  and  crafting  speed  of  Herbalism  by

+10%.  Plants within grow 25% faster. 

Enhanced: As a unique variant of an Herbalist’s Greenhouse, this Hospital  also  serves  as  a  center  of  healing.    LP  regen  for  all  within the city is improved by +3%, while those within the Hospital have their regen boosted by +25% and have a cumulative 10% chance per hour to heal lasting debuffs.  Improves city morale by +1%. 

To  his  delight,  he  found  that  he  could  craft  blueprints  in  his mindscape  as  easily  as  he  could  in  the  House  of  Mountains  or Architects’  Guild.    He’d  spent  some  SP  to  create  a  drafting  table, tools,  and  several  sheets  of  blueprint  paper,  meaning  he  no  longer had  to  worry  about  purchasing  supplies.    Best  of  all,  working  in  his mindscape  added  his  Deeper  Meditation  bonus  to  skill  training, granting  him  a  level  in  Engineering  and  two  in  Drawing  from  his efforts. 

He rose from his mindscape and blinked at the light streaming in through  the  windows  of  the  Headmaster’s  office  in  the  Tower  of Grand  Sorcery  in  Antas.    As  always,  the  purple  orb  on  his  desk remained  silent  and  no  messages  awaited  him  –  until  another Sorcerer  appeared  or  Avalyn  reached  the  Expert  ranks  in  Mana Control  and  Mana  Manipulation,  the  tower  controller  simply  had nothing  to  report  –  and  he  rose  from  his  desk  and  stretched luxuriously. 

He’d only spent his normal four hours in meditation, but that time felt  like  a  luxury,  considering  the  frantic  pace  of  the  past  few  days. 

After discovering how to restore multiple Arcane Doors at once – and how to Redeem cities by reaching through their Heart-bonded leaders

–  he’d  Redeemed  the  remaining  dwarven  skollhelds,  and  in  return, the  four  Priestesses  of  the  Heartstone  all  swore  fealty  to  him  and agreed  to  join  the  dwarven  legions  to  the  armies  of  Light.    He instructed  them  to  gather  in  Skollheld  Korhl,  south  of  Stoneleague and north of Avendale, to reinforce it and to ready themselves for a grand assault on the kongolorns. 

Heggunlyn, the Priestess of Korhl who’d advocated abandoning the  surface  dwellers  to  the  Darkness  and  even  sacrificing  all  of Skollheld Heill to the Shadowborn, had changed dramatically after he Redeemed  the  Stone  of  Korhl.    When  Aranos  rose  from  casting  his Spell and released the woman from his Damping Field, she dropped to  her  knees,  tears  streaming  from  her  eyes  and  all  traces  of  her earlier rage vanished. 

“You – you freed the Stone, Evenshade,” she said haltingly.  “I – I didn’t even realize…”  She took a deep breath, then bowed her head. 



“Skollheld Korhl stands with the Light.  Lead, and we will follow, as we once did with the great Boleatrud.” 

“Lead, and we will follow,” the other three Priestesses intoned in unison,  also  kneeling  around  him.    As  they  spoke,  notifications flashed in his vision. 

Spell Evolution! 

Your Spell: Needed Reclamation! has become Fires of Redemption! 

Rank: Adept 9

Reclaim that which was lost to the Light

Effect: You can remove Corruption, Blight, and Darkness from an area  up  to  [(Wis  +  Cha  +  Int)  +  Spell  Level]  ft  in  radius.    Nonliving objects cannot resist this Spell; creatures who are unwilling can resist by making an Opposed Check as detailed below.  This Spell cannot Redeem a sapient creature; these are automatically treated as having succeeded  at  their  opposed  check,  below.    Willing  creatures  or creatures who fail their opposed check are fully Redeemed, brought to 100% Redemption and returned to the Light.  Renewed ground is fertile and begins growing plants appropriate to the area immediately. 

Any  normal,  non-Enchanted  structures  within  the  area  are  fully repaired  by  the  Spell  using  Common  or  Abundant  materials. 

Renewed  ground  is  anathema  to  creatures  of  Darkness,  and  these will avoid it if at all possible. 

Enhanced:  You  can  use  this  Spell  to  fashion  any  structure  you can raise normally with your Skills without requiring resources.  You must  either  possess  the  needed  blueprint  in  hand  or  be  capable  of raising the building without a blueprint. 

Evolved:  This  Spell  can  Redeem  a  willing  or  unwilling  sapient creature  so  long  as  that  creature’s  Corrupted  rank  has  not  reached Befouled (50% Corrupted or more).  An unwilling sapient creature can make an Opposed Check as detailed below to resist this Spell. 

Cost: 50% of max SP. 

Opposable Spell: An unwilling creature affected by this Spell can resist it by making an opposed check: the caster’s [(Int + Cha) + Spell Level  +  60]  versus  the  creature’s  [Wis  Stat  +  Class  Level]. 



Succeeding  the  opposed  check  means  the  creature  takes  [Int  Stat]

points  of  Redemption  damage  and  gains  [Int  Stat  +  Spell  Level]

Redemption Points instead of being Redeemed.  A sapient creature takes double damage and is Stunned for [Wis/10] s.  A creature with the Corruption rank Befouled or higher automatically succeeds on this check and takes no Redemption points but does suffer damage and stunning. 

Special:  This  Spell  can  only  be  cast  in  the  presence  of Corruption.    You  must  feel  an  intense  desire  to  Redeem  the Corrupted space or creatures. 

Skill Evolution! 

Skill: Soulmending* (T) has become Soulweaving*

(Redeemed, T)

Rank: Expert 8

You can heal wounded souls and affect them with Spells. 

Effect: You  can  ease  the  pain  of  a  soul’s  passage  into  the  next Realm if the creature dies within range of your Lifesense Skill.  Doing so costs you SP but gains you Soul Points: you gain [(Wis + Cha)/20

+  Creature  Level]  (rounded  down)  Soul  Points  at  the  cost  of  10  SP

damage  per  Soul  Point  gained.    You  do  not  need  a  Soul  Stone  to store these Soul Points, as they are a part of your very soul.  You can spend  Soul  Points  to  power  Abilities,  Enchantments,  or  Spells: spending  15  Soul  Points  will  add  50%  to  an  effect’s  power  and duration, 30 Soul Points will add 100%, 45 Soul Points will add 150%, and so on.  You can spend Soul Points equal to or less than your Wis Stat per second. 

Evolved: You can cast any single-target Spell, Ability, or Skill you know on any creature through a soul link as long as the effect targets the  creature’s  essential  nature.    Spells  cost  double  the  normal  SP, while  Skills  have  a  25%  reduction  to  their  effectiveness.    Skills, Spells,  and  Abilities  used  this  way  bypass  any  resistances  or immunities the creature might have unless those are tied into its soul. 

Redeemed Skill: Easing the pain of souls is inherently an act of Redemption.    Easing  a  soul’s  passage  gives  you  5  RP,  while  using Soul Points with this Skill gives you 1 RP per 15 Soul Points used.  In



addition, any Spell, Ability, or Enchantment empowered by this Skill is considered Redeemed, doing 50% extra damage to all Shadowborn or  creatures  with  Corruption  Points  but  only  50%  damage  to Lightborn or creatures with Redemption Points. 

“Everyone,  stand,”  he  told  them,  pulling  Heggunlyn  to  her  feet. 

“We’re  all  equals,  here.    There’s  no  need  for  you  to  kneel, Priestesses.” 

“No,  Lord  Evenshade,”  the  black-haired  Heggunlyn  shook  her head,  reaching  up  and  tapping  the  still-glowing  sigil  of  Heill  burned into his left breast.  “You speak for the Stone.  We are its heart, but you – you are its soul.”  She bowed before him.  “You are the Priest of the Soulstone.” 

“Priest of the Soulstone,” Mutroda’s mother Navitrude bowed as well, still kneeling.  The copper-haired Yamdesli and platinum blonde Kasagit  lowered  their  heads  in  turn  and  echoed,  “Priest  of  the Soulstone.” 

Heggunlyn stood, her eyes distant, and she nodded her head as if  replying  to  an  unheard  voice.    “Here,”  she  said  a  moment  later, reaching  into  a  pouch  on  her  hip  and  producing  a  gleaming,  jade-colored headband etched with runes and symbols.  “The Stone says that this belongs to you, as it once belonged to the great Boleatrud.” 

Aranos’ eyes widened as he saw it; he recognized the odd green stone and the decorative script, as well as the deep power coursing through the simple crown.  “Heggunlyn,” he said hesitantly, eyeing the item carefully, “I don’t think I can take that…” 

“The Stone wants you to have it, Priest,” she said firmly.  “Don’t deny  the  will  of  the  Stone.    No  Priestess  since  Boleatrud  has  been able to even put this on – and we’ve all tried it at some time.”  She snorted.  “The legend is that whoever wears it will be the undisputed ruler of the dwarves.  That’s absurd, of course – the Stone rules the dwarves  –  and  it’s  backward,  to  boot.    Only  a  Priestess  of  the Soulstone – or a Priest, I suppose – can wear it.  That’s you.  Take it.” 

He  hesitantly  reached  out  and  took  the  headband,  then Appraised it carefully. 





Appraisal Success! 

Success automatic as this was a gift. 

Diadem of the Soulbinder

Rarity: Legendary

Workmanship: Artifact

Type: Helm

Material: Green Terldine

Benefits: All owned cities gain +50% to their inherent bonuses; all Intelligence-based  Skills  and  Abilities  are  100%  more  effective;  any Ability, Skill, or Spell that relies on Soul Energy requires 50% of the Soul  Energy;  so  long  as  the  wearer  possesses  Soul  Points,  every citizen  of  their  cities  receives  a  percent  bonus  to  Spell  Power  and Magic Resistance equal to 10% of the wearer’s Soul Points bonus to Stats. 

Special: May  only  be  worn  by  a  being  with  one  of  the  following Titles:  Priest/Priestess  of  the  Soulstone,  High  Heart-Bonded,  High King/Queen.  May only be worn by a being who can gather and use Soul Energy. 

Item Set Discovered: Soulstone Regalia! 

You have brought together two of the Legendary items created by Boleatrud, the great Priestess of the Soulstone. 

Effects:  All  item  bonuses  for  the  elements  of  the  regalia  are increased  by  25%  per  item  worn:  +50%  for  two,  +75%  for  three, 

+100% for four.  Energy regeneration speed for all cities increased by

+50%.  All cities increase their controlled area by 1% per week. 

“No point to owning half a set, Priest,” Yamdesli said, rising to her feet  and  producing  a  matching  green  amulet  on  a  flexible  but  solid-looking chain of the same material.  “Here.  The Stone of Ginak says this is for you.” 

Kasagit sighed and rose to her feet as well.  “The Stone of Brahk agrees,  Priest,”  she  said  a  bit  forlornly,  producing  an  aquamarine ring.  “This belongs to you.  You’re the Priest of the Soulstone.” 



Aranos  took  the  pair  of  items  and  looked  them  over  with  rising awe. 

Talisman of the Soulbinder

Rarity: Legendary

Workmanship: Artifact

Type: Necklace

Material: Green Terldine

Benefits: All owned cities have the resource costs for building or maintaining structures reduced by 25%; all Wisdom-based Skills and Abilities are 100% more effective; any Ability, Skill, or Spell that relies on Soul Energy reduces any resistances to it by 50%; so long as the wearer  possesses  Soul  Points,  all  of  their  cities  receive  a  percent bonus  to  all  building  and  inherent  bonuses  equal  to  one-tenth  the wearer’s Soul Points bonus to Stats. 

Special: May  only  be  worn  by  a  being  with  one  of  the  following Titles:  Priest/Priestess  of  the  Soulstone,  High  Heart-Bonded,  High King/Queen.  May only be worn by a being who can gather and use Soul Energy. 

Signet of the Soulbinder

Rarity: Legendary

Workmanship: Artifact

Type: Ring

Material: Green Terldine

Benefits: All owned cities gain +50% to Skill and Spell training for all  citizens;  all  Perception-based  Skills  and  Abilities  are  100%  more effective; any Ability, Skill, or Spell that relies on Soul Energy can be boosted  with  mana,  adding  1%  to  the  Skill,  Spell,  or  Ability  per  100

SP added; so long as the wearer possesses Soul Points, all citizens of  their  cities  receive  a  percent  bonus  to  their  highest  ranked  Skill equal to half the wearer’s Soul Points bonus to Stats. 

Special: May  only  be  worn  by  a  being  with  one  of  the  following Titles:  Priest/Priestess  of  the  Soulstone,  High  Heart-Bonded,  High King/Queen.  May only be worn by a being who can gather and use Soul Energy. 









He put the items on, and his skin tingled as they seemed to melt into  his  flesh,  nearly  blending  in  against  his  emerald  skin,  the headband vanishing entirely beneath his hair.  He felt the power from the items surge down into him, pouring into the pools of energy that represented  his  mental  Stats  and  flowing  through  the  links  Bonding him to the various cities he called his own.  As the power filled him, he  felt  new  Bonds  forming  in  his  center,  and  a  new  notification appeared. 

Title Upgraded! 

Title: Priest of the Heartstone has become Priest of the Soulstone

All skollhelds owe their fealty to you, and to the dwarves, you are the soul of the Stone. 

Benefits: You are Bonded to all the dwarven skollhelds and add your  Leadership  bonuses  to  each  Skollheld.    All  skollhelds  are considered  a  single  region  for  the  purposes  of  travel  and communication.  Each Skollheld adds 50% of its combat and crafting bonuses to all other skollhelds. 

He pulled up a couple of his city screens, and to his surprise and excitement,  the  Regalia  didn’t  just  boost  his  Bonded  skollhelds;  it improved  every  city  he  commanded  and  all  of  his  citizens  equally. 

His people now received a 200% boost to any of their mental-based Skills and abilities, doubled their Skill and Spell training speeds, and gained improvements based on his Soul Points to Defense, crafting, morale, Magic Resistance, Spell power, and their best Skill.  His cities also had all their inherent bonuses increased by 100%, their Energy max  improved  by  50%,  maintenance  costs  for  both  materials  and energy halved, and an additional boost to their base bonuses based on his Soul Points. 

The Title upgrade more or less matched the benefits of his High Elder Title, although that one only bound the elven cities together and let  them  share  their  wards.    This  Title  linked  all  the  Skollhelds  into one,  more  or  less,  and  the  fact  that  they  shared  their  bonuses  with one  another  significantly  boosted  every  dwarf  in  each  Skollheld. 

Combined  with  his  Leadership  bonuses,  the  Title  turned  the numerically smaller dwarven army into a formidable fighting force. 

Needed  Reclamation  apparently  upgraded  when  he’d  cast  it through  his  Soulmending  skill,  which  also  upgraded  the  skill  to Soulweaving.    The  boosted  Spell  gave  him  the  ability  to  Redeem sapient  creatures  as  long  as  they  weren’t  too  Corrupted,  and Soulweaving  functioned  mostly  like  Soulmending,  except  that  he could now channel Spells, skills, and abilities through a soul link.  At first  glance,  the  skill  upgrade  seemed  ridiculously  powerful  until  he realized how few ways he could actually affect a creature’s essential nature.    He  could  damage  them,  strengthen  them,  bind  them,  or control them, but none of those would change exactly who and what the creature was. 

 I’ll just have to make one, then.  Ascension mana seems tailor-made to do just that, really. 

After he’d given the Priestesses his instructions, he and his party returned through the Arcane Door to Antas, where he’d settled in for some rest and training.  For a short time, he’d been able to set aside his stresses and concerns and focus on himself.  Often, it felt like the entire  world  rested  on  his  shoulders,  and  his  choices  decided  the fates of thousands or tens of thousands – and to some extent, they did – but for a few brief hours, he’d stopped worrying about the Light and the war raging in the world. 

That  time  ended  all  too  quickly,  however,  and  he  sighed  as  he rose  from  his  chair  and  headed  for  the  door  leading  down  into  the tower and back out into the city.  Time ran short – he had three days to restore the rest of the Arcane Doors somehow, and only five before the beta test ended.  If he didn’t win this war by then, he might never get  the  chance  to,  and  the  Darkness  would  inevitably  triumph  over the Light.  He didn’t know what that would mean for the game, but he knew what it meant for the NPCs in it he’d grown to care about. 

The  kongolorns  would  swarm  over  the  dwarves,  turning  them into  food  to  produce  more  of  their  kind.    Every  dwarf  in  Ka  would either die or would serve as breeding stock for the kongolorn larvae, hosting  their  eggs  and  suffering  the  torment  of  having  the  young burrow  their  way  free  of  their  living  flesh  over  and  over  until  the dwarves  died  or  went  insane.    The  Shadowborn  army  would  crush the  humans  and  enslave  them,  using  them  as  chattel  –  or  food, depending  on  who  conquered  them.    The  bodakkai  would  run rampant through the Elven Realms, slaughtering every elf they found, and those who survived would live their lives in miserable bondage. 

Time  was  a  terrible  foe,  one  Aranos  couldn’t  fight,  and  he suddenly regretted the hours he’d taken for himself.  What was done, was done, though, and regrets served no purpose.  He needed that time, and now, he’d just have to move faster to accomplish what had to be done. 

Because if he didn’t, the Light would fail – and he wouldn’t let the Light fail. 



Chapter 2

“Oathbinder,”  Geltheriel  greeted  him  warmly  as  he  entered  the Treehome,  the  palace  for  the  city  of  Antas.    “How  was  your  time  of rest and training?” 

“Relaxing,” he smiled at the honey-blonde elf woman in her gray-black leather armor.  “How was your nap?” 

“Not as long as I might have preferred, but it sufficed to remove my Tired debuffs,” she shrugged.  “However, when this war is ended, I believe I shall sleep for a full day in an attempt to catch up.” 

“I  don’t  blame  you,”  he  chuckled,  walking  over  to  stand  beside her.  Her scent drifted into his nostrils, a mingled odor of leather, oiled metal, crushed flowers, and the bitter tinge of Corruption that uniquely marked her to his senses.  He inhaled deeply, and more scents came to  him  –  the  oddly  bland  and  barely  detectable  odor  of  Silma,  his giant wolf Companion; the dry, dusty smell he associated with Lorsan, the city’s seneschal and Aranos’ chief administrator; a hint of oilairie wood  and  ozone  that  always  lingered  around  the  Druid  Rhys  –  but the  tantalizing  smell  of  food  overlaid  them  all,  and  Aranos’  stomach rumbled as he took it in. 

“When  did  you  last  eat,  Oathbinder?”  the  elf  woman  asked curiously. 

He  frowned.    “Uh  –  I  honestly  don’t  remember,”  he  admitted. 

“Back  in  Stoneleague,  I  think.”    He  glanced  at  his  status  and understood why his stomach complained so mightily. 
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“You must eat, Oathbinder,” she said firmly, grabbing his arm and leading him into the Treehome. 

“I  don’t  really  have  time,  Geltheriel,”  he  protested  without  real feeling. 

“All else will wait, Oathbinder.  You will aid no one if you collapse from the Hunger debuff.”  She dragged him into a room with a large table that he usually used for conferences and meetings.  “Sit.  I will instruct the servants to bring food.” 

“Servants?”  he  echoed,  blinking  in  surprise.    “Wait,  what servants?  Since when do we have servants?” 

“Since  your  esteemed  seneschal  hired  them  to  keep  the Treehome running efficiently,” she responded. 

“What kind of servants?” he asked, glancing around at the room. 

“Why haven’t I seen them?” 

“You  employ  many  servants,  my  Lord,”  a  crisp,  officious  voice spoke,  and  Aranos  turned  to  see  his  seneschal,  Lorsan,  enter  the room carrying his usual sheaf of papers.  “Within the Treehome are those  who  clean  it  and  maintain  its  supplies,  as  well  as  carpenters and  stonemasons  to  repair  and  restore  the  damage  done  by  the previous owner, tailors and seamsters to redecorate and supply you and Elder Geltheriel with proper wardrobes, cooks to prepare meals, and gardeners to care for the trees outside – especially the one you raised in honor of the fallen Avenger. 

“And as to why you do not see them – well, that is a sign of an excellent servant.  They perform their tasks without inconveniencing their master.  The best servants are seen only by the results of their labors.” 

Aranos looked around and noticed that the room gleamed in the light globes hanging overhead.  A thick rug blanketed the floor, and a handful of tapestries decorated the walls depicting his party members and  him.    No  dust  floated  through  the  air;  the  sawdust  that  once gritted  beneath  his  feet  when  he  walked  had  vanished.    His  nose found almost no traces of the musty smell of decay and ruin that once filled the place.  Whoever cleaned the Treehome did an excellent job

– but he wasn’t totally comfortable with the idea of having servants. 

He opened his mouth to protest, but Geltheriel placed a hand on his  arm  and  shook  her  head.    “Do  not  protest,  Oathbinder.    As  you said, time is a precious commodity for you, and you cannot see to all the details of running even a household, much less a palace.” 

“It  just  feels  –  wrong,”  he  said  with  a  sigh.    “Having  servants makes it seem like I’m trying to be all aristocratic.” 

“You  are  a  member  of  the  nobility,  my  Lord,”  Lorsan  reminded him.    “Indeed,  as  High  Elder,  you  are  currently  the  highest-ranking noble in the Elven Realms.” 

“Still…” 

“Do not fear, my Lord,” Lorsan spoke firmly.  “Those who serve do so willingly and are paid well for their service.  They eagerly serve the High Elder and Grand Liberator and consider such a great honor. 

In fact, you could see allowing them to serve as performing a favor for them  and  ingratiating  yourself  with  their  Houses,  should  you  so choose.” 

Aranos  eyed  the  elf  a  bit  suspiciously.    “And  did  you  choose these  servants  based  on  their  Houses,  Lorsan?”    Allowing  people access to his room and his food based on their political connections seemed like a good way to be poisoned or assassinated, after all. 

“It was a secondary concern, my Lord, yes.  My primary criteria, of course, were ability and trustworthiness.  However, I did attempt to hire  servants  from  a  diverse  number  of  Houses  so  as  not  to  show favoritism toward any.” 

Aranos  sighed,  rubbing  his  temples.    He  supposed  that  made sense;  if  he’d  only  employed  people  from  his  own  House,  it  would make the other Houses jealous and angry.  He disliked politics, but he understood  the  necessity  of  it.    As  High  Elder,  everything  he  did  or said  would  probably  be  dissected  and  searched  for  hidden  context and meaning, even the people he employed to clean his palace. 

“You did well, Lorsan,” he finally said. 

“Thank you, my Lord.  I have informed the kitchen that you are hungry, and food will be present shortly.  In the meantime, during your absence, a message came for you from the House of Stars.” 

Aranos  frowned;  the  elven  equivalent  of  the  Mages’  College rarely  sent  him  messages.    He’d  spoke  to  Master  Dirue  just  a  few days ago when preparing for the battle of the urukkai at Eredain; what could the Wizards need from him…?  His eyes widened as memory struck him. 

“My Master hearing,” he said.  “I missed it!” 

“Indeed,  my  Lord.    However,  the  House  bids  me  tell  you  that, given current events, such a lapse is understandable…once.” 

Aranos  sighed.    “That’s  another  thing  I’ll  need  to  do,  then. 

Lorsan, can you send them a message and let them know I’ll be there as  soon  as  possible?    I  want  to  make  sure  Skollheld  Korhl  is  safe, first, but after that, I’ll head to the House immediately.” 

“I  shall  pass  your  message,  my  Lord,”  the  man  bowed.    He glanced  over  his  shoulder  as  a  young  human  dressed  in  green  that matched  Aranos’  skin  entered  the  room  carrying  trays  of  steaming food that made Aranos’ mouth water. 

“Your meal has arrived, my Lord, and I shall leave you to enjoy it in peace.  If you have any needs…”  The man produced a silver bell and  placed  it  on  the  table.    “Simply  ring  this,  and  a  page  will  be present swiftly to assist you.” 

“A page?” Aranos muttered, shaking his head as he sat down.  “I have pages?” 

“Apparently,” Geltheriel said, sitting beside him and picking up a strip of smoking, dripping poultry of some sort.  “So, Oathbinder, once you  have  satisfied  your  hunger,  what  plans  have  we  for  today, 

besides  the  House  of  Stars?”    She  popped  the  food  into  her  mouth and closed her eyes.  “This – this is excellent.” 

He took a bite and almost groaned as the complex flavors hit his tongue.  “It is,” he mumbled through his food. 

“Oathbinder, once again, you must chew first and speak second. 

The army’s morale might falter should they learn that their leader fell victim to a stray piece of unchewed meat.” 

He quickly swallowed, washing the food down with a sip from a mug  filled  with  cool,  clear  water.    “Sorry  about  that,”  he  grimaced. 

“It’s  a  bad  habit,  I  know.”    He  took  another  bite  and  made  sure  to chew it completely before speaking again. 

“First,  I  need  to  check  in  on  Stoneleague  and  make  sure everything’s okay there.  I want to see if Phil and his party have any news on Northmoor – I don’t know where Lily is right now, and that makes me nervous.  I also want to be in Skollheld Korhl to deal with the kongolorn queens.” 

“Then finish your meal, while I gather the others,” she instructed, rising  to  her  feet  and  snagging  another  piece  of  meat.    “I  will  have them  join  you  here,  and  we  can  travel  to  the  human  city  –  and challenge the kongolorns once more.” 

Aranos  ate  quickly,  practically  wolfing  down  his  food,  but  the others  gathered  before  his  Hunger  debuff  finally  disappeared.    He hadn’t  really  felt  hungry  –  a  side  effect  of  his  Fortitude  skill,  he assumed  –  but  he  still  suffered  the  effects  of  the  debuff  even  if  he didn’t  notice  them.    Hunger  sapped  Stamina  and  LP  regeneration, and  Hunger  2  halved  both.    He  didn’t  care  about  Stamina  since  he didn’t have any to begin with, but he still had to worry about his LP. 

Despite  all  his  power,  if  he  dropped  to  0  LP,  he  died  like  everyone else. 

At  last,  the  party  traveled  through  the  Arcane  Door  and  found themselves  back  in  Stoneleague.    They  passed  through  the  palace, receiving  salutes  from  the  guards,  and  moved  toward  the  Guild Square.    To  Aranos’  surprise,  the  square  stood  empty  of  its  usual merchants  and  their  stands  and  kiosks.    Instead,  his  Tracking  Skill told him that a huge number of elves lived in the square until recently, and those headed out the southern gate less than a day ago. 

“This  is  weird,”  Avalyn  said,  staring  at  the  empty  square,  filled only  with  a  small  number  of  passing  humans.    “I’ve  never  seen  this place so quiet.  What’s going on?” 

“The  army,”  Geltheriel  explained,  gesturing  to  the  nearly  silent Guild Square. 

“What army?” Avalyn asked, her face puzzled. 

“The  elven  army  was  camped  here  until  earlier  this  morning,” 

Aranos explained.  “You can see the signs of them all over the place. 

My guess is that they kicked out the merchants, and they haven’t had a chance to come back yet.” 

“That seems unfair,” Avalyn complained. 

“Is it?” Rhys laughed softly.  “One might point out that few places in  this  city  are  large  enough  for  twenty  thousand  elven  warriors  to encamp, young Sorcerer – and that those elves came to this city to safeguard  the  lives  of  those  very  merchants  they  inconvenienced. 

Surely, in return for that service, the merchants can go elsewhere in this large city without great difficulty.” 

“I  hadn’t  thought  of  it  that  way,”  the  girl  admitted.    “I  guess  it  is kind of fair, isn’t it?” 

“Since  the  only  other  option  would  be  to  put  people  out  of  their homes  and  let  the  elves  live  in  them,  it’s  more  than  fair,”  Aranos chuckled.  “Even so, I’ll have to check in on the army and make sure they’re comfortable outside the walls.” 

“I  am  certain  they  are  happier  there  than  in  this  city  of  stone, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel observed. 

“Good point.”  He looked around.  “Avalyn, do you want to stick with us?  Or do you want to visit the College?” 

“I’d  like  to  go  see  the  College,  if  that’s  okay,”  she  said.    “There are some people there I want to catch up with.” 

“That’s fine.  Take Glorferdir with you.  Together, the two of you can  handle  just  about  anything  you’ll  encounter  in  the  city  now  that the Scarlet King’s gone.”  He looked at the others.  “I’m planning to go visit  Portia  and  then  head  to  a  couple  of  Guilds  to  catch  up  on  the latest news.  Do you want to come with me?” 

“Where  else  in  this  city  would  we  go,  Sorcerer?”  Mutroda snorted. 

He shrugged.  “I don’t know.  The Golden Lion’s right over there if you just wanted a drink and to relax a bit – and Geltheriel and Rhys can find the Black Blade if the Lion wasn’t to their liking today.” 

“Are  you  trying  to  be  rid  of  us,  Liberator?”  Rhys  asked  archly. 

“One might guess that from your words – not that I would ever believe such, of course.” 

“I just know that you’re not all that comfortable around humans,” 

he explained.  “I figured I’d give you some options.” 

“I  will  remain  at  your  side,  Oathbinder,”  Geltheriel  said  firmly. 

“For  one,  you  often  discover  trouble  in  this  city  when  I  am  not  with you,  and  for  another,  my  presence  might  keep  you  from  spending more time in the Guild bar than is necessary.” 

He laughed.  “Right, because that’s a real concern.  You know I’d rather  be  in  the  Deeps  of  Skollheld  Korhl  killing  kongolorns  than socializing with a bunch of people I don’t know.” 

“That’s  a  pretty  strange  thing  to  say,  Aranos,”  Avalyn  pointed out.  “Of course, you’re a pretty strange person, so I guess it tracks.” 

“That’s true,” he laughed.  “So strange that I was going to build a new Weaver’s Factory in this city, too, so you’d have a place to train and craft if you wanted.  Of course, if that’s too strange for you…” 

“No,  I  like  strange,”  she  said  quickly,  grinning  eagerly.    “Where are you going to build it?” 

“I’m  sure  there’s  a  Weavers’  Guild  or  something.    I’ll  probably check with them and see if they have any ideas.”  He glanced at her. 

“You might think about joining them, yourself.” 

“Oh,  I  could  do  that,”  she  said  wonderingly.    “I’ll  ask  at  the College; someone can give me directions, and I can go talk to them for you when I ask about membership!” 

“Sounds like a plan,” he replied, patting her on the shoulder.  “Go have fun.  I’ll send Silma to find you once we’re ready to go.” 

He  looked  around  again,  spotting  a  familiar  shop.    “Okay,  first stop is Portia’s.”  He glanced at the others.  “Just remember, I gave you the chance to sit around at the Lion instead.” 

“We will not forget, Liberator,” Rhys smiled.  “Have no fear.” 

“That’s fine.  Just saying that I warned you.” 

He  stepped  into  Portia’s  shop  and  found  it  practically  empty. 

Leather  and  fur  goods  of  every  description  surrounded  him,  most made  from  hides  he’d  provided  the  leatherworker,  but  only  a  few people browsed the shelves.   Aranos examined the items curiously and found they were all at least Fine quality; to his surprise, though, not a single piece of leather armor stood on the shelves or racks. 

Rhys looked around in distaste, as Aranos suspected he might. 

The Druid never complained when the party Harvested animal hides, but he never helped, either.  Aranos assumed the man didn’t exactly like  the  idea  of  animal  skins  being  used  this  way,  but  Rhys understood  that  pragmatism  trumped  ethics.    Leather  made inexpensive and strong armor, lighter than anything metal and quieter to move in.  Any Agility or Stealth-based character thrived on leather armor  –  such  as  Geltheriel,  whose  gray  and  black  leathers  looked decidedly worse for wear. 

Aranos’  nose  wrinkled  as  well,  but  not  for  the  same  reason  as the  Druid’s.    The  pungent  aroma  of  the  tannery  in  the  back  of  the shop lay lightly on the air, too faint for most to pick up but an absolute affront  to  his  sensitive  nostrils.    Sadly,  he  had  to  go  into  the  back, where the smell would be stronger – and far worse. 

“Lord  Evenshade,”  the  young  man  who  ran  the  shop’s  counter bowed  his  head  slightly  as  Aranos  stepped  inside.    “Portia  is  in  the back.  Would you like me to fetch her?” 

Aranos  shook  his  head.    “I  know  the  way,”  he  said,  glancing  at Geltheriel. 

“Must I accompany you, Oathbinder?” the elf muttered. 

“You’re carrying all the hides,” he shrugged.  “So – yes.” 

She  sighed  and  looked  at  the  others.    “I  advise  you  to  remain without,”  she  said  bluntly.    “The  air  beyond  the  doorway  is  –

unpleasant.” 

“Ah,”  Rhys  nodded.    “I  shall  take  Miwango  and  Silma  and  wait outside the shop, then.  Dwarf?” 

“I’ll  stay  here,”  Mutroda  shrugged,  walking  over  to  a  rack  of simple packs.  “I need a new pack, and the stuff here is better quality than what I could get in Antas.” 

“It  is,  ma’am,”  the  clerk  said  enthusiastically.    “Miss  Portia’s  an Expert  in  Leatherworking,  almost  a  Master,  and  she  won’t  put anything out that’s less than Fine quality.  If you’re interested, I have a few  Excellent  quality  packs,  too,  that  we  don’t  keep  out  for  obvious reasons…” 

Aranos tuned the pair out and headed into the back, through the wooden  door  and  past  a  pair  of  heavy  leather  curtains  that  at  least somewhat reduced the odor in the front shop.  As he passed through each, though, the stench intensified, until he found himself breathing shallowly through his mouth and wishing he could turn off his Scent ability as he passed into the tanning room itself. 

“Aranos!” Portia said, standing from where she bent over a table, adjusting a set of clamps that held a sheet of leather in place over a wooden mannequin of a human male’s chest.  She wiped her hands on a rag and strode over to him.  “Welcome back!” 

“It’s good to be back,” he smiled at the tall woman.  He glanced backward.  “The shop seems – empty.  How’s business?” 

“The shop’s been empty for a few days, ever since that elf army camped out in the Guild Square,” the woman shrugged.  “Business is great, though.” 

“I  fail  to  understand,”  Geltheriel  observed  quizzically,  her  voice sounding thick as she tried not to breathe through her nose.  “If the store has been empty…” 

Portia  shook  her  head.    “Since  our  partnership  became  public, the store itself has only provided a small part of our income.  Which reminds  me…”    She  turned  and  walked  back  to  a  pile  of  untreated hides, lifting them aside and exposing a metal box that appeared to be  attached  to  the  shop’s  wall.    She  slipped  a  key  into  the  lock holding  it  shut  and  pulled  out  a  large,  heavy  bag  before  locking  it once again and hiding it beneath the greasy, almost rancid hides. 

“Here,”  the  large  woman  said,  offering  the  bag.    “Your  share  of the profits.” 

Aranos took the bag and deposited it into his money pouch, his eyes  widening  as  he  realized  how  much  she’d  given  him.    “Two platinum and seven gold?” he asked in amazement.  “Portia – how?” 

As  Aranos  recalled,  the  average  worker  received  about  a  silver  a

week as wages, meaning the leatherworker just gave him five and a half years’ worth of a laborer’s income. 

“As I said, once it went public that you’re my partner, orders from the  nobility  started  pouring  in.    The  wealthy  want  good  work,  of course, but they want to show off what they bought even more.  Now, they can wear their cloaks or clothing and say that you provided the hides for their wardrobe.” 

She  shrugged.    “And  this  war  isn’t  hurting,  either.    I’ve  got  two armies buying every piece of armor I can stitch together as fast as I can  make  it.    Between  those  two  things,  we  aren’t  hurting  for business at all.” 

Aranos nodded.  He should have considered how the war would affect  merchants.    He  assumed  anyone  making  weapons  or  armor probably gained the same windfall, which begged the question: how were the two armies paying for such purchases?  Obviously, they had a source of funds, but he didn’t know where they got them.  Was he paying for all this, or did it come out of some sort of treasury he didn’t have access to?  He didn’t know, but he decided he should find out. 

If  the  armies  relied  on  his  income  to  resupply,  he  needed  to  start taking more Quests and making more money before they ran out and had to start living off the land. 

“Well, I guess it’s a good thing I brought you more hides,” he told her,  glancing  at  Geltheriel.    “I’ve  got  one  special  one  for  you,  too.” 

The elf began producing the various furs and hides they’d taken from the creatures they killed, pulling out the heavy angocintak hide last. 

Portia picked up the black, pebble-scaled dragon hide and stared at it in awe.  “What is this?” she asked reverently. 

“Angocintak,”  Aranos  responded.    “At  least,  that’s  the  Elvish name.    I’m  not  sure  what  it  would  be  called  in  Human,  sorry.    It’s  a wingless dragon from the Bottomless Pit that drains the air around it of mana and life energy.” 

“I’ve never heard of anything like that,” the human admitted.  She pulled a knife from her belt and poked the leather as if testing it, then sawed at it without seeming effect.  She shook her head.  “I – I don’t know if I can even work this, Aranos.  This is a truesilver knife – I had



to buy upgraded tools to cut some of the hides you’ve given me – and it’s not even scratching the hide.” 

“Here,  let  me  see  the  knife,”  he  said,  holding  out  a  hand.    She wordlessly  handed  it  over,  and  he  held  it  up,  concentrating.    The blade slowly shifted from gleaming silver to glowing white, gaining a sharper  edge  in  the  process.    “There,”  he  said  at  last,  handing  it back.  “Try that.” 

She  slid  the  blade  along  an  edge  of  the  hide,  and  the  leather parted easily beneath her cut.  She held up the knife and stared at it. 

“What is this?” 

“Starsteel.  It’s a Legendary metal, so it should cut through just about anything you’ll encounter.” 

“A  Legendary…?”    She  looked  at  him,  her  face  stunned. 

“Aranos, I can’t take this!  It’s worth more than this entire building and everything in it combined!” 

He shrugged.  “Then consider it a loan.  You’re borrowing it from me  to  use  to  work  this  hide.    If  you  still  don’t  want  it  after,  I  can replace  it  with  a  nice  deepsteel  one  that’ll  work  better  than  your truesilver blade but won’t be as valuable as this.” 

“I…”    She  sighed,  shaking  her  head.    “That’s  fine.    And  I  could use  sharper  tools,  for  sure.    That  stone  drake  hide…”    Her  eyes widened.  “I almost forgot!  Hold on a second.” 

She  walked  back  to  her  racks  and  removed  what  looked  like  a suit  wrapped  in  plain  cloth.    She  unwound  the  outer  covering  and revealed  a  set  of  supple,  black  leathers  that  glowed  dully  in  the room’s light.  The armor looked relatively simple but very well made, and when Aranos Appraised it, that initial impression bore out. 

Appraisal Success! 

Dark Ranger’s Armor

Type: Armor

Rarity: Exceptional (due to material)

Quality: Masterwork

Base Defense: 116

Material: Stone Drake Hide



Benefits:  Immunity  to  fire  and  heat  damage,  Magic  Resistance

+75%, Physical damage reduced by 50%, armor penalties to Agility-based Skills reduced by 50%. 

“That  –  you  made  that  from  the  jordrecki  hide  I  brought  in?” 

Aranos asked appreciatively.  “That’s really well done!” 

“It’s one of the things I made, yes, and thank you,” she grinned, then  looked  at  Geltheriel.    “I  actually  made  it  with  you  in  mind,  elf. 

You look like one of those sneaky types to me, but you also look like a fighter, so I figured you must be some sort of Ranger.  Here, tell me what you think.” 

Geltheriel  took  the  armor  and  gazed  at  it  appreciatively.    She shifted it around, feeling the leather and moving the various parts of it to test its flexibility.  “It is – it is an amazing work, well designed and without obvious flaw.  It feels soft but strong, it has been stretched to allow easy movement, and the mottling on the hide will make Stealth easier.  I am impressed, Crafter!” 

“Good,  because  it’s  for  you.    Well,  technically,  I  made  it  for Aranos, but I’m pretty sure he’ll want to give it to you.” 

“I – I could not accept,” the elf protested.  “The cost of creating this…” 

“Is well worth it if other people see you in it,” Portia cut her off. 

“You probably don’t realize it, elf, but you’re almost as famous in this city as Aranos is.” 

“I – I am?” the Baleful Shade asked, her voice confused.  “Why?” 

“Some of the guards made it to the palace to watch you fight off the  bodakkai  when  they  invaded,  I  guess.    They  said  you  basically held them off all by yourself and kept them from overrunning the city. 

Then,  some  of  the  Travelers  who  went  with  you  to  Cendarta  came back  spreading  stories  that  you  killed  a  skinwalker  pretty  much  by yourself.”    The  leatherworker  shook  her  head.    “Those  stories  got passed  around  and  inflated  a  bit,  and  now,  you’re  pretty  much  a legend here in Stoneleague.” 

Geltheriel stared at the woman, her face shocked.  “I – I did not know such,” she admitted. 

“Well,  it’s  true,  and  if  you’re  wearing  my  armor,  every  other sneaky type in the city will want to, as well.  So, do us all a favor and put this on.” 

“I…”    Geltheriel  took  a  deep  breath.    “If  it  aids  my  Oathbinder, then  I  shall  do  so.    My  thanks,  Crafter.    I  know  this  represents  a substantial investment in time and materials.” 

“It does, but like you said: it’s an investment.  I expect it to pay handsome  returns.    Go  ahead,  try  it  on.    I  want  to  make  sure  it  fits correctly.” 

The  elf  began  to  slip  out  of  her  battered,  torn  Shadedancer’s Leathers,  and  Aranos  quickly  turned  his  back.    Geltheriel  simply chuckled.    “Oathbinder,  I  am  wearing  clothing  beneath  my  armor. 

There is no need for you to turn aside.” 

“I’ve seen what you wear under your armor, Geltheriel,” he said firmly.    “I’d  rather  not  tempt  my  Charisma  into  making  everyone uncomfortable.” 

“Ah.  A valid point.  Please, remain as you are, in that case.” 

Aranos kept his back turned and did his best not to listen as the woman slipped out of her armor.  He’d had to heal her before, back in Haerobel, and to do so, he’d been forced to remove her chest armor. 

He  discovered  that  she  wore  a  light,  thin  undershirt  beneath  but  no bra,  and  he’d  seen  a  lot  more  of  her  in  that  moment  than  he  was comfortable  recalling.    While  he  could  obviously  control  himself  and keep  his  eyes  where  they  belonged,  he  couldn’t  deny  Geltheriel’s attractiveness,  and  his  Charisma  sometimes  responded  to  his unspoken thoughts by affecting the people around him. 

“You  may  turn  back,  now,  Oathbinder,”  her  voice  spoke  at  last, and he gratefully looked back at her.  The new armor bulked slightly heavier  than  her  Shadedancer  armor,  but  it  lacked  the  metal  plates sewn into vulnerable locations for extra protection.  Aranos assumed it didn’t need it; they’d been hard-pressed even to injure the jordrecki in  the  first  place,  and  it  appeared  some  of  that  durability  remained with  its  hide.    The  leather  had  a  curiously  stony  texture  to  it  but moved supplely and easily as the Shade twisted about, going through some simple exercises to test its fit. 





“It  binds  slightly  through  the  crotch,”  the  elf  observed  clinically, reaching down and stretching the fabric between her legs.  “Also, the armpits are a shade too narrow and pinch.” 

Portia nodded.  “Not a problem.  Take it off, and I can fix it in a few minutes.” 

Aranos turned his back several more times as the leatherworker made  the  subtle  adjustments  needed  to  fit  the  armor  to  Geltheriel perfectly.    When  the  elf  finally  declared  it  a  perfect  fit,  he  had  her remove it one last time so he could Enchant it.  His skill wouldn’t work as  well  on  the  leather  as  it  did  on  stone,  crystal,  or  metal,  but  he could at least add some enhancements to it that would last for a year or so before needing to be renewed.  He wove his magic through the outfit,  infusing  it  with  vital  mana  to  strengthen  and  empower  the wearer, healing mana to boost her LP regen, kinetic energy to speed her  movements,  and  illusion  magic  to  help  her  blend  in  with  her surroundings.  When he finished, he Appraised the item once more. 

Appraisal Success! 

The Night Shade’s Leathers

Type: Armor

Rarity: Exceptional (due to material)

Quality: Masterwork

Base Defense: 116

Material: Stone Drake Hide

Benefits:  Immunity  to  fire  and  heat  damage,  Magic  Resistance

+75%, Physical damage reduced by 50%, armor penalties to Agility-based  Skills  reduced  by  50%,  Defense  +88,  Str  +44,  Agil  +44,  End

+44,  LP  Regen  +88%,  Movement  Speed  +116%.    Chameleon  Skin: By  concentrating  for  3  s,  the  wearer  is  cloaked  with  an  illusion  that perfectly matches the nearby surroundings.  This boosts their Stealth to  a  minimum  level  of  Expert  1  or  by  a  full  rank  if  their  Stealth  is already  Expert  or  higher.    The  effect  lasts  until  the  wearer  leaves Stealth. 

“Impressive,”  Portia  admired  as  she  examined  the  finished product.  “You know, if you did that to more of our stuff, it would sell better.” 

“It  would,  but  the  effects  wouldn’t  last  long,”  Aranos  said deprecatingly.  “After a year or two, at most, the Enchantments would fail.  I haven’t figured out how to make longer-lasting Enchantments in leather,  yet.”    He  frowned.    “Although  I  do  have  Leatherworking  at Adept  2.    I  really  should  see  if  I  could  use  that  with  my  Enchanting Skill.” 

“Well, if you need help, come see me,” Portia said.  “I’d be happy to  give  you  some  instruction,  and  maybe  together,  we  could  figure something out.  It’s the least I could do to repay you for giving me the chance to get out of the Guild Square and into a shop of my own.” 

“Plus, you can sell Enchanted leather for a lot more than regular leather,” he grinned.  “Right?” 

“True,  but  I  can  be  grateful  and  greedy  at  the  same  time,”  she laughed. 

“You can,” he agreed.  “And I’ll probably take you up on that.  For now, though, I’m heading to the Merchants’ and Adventurers’ Guilds to  catch  up  on  the  news  and  gossip.    There’s  that  whole  war  going on, and I want to make sure things are still under control.” 

“This is why I’m glad I’m just a leatherworker,” Portia replied with a  grin.    “You  have  to  go  to  all  the  trouble  of  running  the  war  and fighting  it  and  such.    I  just  profit  from  it.    I  think  I’ve  got  the  better deal.” 

“Indeed,  Crafter,”  Geltheriel  chuckled.    “It  is  almost  enough  to make me brave the smell of this place to seek instruction.”  She made a face.  “Almost, that is.” 

Chapter 3

Aranos  stopped  as  he  entered  the  Adventurers’  Guild,  amazed by  the  number  of  people  filling  the  normally  quiet  tavern.    Bodies occupied every table and packed tightly along the bar, and people still stood around, drinking and talking loudly.  Some enterprising Bard or musician played out of Aranos’ sight, the sound barely heard over the drone  of  hundreds  of  voices.    A  wall  of  adventurers  filled  the  space before  the  door,  blocking  access  further  in,  and  a  harried-looking woman  in  chainmail  armor  pressed  through  the  bodies  to  approach the party at the door. 

“Sorry!”  the  woman  said  loudly  to  be  heard  above  the cacophony.  “We’re full up, as you can see!  You’ll have to come…” 

She paused as she obviously noted the odd group of elves, beasts, a dwarf,  and  Aranos  with  his  emerald-green  skin.    “Wait,  are  you Aranos?” 

“That’s me,” he replied loudly as well, grinning. 

“Guildmaster  said  to  bring  you  to  him  when  you  got  here,”  she called,  turning  and  looking  a  bit  hopelessly  at  the  press  of  bodies. 

“Not sure how that’s going to work, though…” 

“I  can  clear  a  path,”  Mutroda  said  confidently,  unstrapping  her shield.  “Easier than digging sand.” 

“And  probably  far  more  injurious  to  those  involved,”  Rhys chuckled. 

“It’s not my fault if they’re delicate, is it?” the dwarf shrugged. 

“I might have a better way,” Aranos said slowly.  “Just – try not to let this overwhelm you.”  He took a breath and released his Aura of Grandeur,  allowing  it  to  spill  into  the  Guild  hall  and  flow  over  the adventurers within. 

Instantly,  the  noise  in  the  Guild  dropped  to  a  low  murmur  as every eye in the tavern turned his way.  Those closest to him stared at him with rapt expressions and fell back, scrambling to make room for him.  Others simply watched him, their eyes wide and their mouths hanging  slackly.    Aura  of  Grandeur  caused  anyone  within  it  lower than half his level to become awestruck or terrified, depending on his

base  reputation  with  them  –  and  it  seemed  that  most  of  the adventurers qualified.  Even those who didn’t would find their opinion of him slowly rising as the aura worked, making it easier to convince them of anything he wished. 

“Excuse us,” Aranos said mildly into the near-silence.  “We need to speak to Guildmaster Ryder.  Do you mind making a path?” 

The clatter of people moving out of his way sounded far louder in the  stillness  than  it  might  have.    In  less  than  a  minute,  the  press  of bodies  opened,  and  a  narrow  but  clear  path  led  toward  the  back  of the Guild. 

“Thanks,” he nodded as he led the party into the back, past the winding lines of stunned adventurers waiting to turn in or get Quests. 

The  muscled,  harness-wearing  Brutus  fell  back  as  the  party approached, his eyes wide but not moving to stop them, and at last, they reached Ryder’s office door. 

“Well done, Sorcerer,” Mutroda told him with a smile. 

“Indeed,  Liberator,”  Rhys  agreed.    “You  handled  that  crowd swiftly,  effectively,  and  without  causing  harm  or  injury.      I  am impressed.” 

“My Oathbinder is quite impressive,” Geltheriel nodded, stepping closer to Aranos, and the Sorcerer sighed as he reined in his ability. 

Aura of Grandeur worked beautifully to cow or awe weaker creatures, but  unfortunately,  it  also  made  his  own  party  somewhat  more admiring of him – to the point of near-discomfort, really.  He preferred their teasing to their hero-worship by a large margin. 

 Which is why I don’t use that aura often at all, he thought silently as  he  knocked  on  Ryder’s  door.  One  day,  I’m  going  to  use  it  and Mutroda  will  hit  on  me  –  or  Rhys  will.    Either  way,  it’s  going  to  be weird. 

“Enter,” Ryder’s gruff voice spoke, and Aranos opened the door and  stepped  into  the  man’s  office.    The  Guildmaster  sat  behind  his desk,  surrounded  as  usual  by  piles  of  papers,  but  when  Aranos entered, he rose to his feet and set down his quill. 

“Aranos,” he said happily.  “Just the man I wanted to see!  Come, sit down.  We need to chat.” 



“You  could  have  sent  me  a  message,  Ryder,”  Aranos  observed as  he  sat  in  one  of  the  two  chairs  before  the  man’s  desk.    “What’s going on?” 

“Did  you  see  that  madhouse  out  there?”  the  man  said,  waving toward the door. 

“Yeah.  Why is the Guild so full?” 

“The  war,  Sorcerer.    They’re  all  here  to  take  mandatory  war Quests.  Only…”  The Guildmaster leaned forward, his eyes slightly hard.  “Only, there aren’t enough for them, so they have to sit around, making  enough  racket  to  wake  the  dead,  waiting  for  something  to come up.” 

Aranos frowned.  “Wait, I thought the moment I declared the city at war, the Quests populated automatically!” 

“Some did,” the Guildmaster shrugged, leaning back in his chair. 

“The  standard  ones  like  joining  the  Guard,  patrolling  the  walls,  and scouting  the  nearby  forests  all  did  –  but  there  are  too  many  people out there for that.  I need some more Quests to hand out!” 

Aranos nodded.  “I can take care of that right away.  What sort of Quests are you looking for?” 

“Anything that can help the war effort, Aranos.  Have them gather resources, patrol the roads.  Shit, have them dig the army’s privy pits for  all  I  care,  just  give  me  something  repeatable,  lower-leveled,  and that take a lot of people!” 

Aranos  pulled  up  his  city  screen  and  selected  the  Quests section.    He  quickly  created  several  Quests,  basically  telling  the system  what  he  wanted  and  letting  it  choose  the  names,  difficulty, exact  conditions  for  success  or  failure,  and  rewards.    When  he finished, he examined the Quests and sent them to Ryder. 

“There, how’s that?” 

Quests Created! 

More for the War

Your soldiers and citizens need more resources in case of a citywide siege. 

Objective: Secure enough food for 100 people for one day or 20

units of ore, stone, or lumber. 

Quest Type: Bounty, City (Available to everyone in Antas) Recommended Levels: Any

Reward: 50 XP and 1 silver link per 100 units of food or 20 units of ore, stone, or lumber.  Reward increased for rarer resources. 

Arm the Defenders

Your soldiers require more arms and armor to fight the war. 

Objective:  Craft  10  weapons  or  shields,  5  suits  of  armor,  or  50

arrows for the army. 

Quest Type: Bounty, City (Available to everyone in Antas) Recommended Levels: Any

Reward: 100 XP and 1 gold.  Reward increased for better quality or rarer crafts. 

Take the High Road

The High Road from Stoneleague to Northmoor stands unguarded. 

You need soldiers to patrol and defend it. 

Objective: Patrol the High Road and eliminate all threats along it for one day. 

Quest Type: City (Available to everyone in Antas) Recommended Levels: 10 - 20

Reward: 500 XP and 1 gold per day. 

Secure the Trade Road

The army will soon be moving south along the Trade Road to Avendale.  The road needs to be secured before the army departs. 

Objective:  Travel  the  Trade  Road  to  Avendale  and  clear  all threats. 

Quest Type: City (Available to everyone in Antas) Recommended Levels: 12 - 18

Reward: 2,000 XP and 50 gold. 

A River Runs Red

The Eastrun River connects Stoneleague and Northmoor and provides a method for Shadowborn to move swiftly to attack the city. 

The river needs to be patrolled and monitored. 



Objective:  Patrol  the  Eastrun  River’s  banks  or  surface  for  one day.. 

Quest Type: City (Available to everyone in Antas) Recommended Levels: 8 - 15

Reward: 250 XP and 1 silver link per day. 

A Comrade in Arms

The elven, human, and dwarven armies are critically outnumbered by the Shadowborn.  You need soldiers to bolster their ranks. 

Objective:  Serve  under  one  of  the  army’s  commanders  for  one day. 

Quest Type: City (Available to everyone in Antas) Recommended Levels: Any

Reward: 20 XP and 1 copper link per day. 

“How will that work?” Aranos asked. 

“Wonderfully,” the Guildmaster sighed.  “I’m pushing these out to everyone now.  Hopefully, they’ll clear out and get to work.  I need my Guildhall back!” 

Aranos chuckled.  “Sorry about that.  We need a better way for you to get in touch with me, I think.” 

“Agreed.”  The older man sat back in his chair, sighing.  “I kind of wish I were young enough to join you, to be honest.  You don’t have an Archer in your group, and I’m a damn fine one – one of the best, really.” 

“I  believe  that,”  Aranos  said  sincerely.    “I  wish  you  could  come with us, but the Guild…” 

“The Guild,” the man agreed.  “I don’t know how you’re in charge of  so  many  things,  Aranos,  but  you  still  have  the  time  to  go  off, adventuring.  How do you do it?” 

“I have good people who do a lot of it for me,” Aranos admitted. 

“They  take  care  of  most  of  the  day-to-day  stuff,  and  I  only  have  to worry about the things that go really wrong – like those Travelers who killed a merchant a couple days back.” 

The man grunted.  “I heard about that.  You handled it well.”  He shook  his  head.    “I  wish  more  rulers  knew  the  charter  that  well,  in fact.” 

“I got lucky, and Marie helped a lot,” Aranos hedged. 

“I  miss  her,”  the  man  said  simply.    “She  would  have  kept  that crowd out there under control.  How is she doing out in Antas?” 

“She  complains  that  you  tricked  her  into  the  job,  but  she’s handling it well,” Aranos grinned. 

“Tricked her?” 

“Yep.  She says she didn’t expect that much paperwork.” 

He snorted, gesturing at his desk.  “Then she must have closed her damn eyes every time she entered my office.  I think she just likes to complain.” 

“I think you’re right.”  Aranos leaned back in his chair.  “I wanted to  check  up  on  the  city.    How  is  everything  going?    Did  my  friends make it out to Northmoor?” 

“They did, yes.  I sent them on a special Quest to find out what happened to Ysabelle.”  The Guildmaster tapped the desk.  “Having that city looming on our border is a nightmare, Aranos.  If we head to Avendale and the bodakkai suddenly swarm out of Northmoor along the High Road, we’ll never make it back here in time to break a siege before they make it in the walls.  We need to secure that border.” 

Aranos nodded.  “Do you think Ysabelle’s still alive?” 

Ryder snorted.  “Hardly, but if she is, rescuing her might allow us to retake Northmoor.  The city’s wards are down, which means either she’s gone and no one else Bonded the city, or its Heart is drained of power.  If it’s the latter, and we could somehow restore it, she could turn the wards against the invaders.” 

Aranos nodded, his mind racing.  “I might be able to do that,” he said slowly.  “Repower the Heart, that is.  I could even use Ysabelle to Redeem the entire city.” 

“Then  I’m  glad  I  sent  them  there,”  Ryder  sighed.    “Hopefully, they’ll find her imprisoned but safe, and you can fix Northmoor.”  His eyes  went  slightly  distant.    “I  almost  wish  I  was  there  with  them. 

Exploring a fallen city, sneaking past its guards and patrols, seeking its lost queen?  Now, that’s what I call a good time!” 

Aranos smiled, but secretly, he couldn’t agree.  Whatever Phil’s party faced in Northmoor, he doubted anyone could reasonably call it a good time. 

Chapter 4

Martina  perched  atop  the  roof  of  an  abandoned  noble  house, staring at the Northmoor palace.  Not a soul still lived in the building below  her,  but  Martina  saw  no  signs  of  violence  anywhere  in  the small  estate.    Everything  below  seemed  in  order:  the  beds  were made;  the  kitchen  looked  clean,  if  dusty;  nothing  appeared  out  of place.    It  looked  like  the  inhabitants  simply  walked  out  one  day  and left everything behind. 

As far as she could tell, the entire city had done the same thing. 

She found signs of old violence – dried blood, scars on buildings and furniture  from  battle,  scorch  marks  on  cobblestones  and  walls  from magical  fires  –  but  every  place  she  visited  felt  abandoned. 

Northmoor stood empty of life – at least, of human life.  She’d seen plenty of small animals and insects, and the city’s gardens and trees still flourished.  That made it better than Antas when she’d first visited it; that city devoured all life from the smallest microbe to the largest monster,  and  only  the  undead  inhabited  it.    In  Northmoor,  lower  life forms shared the city with their undead cohabitants. 

And undead definitely inhabited the city.  Ranks of skeletons and zombies stood atop the outer walls, tirelessly standing watch beside a few more powerful creatures, and more of the creatures inhabited the guard  barracks.    A  handful  stood  on  the  palace  walls,  as  well,  and she suspected there might be more inside.  She didn’t know, though, and she wasn’t sure she could get close enough to find out. 

Being a daywalker came with several benefits, and one of those was that apparently, the ability of the undead to sense living creatures didn’t work on her unless they could penetrate her Stealth normally. 

She slipped up to the base of the wall without attracting attention from the undead above her; she made her way through the guard barracks without stirring up the slightest fuss.  The undead simply ignored her, probably thinking she was another of their kind.  The creatures on the palace walls, though…

Martina  couldn’t  make  them  out  clearly  from  across  the  wide divide separating the palace from the nearby buildings, but they didn’t

look  like  regular  undead.    In  Antas,  she’d  seen  and  fought  a  dozen types of the creatures, from misty spirits to lumbering, giant corpses. 

She’d  faced  child-sized  monsters  that  ran  as  fast  as  a  horse  and blue-skinned  ones  that  radiated  cold  and  had  acid  blood.    She’d never seen anything like the five monsters prowling the palace wall. 

They  looked  human,  mostly,  although  their  white  skin  gleamed unnaturally in the moonlight.  Their movements clearly marked them as other than human, though.  The things stood perfectly still for long periods  without  shifting  in  the  least,  and  when  they  moved,  their motions  held  a  preternatural  swiftness  that  she  certainly  couldn’t match. 

The things also seemed to have incredibly good senses.  When she reached the roof, the closest ones shifted to face her, not looking directly at her but obviously sensing her presence somehow.  Every time  she  moved,  even  slightly,  they  all  shifted  as  well;  she  guessed that  only  distance  kept  her  Stealth  intact.    One  blurred  suddenly,  its hand lashing out as it snatched something from the air that she didn’t even  see  and  shoved  it  into  its  mouth.    She  shuddered;  she  really didn’t want to fight those things. 

 Of  course,  to  get  into  the  palace,  you’re  going  to  have  to  –  or distract them somehow. 

She  moved  back  slowly,  getting  out  of  sight  of  the  creatures. 

Getting into Northmoor turned out to be a piece of cake.  No wards defended  the  city  or  held  out  the  portals  of  the  Wizards  from  the Mages’  College.    The  party  stepped  from  the  Adventurers’  Guild  in Stoneleague  right  into  the  Guild  in  Northmoor  without  a  hitch,  and while the others made sure no undead infested the buildings around the Guild Square, Martina set out to scout the city.  The sun fell and night blanketed Northmoor, but it didn’t slow her in the slightest.  Ever since her Perception topped 100, even magical darkness proved no barrier  to  her  sight.    She  saw  the  heat  of  the  darkened  world  in shades of blue and red, and she could sense any living creatures out to  sixty  feet.    That  didn’t  help  her  much  in  the  city,  of  course,  but  it saved her a ton of time searching through buildings her senses told her held no living things. 

Eventually, she’d ended up at the seat of royal power, of course. 

They’d come to Northmoor to find the Queen, not to free the city, and that meant they needed to get into the palace.  That left the party with two  options:  they  could  assault  the  palace  and  try  to  kill  the  wall’s defenders – which might draw every undead in the city down on them and result in a party wipe – or she could try to sneak inside and see what  she  could  find  out.    That  meant  she  had  to  get  the  wall’s defenders to move, at the very least. 

She  slowly  and  carefully  strung  her  bow,  then  reached  into  her quiver and pulled out a single shaft, one of the ones Aranos made for her.    Moving  slowly  so  as  not  to  draw  more  attention  from  the creatures,  she  unwrapped  the  cloth,  careful  only  to  touch  the  pale silver  arrow  with  her  gloved  hands.    The  arrow  glowed  dimly  in  the moonlight, and she kept it carefully out of sight as she nocked it and slid back to where she could see the creatures. 

Those  closest  to  her  shifted  to  face  her  the  moment  her  head slipped up into view, but as she raised the arrow, every creature on the wall spun to look at her.  She lifted her bow and released even as the  creatures  reacted  to  her  presence.    They  moved  with  terrible speed – but they weren’t as fast as the silvery shaft that lanced out into  the  night  and  slammed  into  one  of  the  monsters.    The  arrow plunged into the thing’s chest, missing the heart but burying itself in a lung.  For a mortal creature, that injury would have at least slowed the beast;  the  undead  simply  ignored  it,  not  even  bothering  to  tear  the arrow free as it leaped in the air, plummeting from the wall toward the ground  below.    As  it  fell,  though,  a  golden  light  erupted  from  the monster’s wound, and it screamed as strands of fire spurted from its chest.  It clutched the arrow, trying to pull it loose as it dropped to its knees. 

Martina  barely  saw  any  of  that,  though.    She  saw  the  undead move,  and  she  knew  if  she  didn’t  hustle,  they’d  catch  her  with  no problem.    The  moment  she  released  her  arrow,  she  slid  back  down the roof, running to the edge and leaping across to the next building, her boosted Strength and Agility carrying her across the twenty-foot gap  from  one  rooftop  to  the  next  without  too  much  difficulty.    She landed her jump with little more than a soft thump, then cut sideways, 

dropping  off  the  edge  onto  a  balcony  there.    She  ripped  open  the locked wood and glass door with ease and ran inside, pushing open another window and jumping out to land on the soft grass below. 

She  ran  as  swiftly  and  quietly  as  she  could  to  the  ten-foot  wall surrounding that estate and leaped to the top of it in a single bound. 

Part of her marveled at her virtual body’s grace and power, but most of  her  simply  urged  her  to  run  faster.    She  dove  through  an  open window,  rolling  to  her  feet  in  the  room  beyond,  then  slipped  to  the front door of that house and emerged once more into the moonlight. 

Her nimble reflexes saved her as a dark shape slammed into her with  terrible  power.    She  sensed  the  attack  at  the  last  moment  and rolled with it, coming to her feet as the pale creature rushed for her. 

She got a good look at the thing for the first time as she dove to the side and yanked her mace free of its loop.  The undead had skin so pale  it  seemed  translucent,  with  dark,  black  veins  crawling  beneath it.  Its head seemed too long, the jaw more pointed than a human’s and  the  skull  too  narrow.    It  stared  at  her  with  blood-red  eyes  that didn’t blink as it rushed forward, its long, clawed fingers reaching for her. 

She dodged its rush, but one of its hands flashed out and scored four long lines of blood across her stomach.  The wounds burned and tingled  at  the  same  time,  but  she  ignored  the  injury  and  swung  her mace  at  the  monster.    It  leaned  back,  easily  ducking  her  blow,  then charged at her.  She swung the mace again, but it caught the weapon and tore it from her grip with terrifying strength as its rush carried it into her. 

The impact felt like a boulder smashing into her chest.  Martina wasn’t weak with her Strength over seventy, but she had no chance to  hold  her  balance  against  the  thing’s  frightening  power.    It  bowled her over, knocking her to the ground and pinning her beneath it.  She struggled, lashing out with knees and elbows, but it ignored her blows and swept its fist into the side of her head. 

The entire world rang with the force of the blow, and Martina fell limp,  not  needing  to  see  the  blinking,  red  notification  to  know  that she’d been stunned.  The monster grabbed her chin and turned her head up and to the side, craning her neck painfully.  Panic filled her

as she realized what it meant to do an instant before its fangs pierced her  throat.    Ragged  pain  seared  her  as  the  thing  ripped  open  her throat, and she felt its slimy tongue on her skin as it pressed its lips against her neck.  Its mouth pulled on her, drawing the blood forth, its tongue lapping at her life essence like a dog.  Tears rolled from her eyes  as  she  watched  her  LP  bar  drop  to  90%,  then  to  75%  –  the creature was going to eat her, and she couldn’t do anything to stop it. 

Suddenly,  its  weight  came  off  her,  and  the  monster  lurched backward, freeing her from its grip.  She rolled away, coming to her knees and gripping the terrible, blood-gushing wound with one hand while  the  other  reached  into  her  pouch  and  pulled  out  one  of  the bandages  Aranos  gave  her  long  ago.    She  slapped  it  to  her  throat, and  instantly,  the  steady  drop  of  her  LP  stabilized  as  the  herbal medicine  staunched  her  bleeding.    She  scrambled  to  her  feet  and pulled out her bow as she looked at the monster that so nearly ended her life. 

The  vampiric  thing  lurched  around,  clutching  its  throat  as  if choking and struggling to breathe.  Its white face darkened to purple, and  it  staggered  drunkenly,  falling  to  a  knee  even  as  she  watched. 

She  drew  one  of  Aranos’  arrows  and  nocked  it,  releasing  the  arrow from five feet away directly into the thing’s forehead.  The arrow sank deep,  and  smoke  began  to  pour  from  its  nose  and  open  mouth  a second later.  It fell to both knees as golden flames erupted from its eyes and ears, still clutching its throat mutely.  She slipped her bow onto her back, then jogged over to her fallen mace.  She hefted it a few  times  before  heading  back  to  the  dying  monster  and  slamming the  weapon  down  onto  its  skull.    Three  solid  hits  later,  the  thing’s head collapsed, and it dropped to the ground, twitching but lifeless. 

She  pulled  her  arrow  free  and  slipped  it  back  into  her  quiver,  then reached up to touch her bandaged throat. 

 I don’t think those things can handle my blood,  she mused.  It’s like  it’s  poisonous  to  them.    Good  thing,  too,  or  I’d  have  gone  to respawn  right  then.  She  took  a  step,  then  stopped  and  closed  her eyes, drawing in a deep breath.  Tears brimmed in her eyes, and her heart still pounded with fear. 

She’d died multiple times in the game so far, and it wasn’t ever really pleasant.  She hadn’t enjoyed being mauled by a giant lizard or having Lily sacrifice her, obviously.  Being held down like that, though, and having her life slowly drained from her – that was the worst thing she’d felt in the game so far.  She could still feel its lips and tongue on her throat, the terrible strength of its hands holding her in place, the weight  of  its  body  pressing  her  down  and  pinning  her  to  the  grass. 

She shuddered and let the tears flow for a few seconds as the horror of the experience washed over her. 

Part of her wanted to turn around and give up.  She could go get her party, and they could fight their way into the palace.  There might be  more  of  the  creatures  inside,  and  she  imagined  having  two  or three  of  them  holding  her  down,  all  lapping  at  her  skin  and  draining her  life  slowly  while  she  lay  helpless  beneath  them.    It  would  be easier to go back and get the others, and if they roused the city and wiped, well, they could tell everyone they did the best they could.  No one would doubt them after hearing about these creatures. 

Martina  holstered  her  mace  and  hefted  her  bow,  slipping  back into  Stealth.    She  couldn’t  turn  back  and  run,  no  matter  how  much she wanted to.  She’d never turned away from anything just because it was too hard or too scary, and she wasn’t going to start.  It didn’t matter if no one else knew that she hadn’t done her best; she would know, and she’d never forgive herself.  If she tried her best and failed, so be it.  Living with the shame of knowing she gave up would hurt more than dying to those things would. 

She  took  out  one  of  Aranos’  arrows  and  lifted  her  bandage, rubbing  the  arrow  against  the  clotting  blood  there.  If  my  blood  and the arrow are both deadly to them – let’s see what both together can do.  She moved back toward the house she’d just left, leaping up onto a  second-story  balcony  and  scrambling  from  there  up  to  the  roof. 

She knelt on the roof, remaining as still as possible and watching the night as the things worked to find her. 

She  spotted  the  first  of  them  on  a  roof  two  houses  over.    She lifted  her  bow,  sighted,  and  released,  then  slid  back  down  the  roof and ran to the edge, vaulting to the next building.  She barely made the  thirty-foot  jump,  scrambling  slightly  to  hold  her  balance  then

dropping  flat  to  keep  from  being  seen.    In  the  distance,  she  saw  a dark figure unmoving against the night sky, golden fire illuminating it. 

The  monster  clutched  its  wound  with  one  hand,  but  the  other scrabbled at its throat as if it couldn’t breathe.  She smiled grimly in the darkness, rose to a knee, and released another arrow that took it in its forehead and ended the monster. 

She pulled out another shaft and lifted her bandage, but wiping the arrowhead along her wound had no effect.  Between her natural regeneration  –  another  benefit  of  her  race  –  and  the  Sorcerer’s medicine, the blood there dried up by that point.  She sighed, pulled up her sleeve to reveal her pale skin, and slid the arrow across her flesh.  She bit her lip to keep from making a sound as blood welled from the wound, and she wiped the arrow in the crimson fluid before her regen sealed the cut shut seconds later. 

 Well, this is going to suck,  she thought silently as she stalked her next victim. 

It took her twenty minutes to hunt down the remaining creatures, and  most  of  that  was  spent  waiting  and  watching  for  her  moments. 

After  she  killed  the  third  one,  they  realized  that  they  weren’t  the hunters  anymore,  and  they  took  to  the  shadows,  hiding  from  her  as easily as she had from them.  None of the monsters showed up to her heat or life senses, and she quickly realized that they were far better at  hiding  and  remaining  still  than  she  was.    She  didn’t  have  time  to wait them out; they had a Quest to complete, and her party waited for her, which meant she had no choice but to try and track them down. 

She moved as stealthily as possible, but one still ambushed her as she passed between two houses, dropping on her from above and smashing  her  to  the  ground.    The  soft  grass  kept  her  from  being stunned,  and  she  struggled  to  roll  to  the  side  to  dislodge  the creature.    It  pinned  her  down,  though,  and  it  grabbed  her  hair, dragging  her  head  back  with  frightening  power.    Desperately,  she grabbed the blood-covered arrow and jabbed it behind her, lodging it into the thing’s side.  It hissed, then screamed in her ear, temporarily deafening her as her blood and the arrow both burned into its flesh.  It flung  itself  back  from  her,  staggering  against  a  wall,  and  she  rolled sideways, rising to her feet and pulling out another arrow.  She sent

the  shaft  directly  into  the  monster’s  open  mouth,  and  it  dropped,  its eyes wide but its body unresponsive as she severed its brain stem. 

She crushed the thing’s skull with her mace and yanked out her arrows,  turning  to  see  another  dark  shape  loping  toward  her.    She nocked  an  arrow  and  released  as  the  monster  leaped  for  her,  the shaft catching it in the stomach.  It slammed into her, and she brought her forearm up to block its attack.  Its fangs pierced her leather as it bit her forearm, and she once again felt a slimy tongue lapping up her blood.  The creature recoiled from her as it swallowed the apparently toxic  fluid  and  fell  back,  choking  and  gagging.    She  sent  another arrow into its forehead, and it dropped quickly. 

The last one hit her as she cut her arrows free from the monster, its first blow slashing her shoulder and drawing deep wells of blood. 

As it bore her to the ground, she wiped the knife she gripped in the flowing blood coming from her arm, then jammed it into the monster’s neck.  It screamed and dropped to the ground, yanking the knife out and  hurling  it  to  the  side.    She  scooped  up  her  fallen  bow  and  tore one  of  the  arrows  free  of  the  dead  monster,  wiping  it  in  her  blood before  fitting  to  it  to  the  string  and  loosing  it  from  practically  point-blank  range.    The  shaft  stabbed  into  the  monster’s  eye,  and  it dropped to the ground, insensate. 

She  collected  her  arrows,  put  the  first  creature  she’d  wounded out  of  its  misery,  then  slipped  quietly  across  the  street.    The  gates stood  closed,  but  without  anyone  or  anything  guarding  them,  she climbed  them  with  only  slight  difficulty  and  perched  atop  the  wall, scanning the courtyard below.  Nothing moved in the darkness, which she  knew  meant  little  enough,  but  she  couldn’t  sit  and  watch  all night.    She  slipped  down  into  the  courtyard  and  made  her  way  into the palace. 

The  entry  hall  yawned  emptily  when  she  slipped  through  the unlocked  doors.    The  moment  she  entered,  she  wrinkled  her  nose; the  stench  of  death  wafted  into  her  sensitive  nostrils,  faint  but definite.    She  hid  herself  behind  a  tapestry  and  watched  for  long minutes before moving forward, sliding along the walls.  Despite the utter  lack  of  light,  she  felt  terribly  exposed;  she  knew  that  undead couldn’t generally sense her, but at the same time, she couldn’t sense

them – and those things on the wall had better Stealth than she did. 

While one of them couldn’t feed off her, it could still beat her to death pretty easily. 

The  miasma  of  rotten  meat  and  other,  less  savory  things  grew stronger  the  further  she  pushed  into  the  palace.    She  reached  the huge,  wooden  doors  to  the  throne  room  and  slipped  inside  as noiselessly as possible.  The moment she pulled open the door, the horrible stench slammed into her in a wave, and she froze in stunned shock, fighting to keep her last meal in her stomach as she stared at the charnel house before her. 

The  rectangularly  shaped  throne  room  spread  sixty  feet  from side  to  side.    Galleries  to  each  side  probably  once  held  nobles  and courtiers; now, only torn and battered corpses filled the rising seats, tossed  haphazardly  into  the  stands  until  they  overflowed  with hundreds  of  bodies.    The  corpses  looked  torn  and  savaged,  as  if someone  ripped  them  open  through  brute  force  alone,  and  the noticeable  lack  of  blood  on  the  floor  told  Martina  that  the  creatures she’d  killed  were  probably  the  culprits.    Intestines  splattered  across the floor; lungs lay exposed behind torn out ribcages; chunks of brain littered  the  path  to  the  raised  dais  of  the  throne  at  the  back  of  the room, thirty feet distant. 

She kept her gorge in check until her eyes fell on the corpse of a boy probably no older than seven, his body ripped in half, fang marks obvious  in  his  throat.    Her  stomach  heaved,  and  she  bent  forward, retching and spewing vomit into the already fetid air.  She gasped for breath  and  tasted  the  death  on  her  tongue,  which  caused  her stomach to clench once more, depositing what little remained of her last meal on the floor in front of her.  She stood with her hands on her knees,  trying  to  keep  her  stomach  under  control  by  breathing shallowly in her mouth and out her nose. 

 Okay, I was wrong.  This is about the worst moment I’ve had in this game. 

“You know, I used to do that, too,” a voice spoke from the back of the  room,  and  Martina  snapped  straight,  swallowing  hard  as  her stomach tried to rebel.  She snatched out an arrow and fitted it to the

bowstring,  drawing  it  and  looking  toward  the  sound  of  the  strange voice. 

“I  can’t  anymore,  though,”  the  voice  said.    “I’ve  been  here  so long,  it  doesn’t  bother  me  anymore.    I  suppose  that’s  a  bad  thing.” 

The voice sounded harsh and roughened, like the speaker spent too much  time  screaming  and  damaged  their  vocal  cords.    Martina thought  the  person  was  female,  but  she  couldn’t  be  sure  from  the hoarseness.    The  sound  seemed  to  come  from  the  direction  of  the throne,  and  now  that  she  focused,  Martina  felt  a  faint,  tremulous pulse of life emanating from the dais. 

“Queen  Ysabelle?”  she  asked  hopefully,  staring  into  the blackness.    The  figure  on  the  throne  shifted,  and  Martina  caught  a glimpse of pale skin as a painfully thin hand passed through her sight before vanishing.  “Is that you?” 

“Is  it?    I  don’t  know,”  the  voice  croaked  with  a  harsh  laugh.    “I think  it  was,  once,  long  ago.    Yes,  ‘Queen’  sounds  familiar.    Not anymore, though.” 

Martina  glanced  around  the  room,  but  nothing  moved  that  she could  see.    She  walked  forward,  carefully  avoiding  stepping  on anything gruesome, drawing closer to the throne.  “Your Majesty, I’m glad you’re alive…” 

“Am I?” the woman cut her off with a bark of what was probably meant  to  be  laughter  but  sounded  like  a  mule  braying.    “I  don’t  feel alive.  I’ve died, haven’t I?  I’ve died and gone to the Pit, and this is my  torment.”    She  waved  her  hand  around.    “Surrounded  by  the bodies of those I failed.” 

“Your Majesty, what happened here?” Martina asked. 

“I  told  you:  I  failed!”  the  woman  snapped,  and  a  flare  of  power rolled out from her, knocking Martina back onto her ass.  Something squelched  beneath  Martina  that  she  tried  desperately  not  to  think about as she scrambled back to her feet. 

“I failed them,” the woman repeated as the rising power faded. 

“These  were  my  people,  you  know.    They  looked  to  me  to  protect them, to save them.”  She shook her head.  “And instead, I watched them be slaughtered, their lives stolen to feed that – that creature!” 

“Creature?”  Martina  echoed,  moving  forward  more  cautiously. 

Queen  Ysabelle  was  a  powerful  Wizard,  and  Martina  didn’t  want  to antagonize her – although her last Spell hadn’t done much more than knock the daywalker down. 

“Yes.    That  woman.    That  thing.    THAT  FIEND!”  the  Queen screeched,  her  hands  rising  to  claw  at  the  air  spasmodically.    “She came  here,  and  she  knew  me.    She  knew  my  weaknesses,  my secrets,  my  fears,  and  she  used  them  against  me.    She  broke  me, broke my mind, broke my soul.”  The queen laughed.  “She broke my heart,  as  well.”    She  looked  around.    “So  many  dead  from  a  single broken heart.” 

“You mean Lily?” 

“Is that her name?  She never told me.  I call her Death.”  The monarch’s hands vanished again, and Martina realized she’d covered herself  in  a  massive  black  cloak  or  robe  that  totally  obscured  her body.  “She took my city from me, made it hers.  I had to do what she said,  or…”    The  woman’s  voice  grew  quiet  and  fearful.    “Or  she punished  me.    She  brought  the  beasts,  let  them  take  me,  over  and over again.  They broke my body.”  She giggled slightly.  “They broke my mind, too, you know.  It’s gone, now.  All gone.” 

Martina’s heart sank as she stared at the giggling woman on the throne.    Ysabelle  seemed  to  be  insane,  and  there  wasn’t  much  the Ranger could do for that.  She reached out to her party and sent them a quick message. 

 I’ve found the Queen.  She’s in the throne room. 

 You found her?  Phil asked, his voice amazed.  Is she alive? 

 Sort of.  I think she’s insane, though. 

 What do you mean?  Longfellow spoke up.  Insane how? 

 Lily tortured her to get her to cooperate.  She barely remembers who she is, and I don’t think her mind is all there. 

 Is it safe for us to come to you?  the Archer replied. 

 It should be.  I killed the things guarding the palace. 

 We’ll be right there, then. 

Martina looked back at the Queen, who’d fallen silent, and simply watched the woman on the throne.  “How have you even survived?” 

she asked quietly. 

“They feed me,” the woman replied absently.  “At first, I tried to avoid  eating  –  I  wanted  to  die,  you  see  –  but   she   wouldn’t  let  me escape  that  easily.    She  force-fed  me,  made  me  eat  things…”    The woman shuddered visibly, then whispered, “She made me eat me.” 

Martina  stared  at  the  poor  woman  on  the  throne,  her  face stunned.  “She made you eat – yourself?” 

The  Queen  nodded.    “Cut  pieces  off  me  and  fed  them  to  me. 

Healed  me  and  did  it  again  and  again  until  I  agreed  to  eat…”    Her voice drifted away, and Martina fell silent. 

 I seriously don’t want to know any more.  I don’t.  I just want to get her back to Stoneleague and be fucking done with this Quest. 

She  waited  in  silence  until  her  party  arrived,  remembering  to warn  them  at  the  last  minute  about  the  state  of  the  throne  room. 

Even  so,  she  watched  with  some  satisfaction  as  McBane  lost  his lunch as they finally joined her. 

“This  place…”  Phil  said,  his  face  pale  in  the  dim  glow  of  the lantern he carried.  “What the hell happened here?” 

“Lily happened,” Martina said shortly.  “Her and whatever undead vampire-things she set to guard the Queen.” 

“I  assume  that’s  her  on  the  throne?”  Longfellow  asked  quietly, and  Martina  nodded.    The  Archer  stepped  past  her,  looking  at  the raised  dais.    “Your  Majesty,  my  name  is  Longfellow  Greenward. 

Might I approach to speak with you?” 

“Your Majesty?” the Queen rasped in reply.  “Is that me?  It must be, I suppose.” 

“It  doesn’t  have  to  be,”  the  Archer  said  easily.    “I  can  call  you whatever you want.  What would you prefer?” 

“Prefer?  I – I don’t know.  I think…I think Bella is a good name.  I liked that once, I think.” 

“Okay, Bella,” the Archer said gently.  “Can we talk a bit?” 

“If you’d like.  I don’t have much to say, though.  There’s barely enough of me left to talk at all.”  The Queen cackled as if she’d made a huge joke, and Longfellow chuckled along with her as he strode up to  the  dais,  then  dropped  to  a  knee  near  her.    The  man  started  to speak in soft, quiet tones, and the Queen responded in halting, short phrases  Martina  barely  heard.    After  a  few  minutes,  Longfellow

reached out and patted her on the arm, then rose and walked back to the others, shaking his head. 

“I  can’t  swear  this  without  a  full  DSM  workup,  but  my  initial diagnosis  is  schizophreniform  disorder,”  he  said  with  a  sigh.    “The things  Lily  did  to  her  –  well,  I  don’t  know  many  who  could  remain sane through that.” 

“She’s insane, then?” Phil asked. 

“Oh, IRL she’d be admitted for long-term care, and I wouldn’t put much  hope  on  her  recovery,  even  with  the  best  of  doctors. 

Medication might help alleviate the symptoms, but…”  He shrugged. 

“The  human  mind  can  only  take  so  much.”    He  looked  back  at  the Queen.  “Apparently, the virtual mind, too,” he murmured. 

“We have to get her back to Stoneleague,” Martina said firmly. 

“She  won’t  go  willingly,”  Longfellow  warned.    “She  thinks  she’s earned the hell she’s in, and she’ll fight any attempt to take her out of it.” 

“I hate to say this,” McBane offered, “but if she’s never going to recover – maybe the kindest thing we could do is to kill her.” 

“It might be,” Longfellow agreed.  “But it might not.  None of us know  the  limitations  of  magic  in  this  world.    Maybe  here,  insanity  –

virtual  insanity,  at  least  –  is  something  that  can  be  healed.    At  the very  least,  we  know  that  memories  can  be  altered  or  removed,  and it’s possible that altering or deleting the memories of what happened to  her  might  help  her  recover.”    He  grimaced.    “Or  it  might  make things worse.  There’s no real way to know.” 

“If  there’s  a  chance,  then  we  should  take  her  with  us,”  Martina decided.  “Plus, we don’t know what effect killing her would have on the city.” 

“That’s  true,”  Phil  nodded.    “So,  how  do  we  take  her  without hurting her?” 

“I might be able to restrain her for a minute,” Neela said.  “Maybe less, depending on how strong she is.” 

“If you can hold her, I think I can keep her still for a bit,” Meridian mused. 

“How long of a bit?” McBane asked. 

“Well,  now,  that  sort  of  depends.    Basically,  I’ll  be  giving  her  a nice rest, and while she can fight her way out of it…”  She looked at Longfellow.  “Do you think she’ll want to?” 

“It’s hard to say,” he sighed.  “Somehow, dreams started all this –

I didn’t get the details.  She might fight to escape her dreams…or she might want to stay in them forever.  Again, there’s no way to predict how such a damaged mind will react.” 

“It’s worth a try,” Martina said, then looked at Phil and McBane. 

“Get ready, though.  If it doesn’t work, we may have to knock her out the old-fashioned way – and if that doesn’t work, then McBane’s idea might be the only workable solution.” 

Neela  stepped  forward  and  waved  her  hands,  muttering  under her  breath.    Wisps  of  what  looked  like  dark  gray  clouds  formed around  her  fingers  then  streamed  outward  toward  the  throne.    The queen  lashed  out  at  them  with  her  hands,  but  her  blows  passed through  the  streamers  of  mist  harmlessly.    The  tendrils  wrapped around  the  queen,  enshrouding  her  body,  then  suddenly  lit  up  from within.    The  Queen’s  body  arched  and  spasmed  as  Neela’s  Spell seemed to paralyze her muscles. 

“Hurry, Meridian,” Neela grunted through gritted teeth.  “She’s –

really strong.” 

“I’m on it, honey.”  The Shaman whipped out her hand, and the insectoid  Jewel  leaped  forth,  flying  over  to  buzz  around  the shuddering  queen.    The  insect  whipped  around  the  woman,  flying swiftly  around  her  body,  and  Martina  barely  saw  a  faint,  glimmering strand of silver trailing behind the dragonfly.  Jewel swooped around the  still  queen,  looping  from  her  head  down  to  her  feet,  leaving  a faintly  glittering  web  behind  as  she  passed.    After  a  few  seconds, Meridian  clapped  her  hands,  and  power  flowed  from  her  into  the web.    The  frail  construct  shivered  and  shimmered,  then  flared  with brilliant,  yellow  light  that  forced  Martina  to  look  away.    When  she glanced  back,  the  queen’s  body  sat  on  the  throne,  completely enshrouded in a gauzy, silver veil. 

“That  should  do  it,”  Meridian  sighed,  taking  a  deep  breath. 

“Sorry.  Tough Spell.  Takes a lot of SP.”  Jewel fluttered slowly back over  to  Meridian’s  shoulder,  and  the  Shaman  reached  up  to  pet  the

glittering insect.  “I know,” the woman cooed at her spirit.  “It’s hard on you, too.  Thanks for helping me, sweetie.” 

“What is it?” Phil asked curiously. 

“It’s a Slumber Cocoon, a new Spell I got from my little darling, here.  So long as the queen’s in there, she’ll sleep like a baby.” 

“How  delicate  is  that  cocoon?”  Longfellow  asked  dubiously.    “It looks like it’ll tear the minute we touch it.” 

“It’s  about  as  strong  as  high  steel  chain  mail.    It’s  not indestructible  or  anything,  but  Phil  should  be  fine  to  grab  her  and carry her as long as he’s not too rough.” 

“I’ll  be  gentle  with  her,”  Phill  assured  the  Shaman  as  he  strode over  to  the  throne  and  carefully  lifted  the  slumbering  monarch, placing her on his shoulder, frowning as he did.  “She’s really light. 

You think they’ve been starving her?” 

“Do  not  ask her about it, Phil,” Martina advised as she took the portal gem the Wizard gave them to return out of her pouch.  “Trust me,  you  really  don’t  want  to  know.    I’m  going  to  have  enough nightmares about it for all of us.” 

She  tossed  the  gem  to  Neela,  who  bumbled  it  slightly  before grasping it and holding it in one hand.  According to the Wizard who’d given  the  glittering,  quartzlike  jewel  to  Martina,  activating  the  item simply  required  a  small  burst  of  SP.    Unfortunately,  Martina  didn’t have access to her SP since neither of her Classes used Spells.  The Wizard  channeled  a  bit  of  glowing,  prismatic  energy  into  the  gem, then set it on the ground and stepped back.  The gem flashed dully, pulsing like a cool, sparkling heartbeat, and less than a minute later, a portal  shimmered  into  view,  hanging  in  the  air  above  the  throbbing gem. 

“Time to go, people!” Martina announced.  She held her bow and stood  back  with  McBane  at  her  side,  the  pair  watching  the  room  as Phil  carried  the  cocooned  Queen  through  the  portal,  followed  by Meridian,  Neela,  and  Longfellow.    McBane  vanished  after  the  rest, and  Martina  took  up  the  rear,  stepping  backward  through  the  portal and sighing in relief as she found herself standing in the Stoneleague Adventurers’ Guild. 

“Well, that went better than I thought,” she said with a smile as she  turned  to  face  her  party.    She  froze  in  shock  as  she  saw  the others  staring  at  a  familiar,  heavily  bearded  figure  in  gleaming  gray armor.    “H-Hector?”  she  gasped,  her  heart  soaring  as  she  gazed  at her friend. 

“In  the  flesh,”  he  said,  his  face  twisted  in  displeasure  as  he looked at the party, examining their faces.  “What’s wrong with…” 

He  cut  off  as  Meridian  flung  herself  against  him,  wrapping  her arms  around  his  neck  and  pulling  his  head  down  for  a  kiss.    He looked  shocked  for  a  moment  before  returning  the  kiss,  then  pulled away, staring at the redhead in astonishment. 

“What’s  going  on,  babe?”  he  asked,  his  voice  confused  and slightly  worried.    “It’s  good  to  see  you,  too,  but  why  –  why  are  you crying?”    He  looked  around.    “In  fact,  why  are  you  all  acting  so weird?” 

His  expression  turned  into  a  frown  once  more.    “And  did  you guys seriously go on a Quest without me?  That’s just cold.”  His eyes shifted to puzzlement.  “And more importantly, how did you go on a Quest without me?  Are you guys all in that special fast-return group like Aranos, and I didn’t get picked?  That’s totally unfair!” 

Martina  frowned  and  stepped  forward  as  a  dreadful  suspicion swelled in her mind.  “Hector, do you know how long you were out of the  game?”  she  asked  curiously,  anxiety  causing  her  stomach  to clench. 

He  opened  his  mouth,  then  shut  it  quickly.    “Actually  –  no,  I don’t.    I  remember  logging  out,  then  a  big,  red  screen  –  and  then  I logged  back  in.    It  seemed  like  it  happened  right  away.”    His expression became alarmed.  “Why?  How long was I out?” 

“Two days, my friend,” Phil said softly, stepping over and putting his  hand  on  the  grizzled  warrior’s  shoulder.    “You’ve  been  gone  for two days.” 

“What?”  Hector  said,  looking  around  at  the  others  and  seeing their  heads  nodding  in  agreement.    “Two…what  the  hell?    I  don’t remember being IRL for two days!” 

“We’ll figure it out,” Martina said confidently.  “I’m betting the…” 

She glanced at the nearby NPCs watching the interplay.  “The gods

will explain it to you soon enough.  They almost have to, don’t they?” 

“They’d fucking better,” the man muttered, tugging at his beard. 

He  seemed  to  shake  himself.    “In  any  case,  what’s  going  on,  and what is Phil holding there?  Is that…”  He peered at the cocoon.  “Is that  a  woman?    Seriously,  brother,  are  you  finally  resorting  to knocking them out and tying them up to get them to go out with you? 

I mean, I’d expect that of Shortfellow, there, but not you!” 

“This  is  the  Queen  of  Northmoor,”  Phil  chuckled.    “And  how  we got her isn’t my story, it’s Martina’s.”  He looked over at the Ranger. 

“Let me go turn her in, and you can tell us what happened – and how you completed an A-ranked Quest without the rest of us having to lift a finger.” 

“Happy to,” Martina smiled, knowing the expression didn’t reach her eyes.  She was glad to have Hector back – ecstatic, really; the big warrior stood by her side since almost day one of entering the game, and she’d missed him terribly – but fear tempered her excitement. 

 Something’s wrong.  Something’s wrong with Hector, and I want to know what it is. 

Chapter 5

In  what  Aranos  felt  was  a  bit  of  an  oddity,  the  Tower  of  Grand Sorcery’s  portal  to  the  House  of  Stars  stood  in  its  basement  rather than on one of the higher floors.  The placement seemed designed to allow any member of the House to use the portal since only Sorcerers could  access  the  tower  floors  above  the  first.    He  didn’t  really  know why  the  tower’s  architects  did  that,  but  he  couldn’t  simply  fix  it  with Heartweaving.    He  could  only  freely  modify  buildings  up  to  Exotic rarity, so to alter the Exceptionally rare tower, he’d have to construct a working blueprint, then change the location of the portal room – which he  doubted  would  be  a  simple  matter  of  redrawing  it  higher  in  the tower – and rebuild the entire tower.  Eventually, he might do that, but for  the  time  being,  the  process  involved  too  much  effort  for  too  little return. 

“Ready  for  the  House  of  Stars  again?”  he  asked  Avalyn,  who walked beside him as they headed down the stairs into the portal. 

“Definitely,”  she  nodded.    “I’m  going  to  get  some  training  while you’re in your little meeting, plus I want to check out the House Store and take a look at some of their Spells.  Maybe I can get an idea of what to do with my new Lightning Aspect!”  She wiggled her fingers, and arcs of electricity danced along her nails as she stared at them. 

“So cool!” she half-whispered, and he couldn’t help but chuckle at her excitement. 

“Now that you’ve got the Life Aspect worked out, try for the Void Aspect,” he recommended.  “It’s the opposite of the Light Aspect.  It’s dangerous to use – it’ll drain your LP until you reach the Master ranks of  Mana  Control  –  but  it’s  powerful,  and  some  of  its  associated Composite Aspects are really useful.” 

“Like what?” she asked curiously. 

“Toss a ball of fire at me,” he instructed.  She looked startled, but he gestured impatiently, and she shrugged before flinging a globe of searing, orange flame at him.  He hit it with a blast of ash, and the fire sputtered and died, leaving her staring at it in shock. 

“That’s Ash,” he explained.  “It’s a combination of void and fire, and  it  snuffs  out  flames.    The  Void  Aspect  combines  with  the  other Primary  Aspects  to  create  counters  to  them,  so  void  and  air  make vacuum that can suck the breath from a person, while void and earth make dust that can eat through solid rock with ease.” 

He  gestured  again,  and  an  image  formed  in  the  air  between them, one of seven glowing balls in a roughly octahedral shape.  He pointed  to  the  globe  of  glowing,  white  light  at  the  top  of  the  double pyramid.  “Magic comes into the world as light mana,” he explained. 

He  shifted  his  finger  to  touch  the  gray,  brown,  red,  and  blue  globes that made the base of the pyramids.  “That flows down and solidifies as  the  elemental  Aspects  –  air,  earth,  fire,  water.    Then,  the  excess energy drains down into void magic.”  He pointed to the black ball that spun at the bottom of the construct. 

“Wow,”  she  breathed,  staring  at  the  display.    “Wait,  what’s  that yellow ball in the middle?” 

“Life.  That’s where all the other mana types meet, and inside it are  the  Enhanced  Aspects.”    He  waved  his  hand  again,  and  the whole illusion vanished.  “That’s basically how Primary mana works. 

Light  won’t  combine  with  the  other  Aspects  –  except  life  and  void  –

because they’re all made of it already.  Life and void will combine with everything,  and  adding  life  mana  to  another  Aspect  strengthens  it while adding void mana weakens it.  That’s why life and earth make metal – a stronger type of earth, really – while void and water make crystal, the residue left behind when you evaporate regular water.” 

“Wait,  this  isn’t  in  any  of  the  books  in  the  Library  I  read!”  she protested. 


“Yeah, I had to work it out myself,” he nodded, bringing back his octahedral  display  with  a  thought.    “Take  a  snapshot  of  this;  it’ll  tell you  what  will  and  won’t  combine.    You  can’t  mix  air  and  earth,  for example  –  they  don’t  connect  to  one  another  –  and  light  won’t  mix with any of the elemental Aspects.  Void mixes with everything, and so does life.” 

“What do they all do?” she asked excitedly. 

“Find  out  for  yourself,”  he  laughed.    “I  really  do  recommend learning void magic next.  It’s the basis for disjoining Spells, which is

important – and very few Wizards learn how to use it since it drains their  LP,  and  they  rarely  have  much  to  begin  with.    That  makes  it harder for them to defend against it.  Once you’ve got it, try using it to undo  one  of  your  own  Spells.    That’ll  help  you  create  a  disjunction Spell.” 

“Well,  I  guess  I  won’t  be  visiting  the  House  store  after  all,”  she sighed.    Her  face  scrunched  for  a  second.    “So,  wait  there  are  –

twenty Primary Aspects?” 

“Twenty-two.    The  seven  Primaries,  the  four  elemental Composites, and eleven life or void Composites.” 

She groaned.  “I’ve only worked out ten of them!  I’ve still got so far to go!” 

“Once you get void, it’ll be easier.  Just watch your LP bar while you play with it – and especially with death mana.  It’ll drain your life in a hurry.” 

They stepped through the portal into the House of Stars Atrium, the main hub of the entire House.  Elves of all sorts gathered in the large  space,  talking  in  groups  or  training  around  the  mana  crystals that helped them improve their Mana Control and Manipulation skills. 

Aranos  led  his  apprentice  to  the  main  counter.    The  attendant  there rose  to  greet  him  with  a  bow  –  apparently,  someone  finally  told  the desk clerks what he looked like, so they didn’t question his presence in the House – and sent up a ball of light to summon Master Dirue to the Atrium. 

While  they  waited,  Aranos  took  Avalyn  over  to  the  towering, crystalline tree that dominated the center of the Atrium.  Rather than joining the line waiting for a turn at training, though, he had her sit on a bench nearby.  She looked at him with a puzzled expression. 

“What  are  we  doing?”  she  asked  curiously.    “I  thought  you wanted me to use the tree-thing to train.” 

“I do.”  He sat down beside her.  “It’s time to teach you how to tap mana at a distance.” 

“At a distance?” 

“Yep.    It’s  possible  to  attach  a  probe  to  a  distant  mana  source and drain it – like that tree, for instance.  You can draw on it to power Spell  creation  or  refill  your  SP,  and  once  you’ve  worked  out  how  to

create two connections, you can use the mana circulation technique I taught you from way over here.” 

“Seriously?  That’s awesome!  How do I do it?” 

It took him ten minutes to explain the concept of creating a thin, tubular strand of mana and connecting it to the distant tree, then ten more for the girl to grasp the actual process.  She grew frustrated a few  times,  but  to  Aranos’  surprise,  each  time  she  stopped  and recentered  herself  rather  than  devolving  into  a  fit  of  doubt  and  self-loathing the way she usually did.  Thanks to her refusal to quit, twenty minutes  later,  the  girl  sat  quietly  on  the  bench,  her  eyes  closed,  a steady  stream  of  SP  pouring  from  the  distant  tree  into  her  as  she meditated and worked on expanding her repertoire of Aspects. 

 She’s  growing,  he  thought  with  satisfaction.  She’s  more confident,  and  she’s  not  letting  her  emotions  run  away  with  her  as much.  It’s good to see; I think she’s finally starting to enjoy her time in this world and see herself as a defender of it, not just a not-quite-good-enough spellcaster. 

“That was most instructive,” a voice spoke, and Aranos turned to see Dirue standing over him, smiling gently at the pair. 

“Master Dirue.”  He rose from his feet, and as he did, the woman stepped forward and pulled him into an embrace. 

“Master  Aranos,”  she  murmured  back  in  his  ear,  hugging  him tightly.    She  pulled  back  and  held  him  at  arm’s  length.    “Although  I understand it is ‘High Elder Evenshade’, now, is that not so?” 

“Technically, I suppose,” he acknowledged. 

“I stand amazed at how far you have come in the brief time you have been in our world,” she shook her head.  “I recall well our first meeting, when young Melarue attempted to lock you in your training room,  and  you  escaped.    Then,  my  first  impression  was  that  you would  be  a  great  troublemaker.”    She  laughed.    “In  this,  it  seems  I was correct.” 

“True  enough,”  he  laughed  with  her.    “How  is  Melarue, anyways?” 

“She  works  hard  and  diligently  avoids  House  politics.”    The woman smiled, the expression softening the scars on her cheeks.  “I

believe  she  learned  that  lesson  well,  and  I  have  hopes  that  she  will rise high in the House one day.” 

“I’m glad to hear it,” he smiled back. 

“I  do  not  believe  that  you  came  here  to  reminisce,  however.    I presume that you wish to meet the Grandmasters?” 

“I’m  hoping  to,  yes.    I  mean,  I  know  that  they’re  probably  busy right now, but if we can gather them…” 

She  shook  her  head.    “Sadly,  that  will  be  an  easy  task,  my friend.” 

“Sadly?  Why sadly?” 

“Of the ten Grandmasters that once formed the House Council, only  four  survive,”  she  sighed.    “And  all  those  may  be  found  within this House’s walls.” 

“Six of them died?” he said.  “How?” 

“You know the fate of one, the Grandmaster of the Mind and the former  Elder  of  Eredain,  as  he  betrayed  you  and  then  sacrificed himself  to  aid  your  destruction  of  the  Nightmare  Beast,”  she  said. 

“The Grandmaster of Healing and the Grandmaster of the Elements both  fell  in  Ulethelas,  defending  the  city  from  the  bodakkai  to  allow innocents  to  escape.    The  Grandmasters  of  Nature,  the  Void,  and Portals were lost in Cyva Alari.” 

“So, who does that leave?” 

“Grandmaster  Ruehnar,  the  Grandmaster  of  Lore;  Grandmaster Radalia,  Grandmaster  of  the  Soul;  Grandmaster  Narbeth,  the Grandmaster  of  Light;  and  Grandmaster  Kaylessa,  Grandmaster  of Crafting still live.  They await you even now.” 

“Wait,  they’re  waiting  for  me?”  he  asked,  then  sighed  ruefully. 

“Let me guess: you got them the moment I entered the House, didn’t you?” 

“Not  the  precise  moment,  of  course,  but  yes,  I  alerted  them  to your presence the moment I became aware of it, and they gathered immediately.”    She  smiled.    “War  rages  in  the  land,  Master  Aranos, and  you  must  fight  it.    After  the  fall  of  the  capital,  no  true  elf  would delay you for a moment beyond what was necessary.” 

“I  appreciate  that,”  he  said  sincerely  as  she  led  him  out  of  the Atrium and up a flight of stairs. 

“So,  your  instruction  to  your  apprentice,”  the  woman  said,  her tone  curious.    “Is  that  perhaps  the  method  that  you  used  when  you drained  the  two  fallen  members  of  Exxidor  and  young  Student Melarue of their mana when they attacked you?” 

“More or less,” he nodded.  “I have an ability that lets me take SP

from a target – and a racial ability that lets me do it even faster, now.” 

“And  do  these  abilities  restore  your  lost  SP?”    He  nodded,  and she shook her head in amazement.  “Fascinating.  Is your first ability unique to Sorcerers, or could others learn it?” 

“I honestly don’t know.  It might be easier for Sorcerers because we’re a lot more used to molding and manipulating our mana to craft our Spells, but it might be possible for a Wizard to do it.  I could try to teach you sometime if you’d like.” 

“I  believe  I  would,  if  you  do  not  mind.    It  might  make  linkages much more useful and powerful.” 

“Linkages?” he repeated.  “What are those?” 

She looked at him curiously.  “Linkages, where multiple Wizards combine  their  powers  and  knowledge  into  a  greater  whole  to  cast Spells that might be beyond each of them individually.  You have not heard of this?” 

He shook his head.  “Never.  How does it work?  Is it a Spell?” 

“In a manner of speaking, and yet it is far more – fundamental, I suppose  is  the  way  to  say  it.    It  is  a  melding  of  thoughts  that  joins multiple Wizards into one.  It requires a certain mindset, a willingness to share your power with another, and the knowledge of how to guide that power into a greater pool that the holders of the linkage can tap. 

“As  to  what  it  does,  it  combines  the  SP  and  skills  of  all  the Wizards  in  the  linkage.    Any  Wizard  in  the  linkage  can  draw  on  the shared  mana  of  all,  casting  any  Spell  that  any  Wizard  in  the  link knows at the highest level that any of them possess.  Those involved can also use any skill that another holds at half the bearer’s level, and they gain bonuses to their own skills if others possess those skills as well.” 

Aranos  frowned.    “Wait,  so  in  a  linkage,  every  Wizard’s  Mana Manipulation  and  Control  go  up,  since  every  Wizard  would  have those skills?” 

“Precisely,  although  no  one  skill  can  increase  by  more  than  a rank.    Thus,  a  group  of  Expert-ranked  Wizards  might  cast  a  Master level  Spell,  while  an  assemblage  of  Master-ranked  Wizards  could cast a Grandmaster Spell, and both groups could employ one whose mana  requirements  are  more  than  any  of  them  individually  could manage.” 

His  mind  raced,  imagining  the  possibilities.    “Can  you  show  me how?” he asked eagerly. 

“I can try – after your meeting, of course.”  She smiled at him. 

“Now, tell me of your latest exploits and how the war progresses.” 

As  they  walked,  he  regaled  her  with  his  recent  adventures among  the  dwarves,  his  successes  at  restoring  Arcane  Doors,  and the looming threat descending on Avendale.  He left out his defeat of Ilistil  –  he  had  trouble  believing  that  story  himself  –  but  spoke  of Arioch the Fallen and his meetings with Garax and Virnal. 

“So,  now  I’m  gathering  the  unified  army  in  Stoneleague  and sending it south to defend Avendale,” he finished.  “If we can break the  Shadowborn  army  there,  we  can  figure  out  a  way  to  take  the battle to the Darkness and win this war once and for all.” 

She  stared  at  him  in  astonishment,  shaking  her  head  slowly. 

“Master  Aranos,  I  –  I  am  somewhat  at  a  loss  for  words,”  she admitted.  “I had not realized things progressed so swiftly.  I feel some guilt delaying you even this much.”  She gestured at the door they’d stopped in front of.  “Fortunately, we are here, and the Grandmasters await you in the room beyond.” 

“Thanks,” he said, eyeing the door a bit nervously.  “Do you have any advice for me?” 

“Answer their questions simply but honestly, and do not seek to flatter  them,”  she  suggested  with  a  smile.    “Grandmaster  Ruehnar speaks well of you already, and none have a reason to dislike you.” 

She patted him on the shoulder.  “Relax, my friend.  You have faced down dark gods.  Compared to that, what are four ancient Wizards?” 

 What indeed?  he asked silently as he pushed open the door and stepped inside.  He knew the answer, though; when he’d faced Garax and Virnal, he’d faced respawn at the worst.  Now, he faced failure; the  lack  of  the  House  of  Stars  Wizards  would  seriously  hamper  his

war effort, and if he failed in that, he’d basically fail this entire world. 

 No pressure, though. 

Chapter 6

The door opened into a large room lit by glowing orbs of light.  A thick  purple  carpet  depicting  four  silver,  cruciform  stars  covered  the floor,  and  seven  more  stars  –  one  of  each  color  of  the  rainbow  –

decorated the semicircular wooden walls.  He glanced up and saw a dome ceiling covered in runes that he easily identified as the symbols of the Primary and Enhanced Aspects, glittering with polished metal and gemstones.  A semi-circular dais ringed the wall, and four elves sat behind it, each with a rune gleaming on the wall over their heads to  indicate  who  they  were.    Six  seats  sat  noticeably  empty,  as  well, and  a  four-foot  tall,  hexagonal  crystal  stood  in  front  of  the Grandmasters, shimmering with magic. 

Aranos  recognized  the  aged  Ruehnar,  keeper  of  the  House’s Library  and  Grandmaster  of  Lore,  but  none  of  the  others  looked familiar.  Each looked old, at least for elves, although their apparent age varied somewhat.   Thanks to Dirue’s earlier explanation and the runes behind them, Aranos easily distinguished each of the elves and quickly assigned their names to them. 

Radalia,  the  Grandmaster  of  the  Soul,  had  long  silver  hair  with bright  orange  streaks  that  hinted  at  its  original  color.    Bright  green eyes peered out from a lined face, looking somehow distant even as the woman gazed at him.  Her soft, gray robe nearly blended with her pale  skin  and  silver  hair,  making  her  seem  vaguely  amorphous  and ethereal. 

Narbeth,  Grandmaster  of  Light,  blazed  brightly  in  his  spotless white robe that shimmered and gleamed glossily in the room’s light. 

A gleaming, golden circlet held back hair gone white and wispy, and clear, blue eyes looked coldly out from a heavily wrinkled visage. 

Kaylessa,  the  Grandmaster  of  Crafting,  looked  to  be  the youngest of the four.  Only faint lines framed her violet eyes, and her pale green hair held strands of gray rather than being dominated by it.    He’d  expected  her  to  be  muscled  and  calloused,  but  her  long fingers looked delicate, if somewhat stained and scarred.  She wore a purple shirt with four silver stars on it that matched Ruehnar’s robe. 

The  bald  librarian  waved  a  hand,  gesturing  for  Aranos  to  come closer.    “Welcome,  Master  Aranos,”  he  said  in  his  normal  laconic voice.  “Let us move these proceedings along; I know you have much to occupy you with the war and death outside our tower.”  The others gave  the  elf  a  dark  look  that  Aranos  didn’t  understand,  but  the Sorcerer simply stepped forward and bowed slightly. 

“Honored Grandmasters,” he said formally.  “Thank you for taking the time to test me.” 

“Yes,  yes,  you  are  grateful,  and  we  are  gracious,”  Ruehnar waved a hand dismissively.  “Now, light the crystal for us.”  He pointed to the quartzlike pillar, and Aranos understood.  He’d done something similar to show his Mana Control to Dirue before. 

He  reached  two  tendrils  of  mana  out  to  the  crystal,  connecting them to the heart of the crystalline matrix.  He channeled mana into it, careful not to overdo it and shatter the crystal, then drew the power back out through his other probe, cycling the energy through the huge gem and himself.   As he did, he let his thoughts follow his mana into the  crystal,  examining  its  structure  and  the  Enchantments  woven through it that allowed it to function. 

“That  is  sufficient,”  a  dry  voice  spoke,  and  Aranos  returned  to reality  to  see  the  crystal  blazing  with  blue  light  that  outshone  the combined  light  globes  in  the  room.    He  stopped  cycling  mana, drawing  what  he’d  put  into  the  crystal  back  into  his  SP  pool,  then released the twin tendrils of mana.  He glanced at the Grandmasters and saw the aged Narbeth shaking his head. 

“Ostentatious  displays  notwithstanding,  it  seems  that  you  do indeed  possess  Master-ranked  Mana  Control,  Master  Aranos,”  he said  disapprovingly  in  the  same  dry,  crisp  tone.    “Even  if  only  at  a minimal level.” 

“Indeed,”  Ruehnar  agreed.    “And  at  what  level  is  your  Mana Control, Master Aranos, out of curiosity?” 

“Master 6,” the Sorcerer replied with a smile. 

“Obviously,  a  barely  minimal  level  of  mastery,”  the  old  librarian spoke  almost  indolently,  no  trace  of  his  sarcasm  in  his  voice.    “And yet, enough to certify him.  I move that we do so with all haste…” 

“Forgive  me,  Grandmaster  Ruehnar,”  Narbeth  interrupted.    “We have much to discuss before such an agreement can be made.  For example,  where  will  he  be  placed?    We  cannot  grant  him  mastery without also assigning him a task.” 

“Can  there  be  any  true  debate?”  Ruehnar  sighed.    “Master Aranos fights a war – a war for our very survival.  He must be placed in  charge  of  all  combat  operations  for  our  House.    No  other  choice makes sense.” 

“A war rages, true, but – and I hesitate to say this – is this war not  one  of  his  own  making?”    Narbeth  looked  at  Aranos.    “Tell  us, Master Aranos.  Did you not begin this war by invading Haerobel and Antas,  by  destroying  the  inhabitants  of  Cendarta,  and  by  slaying  a dreaded Nightmare Beast?” 

“Do you suggest that such actions in the name of the Light were wrong?” Kaylessa spoke up, her face creased with concern. 

“No, merely – impetuous.”  The old elf looked at the others.  “We held a truce with the Darkness.  An uneasy one, yes, but a truce.”  He gestured  at  Aranos.    “This  man  destroyed  it.    That  he  held  no  ill-intention is without a doubt, but the damage was done nonetheless.” 

The Grandmaster looked around at the others.  “As Grandmaster of Light, Life, and Healing, I have studied the Darkness perhaps more than any but Grandmaster Ruehnar.  I know of its ways and designs. 

I believe the Darkness tempted our young Sorcerer into breaching the truce,  to  give  it  cause  to  assault  us  –  and  he  fell  for  its  ruse.”    He looked  back  at  Aranos.    “Considering  this,  how  could  we  grant  you command  of  our  battle-capable  Wizards?    Might  you  not  fall  for another such ruse?” 

“With  all  due  respect,  Grandmaster,”  Aranos  said  quietly, dropping his formality, “your reasoning is flawed.  The Darkness had no  need  to  tempt  me  to  breach  the  truce.    The  truce  only  existed because it benefitted the Darkness.  It could have shattered it at any time  and  overrun  your  cities  without  even  trying  hard.    It  didn’t because it didn’t want to.” 

The  Grandmaster  snorted  a  bit  derisively.    “Then  why  did  it accept  the  truce  in  the  first  place,  if  not  as  acknowledgment  that  it could not win victory at a reasonable cost?” 

“The Darkness won its victory,” Aranos replied.  “It beat you.  It allowed you to sue for peace because the war wasn’t giving it what it wanted.” 

“And  what  was  that?”  Ruehnar  asked,  his  voice  sounding interested for the first time. 

Aranos  looked  at  the  dreamy-seeming  Radalia  as  he  spoke. 

“Souls.” 

“Souls?”  she  repeated,  leaning  forward.    “How  do  you  mean, Master Aranos?” 

“Virnal  started  the  Feast  to  try  and  gain  the  souls  of  the Lightborn,” he explained, stepping closer to her.  “That’s all she cares about:  the  power  of  those  souls.    Nothing  else  matters  to  her,  not victory or defeat, not pride or humility.  She’ll do whatever she has to in order to get more souls.” 

“That seems reasonable,” Radalia nodded.  “The ancient texts do say that the gods gained power from the souls of their worshippers.” 

“The  Feast  didn’t  give  her  what  she  wanted,”  Aranos  went  on, looking at the others.  “So, Virnal allowed the truce and took tribute in lives  from  your  people.    She  couldn’t  gain  power  herself,  but  she could  feed  the  Darkness  and  keep  it  satisfied  until  she  worked  out how to draw all those lost souls into her clutches.” 

He  walked  over  to  stand  before  Narbeth,  who  sat  ramrod straight,  his  nostrils  flaring.    “You  asked  if  I  started  this  war, Grandmaster.  The answer is, no, I didn’t.  Virnal started it, centuries ago.  I’m merely ending it at long last.” 

“And  in  attempting  to  do  so,  you  bring  the  wrath  of  the  Dark Pantheon  down  upon  us,”  the  old  elf  snapped,  leaning  forward intently.  “You have defeated a Nightmare Beast; how will you battle a half-dozen?  You have fought ancient creatures of Darkness; how will you fare when the dark gods themselves take to the battlefield?” 

He  looked  around  desperately.    “We  cannot  stop  this  war. 

However,  we  can  refuse  to  fight  it.    None  know  where  our  tower hides;  none  can  assault  us,  here.    Once  the  war  ends  in  ultimate defeat, we can offer peace to the Darkness and return to how things were before…” 

“No, you can’t,” Aranos cut the man off.  He looked at the silent Grandmasters.  “This time, Virnal isn’t going to accept a truce.  She can’t;  she’s  lost  too  much  already.    She  needs  victory,  nothing  less, and victory means enslavement of the races of the Light and eternal bondage for all elves, dwarves and humans. 

“That’s why we fight,” he said, allowing a tinge of Redemption to trickle  into  him  as  he  spoke,  making  his  skin  glow  with  golden  fire. 

“We  fight  to  save  every  one  of  the  Lightborn  from  an  eternity  of slavery and torment.  As we speak, the elven, human, and dwarven armies  gather  together,  standing  as  one  for  the  first  time  since  the Feast, ready to repel an invasion of the Shadowborn.” 

He looked back at Narbeth.  “I ask that the House of Stars takes its rightful place beside us.  As High Elder of every remaining elven city,  I  could  demand  this  –  but  I  won’t.    I’m  asking.    Give  your members the chance to fight for the Light.  Show them that you still stand against the Darkness. 

“And as for the dark gods…”  He stopped and shifted his Title to Godkiller.  “Even gods can be defeated.  They can be hurt; they can even die.  Inspect me, and you’ll see what I mean.” 

Narbeth’s  eyes  widened,  and  he  leaned  back,  his  face  awed. 

“Godkiller?” he whispered.  “Is – is that even possible?” 

“Yes.  It’s possible.”  He looked at the elves, relaxing his hold on his Aura of Grandeur and allowing it to sweep over them.  It wouldn’t cow  or  awe  them  –  the  Grandmasters  were  certainly  too  high  of  a level  for  that.    It  might  not  even  affect  them,  since  the  Wizards probably  had  Wisdom  Stats  as  high  as  his  or  even  higher,  but  he figured  it  couldn’t  hurt.    “The  gods  can  die.    The  Nightmare  Beasts can die.  This war isn’t lost – but it hasn’t been won yet, either. 

“We need the House of Stars.  We need you to stand beside us –

and one way or another, the elven Wizards will join our side.” 

Kaylessa leaned forward, her face intent.  “Do you threaten this Council, Master Aranos?” she asked quietly. 

He shook his head.  “No.  I don’t need to.  If you refuse to stand with me, you’ve already destroyed yourselves.”  He gestured toward the  door  to  the  room.    “Tell  me,  how  will  your  members  react  when they  find  that  you  abandoned  their  Houses  and  loved  ones  to  the

Darkness, rather than fight?  What will those who lost people in Cyva Alari and Ulethelas say when they find out that you’re refusing them the  chance  for  vengeance?    They’ll  turn  on  you  –  or  abandon  this House and seek me out on their own.” 

His eyes hardened.  “We’re going to win this war, one way or the other.  And when we do, how will the survivors feel about your House and its refusal to aid them?  How will you explain to those who fought the Darkness that you feared to join them, and that they probably lost people  that  your  assistance  might  have  saved?    Do  you  think  you’ll be welcome in any land of the Light?” 

“That  is  a  dire  ultimatum  you  offer,”  Radalia  murmured  softly, almost introspectively. 

“It’s not an ultimatum.  I’m simply explaining the consequences of your decisions.”  Aranos’ face turned stony as he allowed some of his rising  anger  to  surface.    “A  minute  ago,  Grandmaster  Narbeth suggested that the House of Stars should sacrifice the entirety of the Elven  Realms  for  the  chance  to  save  one  House.    He’s  apparently willing to allow every elf who isn’t in your House to die just to avoid fighting against the Darkness.  How can that sort of betrayal not have consequences?” 

He  looked  at  the  others.    “The  Darkness’  greatest  victory  over the Light was convincing it to fade into shadow.  So long as the Light endures,  the  Darkness  can’t  win,  but  to  endure,  we  have  to  stand together.  If you don’t aid the Light, you’re aiding the Darkness, and the  people  of  the  Light  will  remember  that.    You’ll  be  lucky  if  the survivors don’t demand that I find your tower and raze it to the ground afterward.”    He  spread  his  hands  wide.    “The  choice  is  yours. 

Choose where you stand, but know that you can’t stand apart.  That’s simply not an option.” 

“It  seems  to  me  that  we  have  no  true  choice,”  Ruehnar  said lazily.    “Should  we  stand  aside,  we  lose  no  matter  the  outcome. 

Either the Darkness will win and destroy us next, or the Light will win and seek vengeance for our cowardice.” 

“Unless we appease the Darkness before the war truly begins,” 

Narbeth said slowly. 

“Appease  the  Darkness?”  Radalia  echoed.    “I  do  not  like  the sound of that, Grandmaster.  Of what do you speak?” 

Narbeth gestured at Aranos.  “As I said, Master Aranos’ actions have  led  to  this  war,  and  the  Darkness  seeks  vengeance  against him.  If we were to offer him to the Darkness in exchange for ending the conflict…” 

“Absurd!”  Kaylessa  cut  the  man  off,  her  eyes  wide  and disbelieving.  “You suggest we deliberately sacrifice one of our own to the Darkness?” 

“Why not?” Narbeth replied insistently.  “Consider that the elders of the cities have offered their own to the Darkness for centuries, and in  return,  we  had  peace.    Compared  to  that,  what  is  the  life  of  one Sorcerer, a man who cannot even truly die?” 

“I  admit  to  some  surprise,”  Ruehnar  spoke  into  the  shocked silence  that  followed  Narbeth’s  suggestion.    “Once,  Grandmaster Narbeth,  you  spoke  fervently  and  passionately  of  how  we  of  the House of Stars should strive more ardently against the Darkness then the  truce  allowed.    Now,  you  counsel  appeasement  and  sacrifice? 

What has changed?” 

“I have learned more, Grandmaster Ruehnar, and in my studies, I realized that there must be a balance between Light and Darkness.” 

The  white-haired  elf  looked  at  the  others.    “This  man’s  actions disturbed that balance, and in so doing, he courts our destruction!  I vote we bind Master Aranos’ magic and deliver him to the armies of Darkness in exchange for a restoration of the truce.” 

“That  is  unthinkable,”  Radalia  shook  her  head.    “Our  House would turn against us for such an action, Grandmaster Narbeth!  I do not understand how you can even suggest such!” 

Aranos’  eyes  narrowed  as  a  suspicion  rose  in  him,  and  he reached out to the Grandmaster, examining the man with his Sense Mana skill.  Power flowed through the elf, but the energy suffusing his body  wasn’t  mana.    At  least,  it  wasn’t  a  type  of  mana  Aranos  knew and  understood;  the  energy  in  the  man’s  body  felt  barely  contained and  controlled.    It  surged  through  him  in  waves,  shifting  randomly about his body, not flowing in clean, contained channels or held in a single  pool  of  SP.    He  didn’t  recognize  the  energy’s  Aspect,  but  the

sheer  potency  of  it  left  no  room  for  doubt.    Primal  mana  filled Narbeth’s  entire  being.    He  quickly  Inspected  the  man,  and  his suspicion turned into dread certainty. 

 Grandmaster Narbeth

 Unwounded

 Aura of Chaos, Divination Shield, Trackless, Fluid Form Threat Level: Deadly

“I understand how,” the Sorcerer said quietly, stepping back and gathering power. 

“What  do  you  understand,  Master  Aranos?”  Kaylessa  asked, staring at him.  “And why do you gather your mana?” 

“Yes, Master Aranos, what do you understand?” Narbeth spoke, rising to his feet. 

“I  think  you  know  what  I  understand,  naldlooshii,”  Aranos  said, shaking his head, then looking at the others.  “That’s not Narbeth.” 

“Not  Grandmaster  Narbreth?”  the  Grandmaster  of  Crafting echoed,  leaning  away  from  the  man.    “What  –  what  do  you  mean? 

You claim this to be a dread skinwalker?” 

“Naldlooshii?”  Ruehnar  echoed  thoughtfully.    “That  –  would explain much.” 

“Do  not  tell  me  you  believe  his  foolishness,”  not-Narbreth scoffed,  shaking  his  head.    “He  knows  that  this  Council  will  side against him, so he seeks to disparage me.” 

“Such  accusations  are  very  serious,  Master  Aranos,”  Radalia said quietly.  “Can you offer any evidence of your claim?” 

“I can sense the mana in him,” Aranos said.  “It’s not right.  He’s filled  with  Primal  energy  of  a  sort  I  don’t  recognize,  and  he  doesn’t have regular mana at all.  Plus, when I Inspected him, I found that he has active buffs that hide his identity and one called Fluid Form.” 

“That  is  proof  that  he  lies,”  Narbreth  scoffed.    “All  know  that divination Spells, skills, and abilities fail against the naldlooshii.  Were I one, his Inspection would have revealed nothing untoward.” 

“While this is generally true,” Ruehnar spoke slowly, “I have seen Master  Aranos  perform  far  too  many  impossible  feats  to  so  easily dismiss his words.”  He smiled lazily.  “And in fact, I know your claims to  be  false.    While  it  is  true  that  the  Primal  Chaos  that  suffuses  the

naldlooshii  rebuffs  most  attempts  to  divine  their  nature,  there  is  a Spell  of  Knowledge  that  can  pierce  any  concealment  or  illusion  –  a Spell I happen to be capable of casting.  I will simply employ it, and the truth of the Sorcerer’s words will be revealed.  Are you prepared, Grandmaster Narbreth – if that is indeed your name?” 

A look of concern flashed across Narbreth’s face so swiftly that Aranos barely saw it.  Ruehnar rose to his feet, and power gathered around  him,  energy  suffused  with  Primal  mana  that  Aranos recognized as the Domain of Knowledge.  Narbreth hesitated for an instant  then  moved  with  terrifying  speed,  flashing  across  the  room toward  the  balding  Grandmaster,  his  form  shifting  and  blurring  into something dark even as he did. 

Aranos reacted instantly, firing an Arcane Lance at the creature, but  the  spear  of  energies  struck  the  thing’s  hide  and  vanished, spraying  into  the  air.    Ruehnar  fired  a  similar  blast  of  energy  at  the monster, but the elf’s Spell also faded as it struck the creature’s skin. 

The skinwalker swelled into a huge creature covered with dark red fur and grabbed the ancient elf, lifting him into the air effortlessly. 

“I  had  hoped  to  destroy  this  House  from  within,”  the  thing growled in an inhumanly deep voice.  “How much easier will that be when I devour each of you and steal your bodies and memories, as well?” 

“I  am  not  so  easily  defeated,  naldlooshii,”  Ruehnar  panted, vanishing from the monster’s grip and appearing across the room, his hand pointed at it.  “Destroy the beast!” he commanded, unleashing another blast of scintillating energy. 

The  room  erupted  in  magical  fury  as  all  three  Grandmasters hurled  Spells  upon  it.    Waves  of  lavender  flame  swirled  from Kaylessa’s hands and enveloped the skinwalker, while blades of spirit energy  hurtled  from  Radalia’s  fingers  to  tear  at  its  flesh.    Aranos wrapped it in his Damping Field to contain it, then hurled a Shattering Bullet  that  vanished  into  the  magical  maelstrom  surrounding  it. 

Ruehnar forged chains of gleaming energy that lashed out to contain the  monster,  then  tossed  blasts  of  silvery  lightning  at  it  that  crawled and arced through the air. 

For  a  moment,  Aranos  hoped  that  their  assault  had  at  least contained the monster.  He knew that it resisted magic, but surely that resistance had a limit, and the sheer quantity of mana erupting in the room  could  have  overwhelmed  its  protection.    His  hopes  sank  as  a horror  exploded  from  the  cacophony  of  mana  and  struck  Kaylessa, bearing  the  elf  to  the  ground.    Its  giant  centipede  body  ended  in scorpion-like head and pincers, and it struck with those at the fallen Grandmaster.    Aranos  bathed  it  with  thermal  and  arctic  mana  to  no effect as its pincers slammed against an invisible shield surrounding the woman, then flung blasts of kinetic mana to try and dislodge the creature.    Kaylessa  threw  blasts  of  ice  and  fire  at  the  thing  as  its blows  shattered  her  shield  and  one  pincer  sunk  into  her  side.    Its other pincer flashed, and the elf’s head flew free of her body, rolling across the carpet and staining it with crimson blood. 

“We must flee!” Radalia shouted, hurling a wall of silver fire at the monster  that  simply  washed  harmlessly  over  it.    “Our  Spells  do  not harm the creature!” 

Aranos  realized  that  she  was  right;  the  elves  stood  no  chance against the naldlooshii.  He wasn’t sure that he did, either, but even if it killed him, he’d come back.  “Go!” he shouted.  “I’ll hold it!” 

“Will you, Sorcerer?” the shapeshifter laughed as its body flowed into the form of a massive, black-scaled serpent with two heads, both of which dripped venom.  “Your magic cannot harm me any more than theirs can.” 

“We’ll  see,”  the  Sorcerer  replied,  taking  a  deep  breath  before unleashing  his  Domains.    War  screamed  in  fury  as  it  surged  forth; Redemption  crowed  delightedly  as  it  rushed  from  his  body. 

Ascension flooded the room triumphantly, and the naldlooshii recoiled as the power of his Domain struck it, driving it back a step. 

The creature hissed and surged forward, but Aranos caught it in the chest with a blast of silvery War.  The shimmering fire struck its flesh and burned into it instead of splattering harmlessly, scorching a hole completely through it.  The monster screamed and fell back as Aranos  hurled  globes  of  Redemption  at  it,  ripping  into  its  hide  and tearing out chunks of its body. 

The  monster  struck  but  slammed  into  a  wall  of  silver  War  and rebounded.  Aranos fired another Arcane Lance at the creature, this one glimmering in a purple-black sheath of Ascension.  The beam of power struck one of the monster’s heads and tore it free in a blast of radiant flame and kinetic force, searing the stump left behind. 

The  naldlooshii  scrambled  back  from  the  Sorcerer,  its  form shifting  and  flowing  into  a  huge,  humanoid  shape  with  four  long, clawed  arms  and  a  lupine  head.    “You  have  power,  Sorcerer,”  it hissed  at  him,  its  words  badly  slurred  by  its  canine  muzzle.    “It  is  a shame it is insufficient to overcome Primal Chaos!” 

The  skinwalker  charged  forward,  power  gathering  in  its  fists.    It slammed  its  claws  into  Aranos’  shield  of  War,  and  the  silver  barrier trembled as the strange power filling the monster struck at it, clawing at  the  barrier.    Aranos  responded  with  another  blast  of  golden Redemption that burned off one of the beast’s arms, but the chaotic power within it surged, and a new limb erupted from the wound, this one ending in a wicked spike.  The naldlooshii slammed the spike into Aranos’  barrier,  and  the  wall  shattered,  allowing  the  monster  to swarm through. 

Aranos  raised  his  Eldritch  Armor  with  a  thought  just  as  the beast’s  fist  slammed  into  him.    The  War-infused  armor  held  against the  blow,  but  the  impact  hurled  the  Sorcerer  backward  to  slam  into the  wooden  wall  with  a  loud  crack.    His  Fortitude  skill  shook  off  the Stunned  debuff  that  he  suspected  the  blinking  red  notification  in  his vision  denoted,  and  he  lashed  out  with  chains  of  Ascension-Enhanced metal mana that grabbed the monster’s legs.  The chains snapped tight, and the beast fell to the ground, shifting as it did and slipping free of his bindings with ease.  It rose as a ten-foot-tall ebon-shelled praying mantis, lunging forward and shattering another wall of War with a burst of Chaos.  Aranos hit it with a blast of kinetic energy, but its body softened, allowing the force to slip through it and shatter one of the stars hanging from the wall behind it. 

Its  exoskeleton  hardened  as  it  smashed  into  the  Sorcerer, grabbing  him  in  its  pincers  and  lifting  him  into  the  air.    He  hurled  a blast  of  kinetic  force  at  it  that  tore  its  head  off,  and  it  dropped  him before  a  new  arachnoid  head  grew  from  the  stump  of  its  neck  and

lashed down at him.  Desperately, he formed a Gravity Pulsar on the far side of the room, shaping it to exclude the elves his Battlesense told  him  hadn’t  left  the  room  yet.    The  naldlooshii  squawked  in surprise as the pulse of gravity yanked it backwards and shifted forms into one with a dozen legs ending in ragged claws that it drove into the wooden floor, holding itself against the pull and push of his Pulsar. 

 This isn’t working,  he thought as he fired a blast of kinetic energy at it, trying to dislodge it from its perch as it drove a claw into the floor in front of it, dragging itself forward against the pull of gravity.  I can hurt it, but it can shift to heal anything I do to it – the same way Ilisitil could. 

A  grim  smile  spread  across  his  face  as  he  lashed  out  at  the monster, not with his magic but with his Soulweaving skill.  A strand of  soul  energy  darted  out  and  connected  with  the  creature,  and Aranos  nearly  dropped  it  as  he  felt  the  force  of  its  essence.    The naldlooshii  didn’t  seem  to  have  a  soul;  nothing  existed  within  it  but Primal Chaos.  The energy struck at him, battering his mind and will, trying to drag him into its depths. 

The  Chaos  promised  power  beyond  his  imagining,  power dwarfing what he had, if only he lost himself within it.  The energy felt oddly  alluring,  its  whispers  strangely  compelling,  and  part  of  him yearned to dive into it, to embrace the power it offered him.  At that moment, he knew he could destroy the naldlooshii with nothing more than a thought.  He could take its power for his own, add its strength to his, and leave it nothing but an empty, withered husk.  It would be simple;  as  a  dread  arcane,  he  could  feast  on  its  energy,  and  as  a mana  vampire,  he  could  add  that  power  to  his  own.    He  felt  his thoughts  being  drawn  toward  the  alluring  swirls  of  Chaos,  and  he almost reached out to take the Domain for himself. 

He  forced  his  thoughts  free  of  Chaos’  grip  and  called  up  the power  of  his  Domains,  instead,  funneling  them  into  the  creature  the way  he  had  Skollheld  Korhl’s  Stone.    Silver  and  gold  flames  roared down  the  soul  linkage,  bound  by  the  indescribable  power  of Ascension.    Chaos  struck  back  at  the  incursion  of  energies,  but  the combined  force  of  his  Domains  tore  into  it,  searing  through  it  and shredding the Chaos in its core. 

The  naldlooshii  screamed  as  its  body  shifted  wildly  and seemingly  uncontrollably.    Its  flesh  formed  scales,  feathers,  and  fur; random  heads  and  limbs  jutted  from  its  body,  turning  solid  for  an instant  before  melting  back  into  it.    Cracks  appeared  in  its  hide, revealing silver and gold light shining beneath its skin.  Chunks of its body liquefied and sloughed off, splattering to the ground and boiling away into noxious black vapor. 

“Sorcerer!”  the  thing  screeched,  its  voice  thick  and  liquid  as  its mouth lost form and cohesion.  “You will pay for this!  All you love will die!” 

“Yeah, I’ve heard that before,” he replied stonily.  “I’ll tell you the same thing I told Morx and Virnal.  Bring it.”  The skinwalker shrieked one last time before its body collapsed into a puddle of thick fluid that burned  with  silver  and  gold  flames,  filling  the  air  with  stinking,  black fumes that quickly dissipated. 

Aranos  reached  out  and  seized  his  Domain,  pulling  it  back  into himself.  The Primal mana struggled in his grasp, trying desperately to  remain  free  and  unfettered.    War  raged  at  him,  demanding  more battle; Redemption cried out to rid the world of Corruption; Ascension begged to purify the space about him of its flaws.  The powers nearly slipped his mental grip, but he slowly and laboriously dragged them back  and  pushed  them  down  into  himself.    At  last,  the  energies receded,  and  he  dropped  to  one  knee,  panting  and  exhausted  from the struggle. 

“You destroyed a naldlooshii,” a voice spoke, and Aranos looked up to see Radalia staring at him in awe.  “Alone, you defeated a beast out of legends, one that might have brought down entire cities!” 

Ruehnar  stood  at  her  side,  his  expression  respectful,  while behind the pair, Dirue and three other elves stood, all watching him in amazement.    The  bald  Wizard  simply  nodded  at  the  Sorcerer,  then turned to face his fellow Grandmaster. 

“I presume you agree that we should confirm Master Aranos as the Master of Battle?” he asked her idly. 

“O-of  course,”  she  stammered.    “Who  else  might  we  possibly choose?” 

“Then let it be known in the House of Stars that Master Aranos is Master  of  Battle,  commander  of  all  forces  sent  into  combat  by  this House  and  leader  of  all  Wizards  in  the  Elven  Realms.    So  decrees the  Grandmasters’  Council.”    His  mouth  twisted  bitterly.    “Such  as  it remains with the loss of two more members.” 

He  looked  back  at  Aranos.    “Return  to  your  labors,  Master Aranos.  We will gather all those able to fight and send them to Antas within the day.” 

“My thanks, Grandmasters,” Aranos bowed.  “I’m excited to see the races of the Light finally standing as one against the Darkness.” 

“As are we all, Master Aranos.  And this time, I believe we have a chance at victory.” 

Chapter 7

Lily’s  rage  ebbed  as  she  once  again  collapsed  in  mental exhaustion.  The manir watched her silently, saying nothing, but she sensed its silent disapproval.  She didn’t fucking care.  She knew her impotent rage gained her nothing, but she couldn’t help it.  She hated confinement  and  loss  of  control,  and  that  bitch  Virnal  basically trapped  Lily  in  her  body  and  took  over,  leaving  Lily  able  to  sense everything but affect nothing.  Panic overwhelmed her at times, and when Lily got scared, she lashed out.  Her nature demanded it, and Lily had always been a slave to her nature. 

Her  desperate  attempt  to  regain  control  gained  her  nothing,  of course.  Virnal held to her body too tightly, the god’s will like a fucking steel wall Lily couldn’t bash through with sheer force.  Of course, that didn’t stop Lily from trying every so often.  After all, what the hell else did she have to do? 

 You could be watching for the next moment, instead,  the manir’s voice whispered in her mind.  Lily sighed; the damn thing was right. 

Her  stupid,  little  rages  didn’t  help  anything,  and  she  might  miss opportunities to slip around Virnal’s guard in the middle of them.  She needed better control, but sadly, controlling her passions wasn’t Lily’s strong suit.  If it were, she wouldn’t be in her current mess in the first place. 

She  refocused  her  thoughts  and  watched  as  Virnal  gathered Lily’s vampiric spawn, her minions, the ones she made and that she was  supposed  to  fucking  control  instead  of  that  DAMN  GODDESS

AND…

She  took  a  deep  breath.    Getting  pissed  wasn’t  going  to  help. 

 Focus,  you  stupid  bitch,  she  berated  herself.  Watch  for  another moment. 

“Gather, my creatures,” Virnal called out grandly to the vampires and bodakkai following her.  “The armies of Light have fled to human lands, hoping to escape our wrath, but they won’t.  We’ll follow them there and slaughter them.  I’ll give all of you pain and blood aplenty, enough to slake even your thirsts!” 

Lily watched that asshole General Highcliff stare at her body, his eyes  wide  and  bloody  red  as  he  listened  to  Virnal’s  words.    Beside him,  the  broken  elf  Wizard  Cailu  gazed  at  her  with  equal  hunger,  a gaze matched by the former archmage of Northmoor, Melicent.  The vampires  craved  blood,  their  thirst  driving  them  beyond  what  Lily would  call  rational  thought,  which  was  probably  why  none  of  them realized  it  was  Virnal  doing  the  talking  and  not  Lily.    Or,  she supposed, they knew but didn’t fucking care.  The god offered them what they wanted – which was literal lakes of blood to drown in – and the things didn’t seem able to resist their cravings. 

Lily  found  that  weird  –  and  a  little  stupid.    Sure,  she  desired blood,  too,  but  it  had  never  overwhelmed  her  the  way  it  seemed  to take over her minions.  Highcliff she sort of understood; the man had been a warrior and general of Northmoor’s armies before Lily turned him,  so  his  Wisdom  probably  wasn’t  much  above  fifty  or  so.    Cailu and Melicent were both Wizards, though, and they both probably had at  least  200  in  the  fucking  Stat.    She  had  no  problem  resisting  her hunger;  they  shouldn’t,  either.    She  guessed  maybe  the  fact  that she’d  turned  them  into  vampires  against  their  will  had  something  to do with it, while Lily embraced becoming a badass undead bitch.  She didn’t  know,  though,  and  she  probably  never  would.    It  wasn’t  like those asshole AIs came and talked to her anymore, and who the hell else could she ask? 

Whatever the reason, two things drove her minions: hatred and thirst.    Virnal  indulged  both  of  those  needs  in  them,  so  the  damn things  happily  followed  her.    Lily  supposed  she  could  take  a  few lessons from watching the god work – at least, a few more than she’d already  gotten.    Whatever  else  she  was,  Virnal  was  one  hell  of  a spellcaster, and Lily learned more by watching the god work than she had from all the teachings she’d ever gotten from that asshole Morx. 

“Bring the sacrifices,” Virnal intoned, and the bodakkai dragged a couple  thousand  elves  toward  the  god.    The  Darkbringer  had  her bodakkai –  Lily’s  bodakkai – scour the elven forests for the past day, locating  every  last  elf  they  could  find  and  capturing  them.    How  the god got the bodakkai to take the elves without killing them, Lily didn’t know;  the  spawn  of  the  Bottomless  Pit  were  if  anything  even  more

blood-crazed than Lily’s vampires and fed on pain, fear, and despair as  much  as  actual  meat.    They  attacked  and  killed  anything  mortal they encountered without pause, thought, or mercy.  At least, they did for  Lily.    Somehow,  Virnal  managed  to  hold  them  in  check.    Lily supposed that was a benefit of being a fucking god. 

She  watched  as  the  bodakkai  fed  the  elves  to  Lily’s  vampire spawn  –  and  to  Virnal  herself.    The  warm  blood  flowed  down  her throat,  bringing  with  it  a  rush  of  life  force  and  mana  that  refilled  the Darkbringer’s SP – not that the god ever ran out of LP or SP.  When it got  low,  Lily  felt  a  rush  of  divine  essence  flow  through  her  body, instantly  restoring  the  god’s  reserves  to  full.    That  was  a  sweet upgrade, one that Lily really wanted.  With unlimited SP and LP, she could kill entire armies, level cities, and make that fucker Aranos her bitch…

 Focus,  the manir’s voice hissed, and Lily dragged herself back to the present.  The influx of blood was great, but it paled in comparison to  the  real  power  Virnal  pulled  from  the  pathetic,  wailing  elves.    As they  screamed,  sobbed,  and  begged  for  mercy  from  the  fucking queen  of  the  Dark  Pantheon,  the  stupid  asses,  Virnal  reached  out and  latched  onto  their  souls,  drawing  them  into  herself  and  melding their power with hers.  That was the real point to the sacrifices.  Virnal seemed  to  require  soul  energy,  and  the  god  was  fucking  good  at getting it. 

Lily couldn’t help but admire the Darkbringer’s skill, in fact.  Lily had the Soulbinding skill, and she recognized it when someone used it.  With it, she could bind souls into objects and drain their power for her Spells, but she knew she only gained a tiny portion of the soul’s actual  power.    Plus,  unless  the  souls  belonged  to  her  enslaved minions, she could only capture them if she killed them herself, and then  only  if  she  was  right  next  to  them.    Virnal  didn’t  have  those limits.  The god sucked in every slain soul nearby, and she seemed to devour  every  ounce  of  power  they  held,  storing  it  in  a  hidden  well deep inside of her. 

 Now.  Steal the power as I taught you,  the manir instructed.  Lily bristled a bit – she hated being told what to do – but she didn’t have time  to  argue.    As  the  soul  energy  passed,  she  reached  out  a

tentative mental probe.  She dipped it in the torrent of energy, using her  Soulbinding  skill  to  siphon  a  fragment  of  that  power  and  suck  it into  herself.    She  listened  carefully  to  the  Darkbringer’s  thoughts, seeing if the bitch noticed Lily’s theft, but Virnal seemed oblivious, too caught up in her sacrifices and the influx of power to notice the tiny loss. 

Lily  channeled  the  power  through  her,  using  Soulbinding  to  link that  energy  directly  to  her  essence.    The  force  of  it  thrilled  her, flooding  her  body  with  power  and  strength.  With  all  this  energy,  I might  be  able  to  kick  my  way  free  of  this  prison  now,  she  thought excitedly.  I’m already so strong…

 No!  the manir snapped, breaking into her thoughts.  You do not have the power to break the Darkbringer’s hold, yet, and attempting to do so will alert the god to your tampering.  You must be patient! 

Lily  seethed  at  the  creature,  wanting  to  lash  out  at  it  for  telling her she couldn’t do something.  She hated that, hated people telling her  she  wasn’t  good  enough,  or  strong  enough,  or  smart  enough…

but  the  insane  spirit  had  a  point.    She’d  get  one  shot  at  this,  and  if she  wasted  it,  she  might  never  break  free  of  Virnal’s  control.    She didn’t know if the AIs would step in at some point and rescue her, the way  they  would  for  any  other  player.    She  didn’t  even  know  if  she counted as a player to them anymore, or if they saw her as a fucking inconvenient nuisance, a reminder of how they’d failed.  They might be  happy  to  let  her  rot  in  the  prison  of  her  own  body.    She  couldn’t risk it; she had to be patient, to move slowly against her captor. 

 Yes.    Patience  is  the  key.    You  will  have  your  vengeance, mistress – and I will have my reward.  Now, as we practiced, release the tiniest bit of soul energy you can…

Lily  pulled  up  a  sliver  of  the  stolen  power,  more  a  flicker  than anything,  and  pushed  it  down  the  mental  probe  she  still  held.    She hesitated for a moment – she hated giving up power – then pressed it to the end of her probe and released it.  The trickle of energy seeped out  of  her  probe,  a  tiny  drop  of  power  slipping  into  the  river  of  soul energy  Virnal  drained.    The  flood  snatched  that  drop  up  instantly, tearing  it  away  from  her  probe  and  drawing  it  down  into  the Darkbringer’s depths – still connected to Lily’s essence. 

Lily silently exulted as the mote of power joined the raging ocean swirling in Virnal’s core.  An infinitesimal line of energy still joined that iota of energy and Lily, a tiny linkage between the vampire’s soul and the god’s.  The bond formed a chink in Virnal’s armor, a crack in her defenses that Lily could exploit – and she would exploit the hell out of it,  every  chance  she  got.    The  temptation  to  add  to  the  link  by releasing another drop of power into Virnal’s flood rose within Lily, but she stomped on it viciously.  The manir warned her against doing too much,  too  fast.    Apparently,  the  link  she  forged  was  sort  of  like  a change in temperature.  If it happened slowly and only a little bit at a time, the god wouldn’t notice until it made her sweat or freeze.  If Lily changed  a  lot  at  once,  though,  the  god  would  sense  the  difference and sever the link. 

Instead, Lily contented herself with sucking in more of the power flooding into her stolen body.  She drew it in, taking swallows from a river flowing past, reveling in the surge of energy and power it gave her.  Losing her body cut Lily off from her SP, and she hadn’t realized how  much  she  enjoyed  the  feeling  of  that  power  filling  her  until  she couldn’t  touch  it  anymore.    The  soul  energy  wasn’t  the  same  –  she didn’t know how to craft Spells with it or use it to power abilities – but the feeling of stored energy sitting in her stomach, ready to be called forth at a moment’s notice contented her deeply. 

At last, the flow of power ended as the last of the sacrifices died. 

Virnal’s  soul  blazed  with  energy,  her  body  flush  with  power  that  Lily couldn’t  help  but  envy.    The  other  three  vampires  positively  glowed with  the  power  and  life  they’d  stolen,  the  stored  energy  pulsing  in Lily’s senses.  If she’d been free, she would have happily fed on all three, sucking some of that power into herself, but Virnal ignored the creatures  and  turned  away  from  the  slaughter.    The  god  raised  her hands, and Lily felt the power rise from within the Darkbringer’s body

–  Lily’s  body – and flow upward. 

Hastily, Lily reached out and touched Virnal’s thoughts.  A wave of  pain,  hatred,  and  rage  swept  over  the  vampire,  buffeting  her psyche as she felt the full weight of the dark god’s mind.  Lily knew herself to be evil – she wasn’t one of those idiots who called herself the  good  guy  while  she  tortured,  raped,  and  murdered  –  but  she

didn’t hold a candle to Virnal.  Lily wanted to break the world for her own  sake.    Virnal  wanted  to  enslave  and  torture  it  and  everything within  just  for  the  sheer  pleasure  of  doing  so.    She  wanted  to  wear the flesh of the Lightborn as her clothing, to rip the hearts out of their babies  and  feed  them  to  their  mothers  just  to  enjoy  the  torment  it would  cause.    Virnal  had  thoughts  vicious  and  black  beyond  Lily’s ability to describe, and anyone else trying to penetrate the god’s mind would probably go crazy in an instant. 

Lily chuckled.  Can’t go someplace if you’re already there.  She was Insanity, its living avatar, and while Virnal’s blackness outshone Lily’s, Lily’s madness made Virnal’s seem tame. 

Lily  watched  the  patterns  of  mana  building  in  Virnal’s  mind, observed  the  structure  of  the  spell-form  as  it  formed  layer  by  layer. 

Virnal  was  a  master  of  spellcraft,  effortlessly  creating  Spells  of amazing complexity, and Lily had a front-row seat watching her work. 

She didn’t completely understand the Spell the god made, but she got the gist of it; Virnal fashioned a portal, one that mimicked the Arcane Doors by tearing a hole in the Ways of Shadow so it wouldn’t collapse the moment anyone stepped through it.  Lily didn’t think it would last forever the way the Doors did – even she could see the tiny flaws and discrepancies  in  the  Spell  that  would  cause  it  to  fail  and  collapse eventually  –  but  then,  she  assumed  Virnal  didn’t  need  it  to  last forever.  She just needed it to last long enough for the army to pass through. 

A gray hole swirled in the air, one that quickly darkened to black as it stabilized.  The hole stretched fifty feet across and twenty wide, the  biggest  fucking  portal  Lily  had  ever  seen.    Virnal  led  her  army through  it  and  stepped  out  into  a  silent,  quiet  city  –  one  Lily recognized at once.  They stood in Lily’s city, Northmoor, her fucking place…and she guessed Virnal was here to take it from her, as well! 

Rage swelled inside the vampire, and she gathered her power in an attempt to lash out at the Darkbringer once more. 

 NO!  the  manir  shouted,  its  voice  far  more  intent  than  Lily  had ever  heard  it  before.  You  will  reveal  yourself!    Now  that  you  have stepped  foot  on  the  path  to  godhood,  you  must  master  yourself, mistress, or you will fail and be trapped forever! 

Lily’s instincts screamed at her to strike, to attack, to kill the one who  kept  taking  from  her  –  but  she  gripped  her  power  tightly  and refused to give in to those urges.  She was in charge, not her anger, not  her  fear.    She’d  kick  Virnal’s  ass,  but  she’d  do  it  when  she  was damn well ready, and not a moment before.  She mastered her rage, calming herself by picturing all the things she’d do to Virnal once she stole the god’s power, all the ways she’d punish the bitch for daring to imprison her. 

They  were  good  thoughts,  and  engrossed  in  them  as  she  was, Lily didn’t notice Virnal walking through the city toward the palace.  At least,  not  until  the  scent  hit  her  nostrils,  a  smell  she  knew  well  and one  that  always  drew  her  attention.    She  jerked  herself  back  to awareness and focused on the stench, one that her minions seemed to notice at the same time. 

“Dark mistress, do you smell the blood?” Cailu hissed, lifting his elven head and breathing deeply. 

“Yes,” Virnal replied curtly, and Lily felt annoyance and a hint of trepidation  rising  in  the  god.    She  reached  out  to  Virnal’s  thoughts, testing them cautiously. 

… Sorcerer  came  to  the  city,  I  will  have  to  alter  my  plans,  the Darkbringer  thought  irritably.  Without  the  bodakkai,  I  will  lack  the forces I need…

Lily withdrew from the god’s mind with a grin.  Part of her hoped Aranos  had  come  here  and  fucked  up  the  god’s  plans  already,  but she  didn’t  think  he  had.    If  he’d  come  to  Northmoor,  he’d  have Redeemed  the  city,  and  they  would  all  feel  that  the  moment  they stepped into it.  He’d also probably have taken the Heart and raised the wards, and while Lily guessed that Virnal could get through those, it would have taken a lot more time – and a lot more power. 

Still,  something  or  someone  had  been  to  Northmoor  –  a  fact evidenced by the bodies of her precious minions scattered around the outside of the palace walls.  Lily felt another surge of rage and had to force  herself  not  to  lash  out;  someone  had  come  to   her  fucking  city and  killed   her   fucking  minions,  and  if  she  hadn’t  been  trapped  by Virnal, she might have felt it and gotten back to the city to kick their asses…

She forced herself to calm down by imagining turning Virnal into one of her pathetic vampire slaves so she could torture the bitch for eternity, only dimly hearing her existing minions speaking. 

“It was a human, dark mistress,” Highcliif hissed, crouched over one of the bodies and examining it. 

“And yet, it was not,” Melicent added softly, leaning over another body and sniffing.  “The blood, it smells – wrong.” 

Lily tested the scent in the air and nodded to herself.  The blood did  smell  wrong  –  tainted,  somehow.      She  didn’t  know  what  that meant, but it sounded to her like someone came here prepped to fight her  minions,  and  they’d  brought  some  kind  of  potion  or  poison  that weakened them.  That sucked, because anything that worked on her minions would work on Lily, too – but that meant it would also work on Virnal. 

“There’s  nothing  to  be  done  about  them  now,”  the  god  spoke, leading  them  toward  the  palace.    Lily  watched  as  the  Darkbringer headed  for  the  throne  room,  already  suspecting  what  she’d  see there.  They walked into the throne room, and Virnal stopped, looking at the empty throne – and the ground around it. 

“More  humans!”  Highcliff  hissed,  scurrying  forward  and practically  crawling  on  the  ground.    “They  took  her!    Dark  mistress, they took my queen!” 

“I am your queen, now, General,” Virnal said frostily.  “Ysabelle is nothing; she is but a slab of meat that I will feast on eventually.”  She looked at the vampires.  “Highcliff, scour the city, see if the humans remain  within.    Cailu,  Melicent,  check  the  High  Road  in  each direction.  Find them.  Bring them to me – and Ysabelle.  I need her alive.” 

 Why?  Lily asked silently.  What the fuck does Ysabelle matter? 

 She is the link to the city’s Heart, mistress,  the manir answered. 

 Through her, Virnal could open the Arcane Door and gather more of the bodakkai to her banner. 

 Why can’t she do that anyway?  She’s got the souls for it, and I know she knows the Spell.  Fuck, she’s the one who taught it to that thing in Cendarta in the first place, right? 

 Indeed, but as are you, Mezroruth was mortal, mistress.  Only a mortal can unleash the bodakkai, as you know.  Virnal cannot lock or unlock the Arcane Doors with her magic; she can close them, but she can never open or seal them.  To do so, she would have to give up her immortality – even more than she has already done. 

 Wait, what?  What do you mean? 

 This  is  the  Mortal  Realm,  mistress,  the  spirit  chuckled.  Every creature  here  is  mortal.    To  venture  here  and  claim  your  body,  the Darkbringer left some of her divinity behind.  That is the only reason you are able to exploit her weaknesses. 

“As you wish, dark mistress,” the general bowed, unaware of the silent exchange.  All three of the vampires vanished as they fled the room with preternatural speed.  The moment they disappeared, Virnal lifted  her  head  and  screamed,  lashing  out  with  her  power.    Arcs  of black  lightning  erupted  from  her  body,  shattering  the  throne,  tearing holes in the walls and ceiling.  Stone and plaster crashed around her, and  Lily  half-hoped  that  a  chunk  of  marble  would  crush  the  god, sending Lily to respawn.  That would free her from Virnal’s clutches, no  doubt.    It  would  also  screw  Lily’s  chances  to  gain  godhood, though, so she wasn’t all that eager for it to happen. 

 Mistress, act now, while she is distracted,  the manir said urgently as Virnal destroyed the throne room with blasts of fire and electricity. 

 Release another bit of essence! 

Lily quickly complied, drawing another tiny drop of her stolen soul essence  and  feeding  it  into  the  link  between  the  goddess  and  her. 

The minute droplet washed down the linkage, leaving it a hair thicker and  stronger  –  but  no  more.    Lily  once  more  resisted  the  urge  to repeat  the  process,  to  deepen  the  bond  too  much,  too  rapidly. 

Patience.  She needed patience, but it was fucking hard. 







Chapter 8

Aranos  sat  in  the  Master  training  room  of  the  Tower  of  Grand Sorcery,  his  eyes  closed  as  he  floated  in  his  Primal  ocean.    He needed to get to Skollheld Korhl, he knew, but the fact was, after his battle  with  the  naldlooshii,  he  had  things  to  do,  first.    The  battle  left him with blinking notifications, and he glanced at them once more as he considered the choice he now had before him. 

Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up! 

Primal Sorcerer Level: 10

Current XP: 535,848/561,000

Int +9, Wis +6, Cha +6, +7 Stat points

 I am the One and the Primal…

New Domain Available! 

For reaching level ten as a Primal Sorcerer, you may choose an additional Domain to manifest.  The choices offered are based on your personality and play style. 

You may choose one of the following Domains:

Chaos—You are a bringer of Chaos and anarchy but also a force for change and growth. 

Creation—You  dedicate  yourself  to  building,  crafting,  designing, and enhancing everything around you. 

Knowledge—You  are  a  master  of  lore,  a  seeker  of  knowledge both arcane and hidden. 

Liberation—You  are  a  champion  of  freedom  and  a  destroyer  of bonds and bindings. 

Evolution! 

Your item: Sumelain, the First Sorcerer’s Sigil, has undergone a random Evolution! 

Sumelain, the First Sorcerer’s Great Sigil



Rarity: Unique

Quality: Artifact

Soul-bound: This item cannot be lost, stolen, or destroyed. 

Effects: While worn, this Amulet triples Spell Power and reduces Casting Speed for all Spells by two-thirds.  All SP costs for Spells are increased by 50%, but resistance to Spells cast is reduced by 100%. 

Two extra Spells can be cast at once with the Multicast Ability.  Mana-draining abilities are increased by 25%.  All Stats +50. 

Shademetal  Resistance:  This  Amulet  has  an  Enchanted shademetal core that grants the wearer +75% resistance to all hostile magic and reduces the duration of any magical effects on the wearer, hostile or otherwise, by 75%. 

Warforged  Armor:  The  wearer  can  expend  10  charges  to  give their current armor the abilities of warforged steel.  The armor ignores physical  damage  of  less  than  Legendary  sources  and  reduces Corrupted damage by 100%.  This effect lasts for one minute. 

Charged Item: A caster can expend charges to empower Spells or  Abilities.    Each  charge  spent  increases  the  power  of  a  Spell  or Ability by +10%.  This item regains 4 charges per day naturally. 

Current Charges: 4,893

Limitation: This item can only be worn by a Sorcerer with at least Master  ranks  in  Mana  Control  and  Mana  Manipulation  and  at  least one Domain.  Any other Class or creature attempting to use this item instead  gains  the  Mana  Burn  debuff  and  takes  100-200  LP  damage each  second  as  Primal  mana  sears  their  bodies.    The  Mana  Burn debuff  lasts  for  24  hours  after  the  Sigil  is  removed,  and  the  LP

damage  heals  at  a  rate  of  5%  per  hour  and  cannot  be  magically healed. 

Apparently, his Ascension Domain Evolved his unique sigil while unbound, and Aranos didn’t mind it in the least.  The upgraded sigil had significantly more power, boosted his Stats and spellcasting even more,  and  added  a  new  ability  that  let  him  turn  his  clothes  into  the equivalent  of  warforged  steel  for  a  minute.    Anyone  other  than  him

wearing  it  would  find  the  Sigil  deadly  now,  as  well;  even  if  they removed it quickly, the LP damage would linger for 20 hours. 

Deep in his depths, Aranos examined his two new options for his Domain.  The shifting flickers of Chaos beckoned him, and he sensed it would mesh with all his Domains, but he understood the danger in its allure.  He could imagine his Domains overwhelming him and the destruction he might cause with War and Chaos linked together.  He saw  himself  committing  random  acts  of  war  on  cities  and  nations, unleashing  Ascension  on  things  just  to  see  what  they’d  Evolve  into, and Redeeming whatever he could, regardless of the consequences. 

Chaos  would  drive  him  to  act  without  thought,  and  while  its  power tempted  him,  he  rejected  it  and  turned  toward  the  other  energy  that called to him. 

Liberation  flickered  in  his  mind,  refusing  to  be  bound  by  the strands of Ascension keeping the rest of his Primal mana in check.  It flashed  through  different  colors,  electric  blue  one  moment  and  sun yellow  the  next.    It  spoke  to  him,  whispering  of  its  power  to  break bonds, shatter barriers, and free the enslaved.  He’d been an avatar of  Liberation  his  entire  time  in  the  game,  from  his  first  journey  to Haerobel – where he’d cast off the Kala Kasbu’s attempts to invade his  thoughts  and  control  him  –  to  his  refusal  to  bow  to  Morx  and Virnal  despite  the  temptations  they  offered.    He’d  always  refused  to be ruled or bound; this Domain seemed to be an integral part of him. 

He reached out mentally and touched it, willing it to join him. 

The  power  rushed  eagerly  into  him,  crowing  triumphantly  as  it spread  out  into  his  ocean.    It  swirled  and  churned  the  Primal  mana there,  and  in  response,  his  three  other  Domains  rose  as  one, battering  against  his  will.    Aranos  felt  a  brief  surge  of  panic  as  the powers almost burst free of his grasp, driven to escape the bindings of  his  will.    He  drove  his  thoughts  against  the  rising  swell  of  power, pressing  them  back  down  into  the  depths,  until  finally,  the  power receded  and  slumped  back  into  place.    He  felt  the  coiled  power waiting below, though; his Domains no longer mutely acceded to his will.    Liberation  whispered  to  them  all,  demanding  that  they  rise  up, and he knew that he’d battle them far more often than he had before. 

At last, he pulled up the newest notification waiting for him. 





Primal Mana Unlocked! 

Aspect: Liberation

Liberation is the power of freedom in every form.  It represents freedom from bindings and bondage, freedom from control and tyranny, and freedom from limits and restraints.  A Master of Liberation cannot be held or bound and frees those around him with his mere presence. 

Radius: [Wisdom x 5] feet (1,900’, total Domain Radius 5,815’) Benefits: Agil +10, End +10, Wis +20, Willpower +50%; Fortitude Skill raised to Master ranks; Immunity to any Spell, Skill, or ability that binds,  commands,  or  controls  you;  your  disjoining  and  protection Spells and abilities are 50% more powerful and level up 50% faster. 

Penalties: All  your  Spells,  Skills,  or  Abilities  that  bind  or  control others  are  25%  less  effective,  cost  25%  more  Stamina  or  SP,  and level  25%  slower.    The  difficulty  to  the  Opposed  Check  to  suppress your Domains increases by 10%. 

Domain  Effect:  All  hostile  Spells  in  your  Domain  suffer  a disjoining attempt when they first enter the Domain and every minute thereafter:  the  spellcaster’s  [Int  +  Spell  Level]  versus  your  [Wis  +

Mana  Control  +  20].    All  barriers  and  bindings,  both  physical  and magical,  in  your  Domain  lose  10%  of  their  strength  every  10  s, although  you  can  exempt  specific  barriers  if  you  choose.    You  can cast  any  protection-type  Spell  at  200%  effectiveness  for  zero  SP

within  your  Domain.    Allies  in  your  Domain  gain  Mental  and  Pain Resistance equal to your Mana Control. 

Base Personality Points: 150

Skill Boost! 

Skill: Fortitude* (T) has gained a level! 

New Rank: Master 1

Master Ability: Mental  Fortress  –  You  are  immune  to  any  Spell, Skill,  or  Ability  that  alters  or  clouds  your  Perception,  including illusions, Stealth, and magical darkness.  Share Pain – Whenever you







take  LP  damage,  a  percentage  of  it  equal  to  your  Skill  level  affects the inflictor of that damage instead of you. 

Congratulations! 

You have increased your End Stat to more than 100 points!  By surpassing this threshold, you have advanced this Stat to a new level and gain a bonus based on your playstyle:

LP  Per  Level:  Your  LP  per  Class  level  increases  by  25%

retroactively. 

Resilient LP: LP damage due to spellcasting is reduced by 25%

Aranos read over his newest Domain’s description several times, considering its utility.  His Domain now extended over a mile in radius, and  his  new  Domain  would  slowly  erode  all  barriers  in  that  radius unless he wished otherwise.  He wondered if that included things like armor, shields, and walls; would his Domain eat a hole in a city’s gate over ten minutes or cause an enemy’s armor to crumble to rust?  Or would it only apply to barriers raised specifically against him? 

His  Indomitable  Perk  already  rendered  him  immune  to  magical control; however, now it seemed that he couldn’t be held or contained in  any  way,  magical  or  otherwise.    He  didn’t  know  if  that  applied  to physical  restraints,  but  he  suspected  it  did;  Redemption  worked without  his  bidding  to  keep  him  free  of  Corruption,  so  he  imagined Liberation could rise to shatter any cage or manacles.  Of course, the Domain  weakened  his  Damping  Field  and  Enthrallment  Spells,  but that  just  meant  he  needed  to  use  his  Ascencion  mana  to  improve them. 

His Fortitude hitting Master ranks was nice, as well, but it wasn’t as  great  a  benefit  as  it  could  be.    His  Master  Tracking  skill  already made  most  illusions  and  Stealth  useless  against  him,  and  his  True Sight let him see easily through things like magical darkness.  Still, he wasn’t unhappy with it; Tracking let him see through most things, but

not  all  of  them.    Now,  Stealth  and  invisibility  simply  wouldn’t  work against him, period. 

He  closed  the  notifications  and  turned  back  to  his  mana.    The addition  of  Liberation  to  his  Primal  ocean  disturbed  his  entire  mana flow,  spilling  Primal  mana  into  his  Enhanced  and  Primary  channels and  causing  some  of  the  Aspects  to  twist  and  mix.    He  patiently labored  to  restore  the  smooth,  regular  flows  of  energy,  shifting passages and widening channels to make sure each Aspect moved swiftly and easily, without disturbance. 

When  his  mana  flowed  regularly  once  more,  Aranos contemplated  his  newest  Domain.    Liberation  spoke  to  him constantly,  practically  demanding  to  be  used  and  released  from  its restraints,  and  he  knew  that  the  longer  he  held  it  in  check,  the stronger  its  clamor  would  become.    Regularly  releasing  his  Domain struck him as a good way to end up controlled by his Primal mana, of course, but crafting a Spell with it might quiet its muttering for a bit. 

He  didn’t  really  have  time  to  spend  on  creating  an  elaborate  new Spell,  but  Liberation  could  serve  him  to  fashion  a  Spell  that  he’d practically already created. 

With an effort of will, he recalled the image of the massive rune he’d inscribed to restore the Arcane Doors of the four skollhelds.  It formed in the air before him, twisting around in all three dimensions like  a  complex,  leafless  tree  with  glowing  branches  or  a  cluster  of neurons  reaching  out  into  space.    By  itself,  it  wasn’t  a  Spell  or  an Enchantment,  really;  it  combined  elements  of  both.    He  needed  the rune  to  contain  and  funnel  the  massive  amount  of  power  needed  to undo  the  original  bindings  because  trying  to  work  that  sort  of complexity  into  a  Spell  on  the  fly  likely  would  have  failed.    With  his new  Domain,  however  –  and  some  advance  preparation  –  he shouldn’t  need  as  much  power,  and  he  might  be  able  to  turn  the entire construct into a single Spell. 

He  dove  into  the  runeform,  starting  at  the  initiation  rune  and working  outward.    He  analyzed  each  element  and  rebuilt  it, redesigning it to hold and channel Liberation mana.  He sank deeper into the structure to add more supporting elements, creating complex connections  that  could  withstand  a  flood  of  Primal  energy  without

shattering.    He  found  small  flaws  in  his  initial  design  and  repaired them,  removing  redundant  elements  and  adding  a  new  layer  of Enchantments that stabilized the entire structure. 

As he worked, the memory of restoring those Doors played in his mind.  Even as his thoughts flitted through his slowly expanding spell-form, his eyes saw the vision of etching his runes directly in the fabric of the Kala, and his ears heard the battle cries of his companions.  He recalled  his  desperation  to  ignite  the  structure,  his  fear  for  his  party members’  lives,  and  his  joy  when  that  section  of  the  Bridge  was restored.    Even  as  he  built  the  Spell,  though,  a  small  surge  of hopelessness flowed through him. 

 Assuming  I  can  gather  the  power  to  open  the  Doors  to  Elred Aethel, Avendale, and Highwater all at once, I still have to do this at least once more to free the Corrupted Doors.  And I don’t even know if  that’s  all  the  Arcane  Doors  –  what  if  there  are  Doors  in  cities  like Haerobel, fallen cities that I’ve never even heard of?  There could be a dozen more Doors to free, and I can’t link them if I don’t know they exist! 

He  stared  at  his  gradually  forming  Spell.    He  felt  reasonably certain it would replicate the effect of his rune and Spell combination. 

Unfortunately,  he  felt  equally  certain  that  wouldn’t  be  enough  to complete his Quest.  Time ran short, and he didn’t know if freeing the Doors a few at a time would work.  He needed the Spell to do more, to spread beyond itself and fill the entire Kala with its power.  He froze as realization struck him. 

 What I need is a virus. 

He dove back into the Spell and began changing it, adding a final layer of complexity.  In his mind, he saw the Spell filling with power –

and then taking more, drawing energy in from the world around it and pouring  that  energy  into  new  runes  that  crawled  out  into  the  void. 

The  new  runes  mirrored  the  existing  ones,  new  trees  growing  from the branches of the old and funneling more energy into themselves. 

Once  those  runes  filled,  they  generated  others  of  their  kind,  each replicating  his  initial  Spell,  growing  exponentially  outward.    The further the Spell reached, the more power it drew into itself, and the faster it replicated, until it filled his mental vision in every direction. 



He  reached  into  himself  and  drew  a  thick  strand  of  Liberation, feeding  the  power  into  the  construct.    The  color-shifting  energy flooded his Spell, pulling strands of Ascension, Redemption, and War along with it unbidden.  His Domains raced into the construct, filling it with power – but even as it filled, it failed to ignite.  Aranos frowned and  tried  again,  flooding  the  spell-form  with  Primal  energy,  this  time adding a strand of celestial power as well.  The celestial mana twined with  his  Primal  Aspects,  burning  brightly  in  his  mind,  but  the  Spell refused to activate. 

Aranos  pored  through  the  spell-form,  examining  each  tiny  rune and strand of mana.  He checked each over and over, looking for the error in his design, but nothing leaped out at him – at least, until he returned to the initiation rune that drew power into the Spell. 

 Wait,  this  changed,  he  thought  in  surprise,  examining  the runeform carefully.  It’s designed to take Primal and celestial mana –

 but it also needs soul energy, the way the Arcane Doors do.  When did that happen? 

His eyes fell on the twining, red-silver strand of Ascension mana, and he understood.  Ascension Evolved his Spell somehow, making it require Soul Points to activate.  Curiously, he added a hundred of his dwindling  Soul  Points,  and  instantly,  the  Spell  blazed  to  life.    Power coursed through it, filling its branches and igniting its growth.  Tendrils of  mana  rushed  out  from  the  Spell,  drawing  on  the  power  around them – and halted, bereft of soul energy. 

Aranos swore silently as the Spell crystallized and snapped into solidity.  It would work, but while it could drain the mana it needed to grow from its surroundings, it needed a constant influx of Soul Points to sustain itself.  That meant that he couldn’t restore the entire Lalu in one  swoop  since  he  could  only  hold  a  finite  number  of  Soul  Points within  himself.    Sighing,  he  pulled  up  the  new,  flashing  notification awaiting him. 

Ascended Spell Created! 

You have created the Spell: Soulborn Unbinding! 

Rank: Novice 1

You tear loose all bindings in an ever-expanding area. 



Effects: Choose a spot within 30’.  You create a growing zone of power  that  destroys  all  bindings,  physical  or  magical,  within  that space.    Any  binding  in  the  area  of  effect  can  make  an  Opposed Check: the binding’s [Caster Int + Spell level] for magical bindings or

[(Quality  rank  +  Rarity  rank)  x50]  for  physical  bindings  versus  your

[Cha + Spell level + 30].  Success means the binding loses 50% of its integrity  but  remains  intact;  failure  means  the  binding  shatters  and fails. 

Area of Effect: Initially, this Spell affects an area 100’ in radius. 

However,  so  long  as  it  is  powered,  that  area  doubles  each  second, expanding until it either runs out of power or fills every possible space in its world. 

Cost: The initial cost for this Spell is 150,000 celestial SP and 10

Soul  Points,  plus  access  to  the  Liberation  Domain.    As  the  Spell grows,  it  supplies  its  own  standard  SP;  however,  the  Soul  Point requirements  increase  by  150%  each  second.    Thus,  after  one second, the Spell requires 15 Soul Points; after 2 seconds, it draws 23, and after 3 seconds, it needs 34. 

Duration: This Spell lasts until it has either depleted its available Soul Points or has filled every available space in its current realm. 

Special:  This  Spell  can  only  be  used  by  a  caster  with  both  the Ascension  and  Liberation  Domains  and  the  True  Enchanting  skill. 

While  it  is  active,  the  caster’s  Liberation  Domain  does  not  function. 

This  Spell  can  only  be  cast  as  an  act  of  desperation,  when  other methods of unbinding have been tried and failed. 

 One thing I can promise, everyone will be free

+500 XP

Aranos  stared  at  the  new  Spell,  his  mind  running  quick  mental calculations.    Assuming  he  put  20,000  Soul  Points  into  the  Spell,  it would  last  for  eighteen  seconds  and  cover  an  area  almost  2,500

miles  in  radius.    That  was  enormous,  the  largest  Spell  he’d  ever heard of, much less cast, but he didn’t think it would work to restore the  Lalu.    While  the  Bridge  obviously  wasn’t  infinite  –  he’d  felt  its boundaries when restoring it – it had to be bigger than that.  Still, his



Spell would at least clear a large portion of the Lalu, maybe enough that a few castings of it would restore the entire thing. 

 Or  maybe  I’ll  find  a  way  to  power  it  indefinitely.    That  would  be the ideal solution. 

He  banished  the  image  of  his  new  Spell  and  took  a  look  at  his Spell list.  About half of his Spells were standard ones, not Enhanced or  Evolved,  and  he  figured  while  he  was  working  with  his  Primal mana, he might as well upgrade a few of them.  He started with his Deadly  Vapors  Spell;  once,  that  Spell  provided  his  primary  way  to deal  long-term  damage  over  an  area,  but  he  hadn’t  used  it  recently since many of the creatures he faced had too many LP for it to really harm  them  or  were  immune  to  death  mana.    He  let  Ascension  flow into the Spell, feeling a touch of War and Liberation join it as it shifted the  spell-form  into  something  new.    He  continued  with  his Dimensional  Hop  teleportation  Spell,  Mindlink,  and  the  Wave  of Emotion  Spell,  which  he  had  yet  to  use  because  it  required  him  to feel the emotion he wanted to instill in others.  When he finished, he checked out his upgraded spell descriptions. 

Spell Boosts! 

The following Spells have Evolved:

Deadly Vapors has become Fog of War^

Rank: Adept 4

Create a bank of silver fog that damages your enemies Effect: Choose a spot within 60’.  You create a bank of silver fog 30’ in radius and 15’ in height that clings to the ground.  All enemies in the Fog of War are blinded, unable to see farther than their reach, and take 40-60 LP damage per second (1,680-2,520).  This damage is  Primal  damage  and  ignores  resistances  or  armor  of  less  than Legendary  sources.    You  can  cause  the  fog  to  move  up  to  30’  per second  in  any  direction.    Damage  and  radius  increase  by  1%  per Spell level. 

Channeled  Spell:  You  can  channel  this  spell,  increasing  the radius of the fog bank by 100% per second for 50% of the initial Spell cost.  The fog remains for 1 minute after channeling ends. 

Enhanced:  This  Spell  can  penetrate  magical  barriers  and boundaries.  Any barrier attempting to hold out the fog must make an Opposed  Check:  the  caster’s  [Wis  +  Spell  level]  versus  your  [Int  +

Spell  Level  +  10].    Failure  means  the  fog  pierces  the  barrier  and affects all those inside it. 

Cost: 481 SP

Dimensional Hop has become Teleport Field^

Rank: Novice 8

You gain the ability to teleport freely for a short time. 

Effect:  For  the  duration  of  the  Spell,  you  can  teleport  to  any visible  spot  that  is  not  occupied  by  another  creature  or  object.    You can  teleport  as  often  as  you  wish  for  the  duration,  but  no  jump  can take you out of your current region.  You can carry extra weight up to your  Wis  in  pounds;  this  includes  living  and  nonliving  material. 

Duration of the Spell increases by 1% per Spell level. 

Enhanced: You  can  attempt  to  teleport  through  magical  barriers and  wards,  so  long  as  you  can  see  the  area  behind  the  barrier  or ward.  To do so, you make an Opposed Check: your [Int + Spell level]

versus the caster’s [Wis + Spell level].  Success means you penetrate the  ward  and  teleport  successfully.    Failure  means  you  end  up outside  the  barrier  and  take  1  LP  damage  per  point  by  which  you failed the Check. 

Duration: 5 minutes

Cost: 793 SP

Mindlink has become Hivemind^

Rank: Student 1

You create a sympathetic bond between you and multiple non-hostile creatures. 

Effect: Choose a number of non-hostile creatures up to your [Int /

20  (rounded  down)].    You  create  a  deep  mental  link  with  each creature  that  allows  you  to  exchange  thoughts,  emotions,  and  even visual sensory images.  Information must be intentionally shared; you cannot  passively  see  through  another  creature’s  eyes  or  hear  their thoughts.  This spell only functions with creatures in the same region



as  you  but  otherwise  has  no  range  limit.    Linked  creatures  can communicate  with  one  another  freely.    You  can  link  to  one  extra creature  per  10  full  Spell  levels.    Duration  increases  1%  per  Spell level. 

Enhanced: This Spell can function across regional boundaries, or even  across  dimensional  boundaries.    To  communicate  from  one region to the next, the initiator must make an Opposed Check: their

[Wis + Class level] versus 100.  This Check is increased to 300 if the separate  regions  differ  in  their  Light/Dark  affinity  and  to  750  if  the regions are in different realms entirely. 

Duration: 1 hour

Student Ability: You can share auditory sensory data through this Spell. 

Cost: 283 SP

Wave of Emotion has become Sympathetic Flood^

Rank: Novice 4

You cause an uncontrollable surge of emotion in a large group of creatures. 

Effect: Choose a spot within sight range.  You cause a burst of a specific emotion to wash over all chosen creatures within 60’ of this point.    The  affected  creatures  must  make  an  Opposed  Check:  their

[Wis + Class level] versus your [Cha + Spell level].  Failure means the creatures  are  overwhelmed  by  the  chosen  emotion  to  the  point  that they  can  experience  no  other  feelings  for  the  duration  of  the  Spell. 

Creatures filled with fear will panic and run; creatures filled with anger will attack those around them; creatures filled with courage will fight against  insurmountable  odds.    To  instill  an  emotion  in  others,  you must be experiencing it yourself at the time of casting.  Spell radius and duration increased by 1% per level of the Spell. 

Enhanced: You do not need to currently experience an emotion to instill  it  in  others,  but  you  must  have  a  clear  recollection  of experiencing it in the past. 

Duration: 1 minute

Cost: 259 SP

Satisfied  with  his  gains,  Aranos  rose  from  his  mindscape  and went  to  gather  Avalyn.    It  was  time  to  head  to  Skollheld  Heill;  the dwarves would march, and the kongolorn threat would end forever. 

Chapter 9

“So,  I  meant  to  ask:  did  you  work  out  void  mana?”  he  asked Avalyn  as  the  pair  walked  out  of  the  tower  and  into  the  street, heading  for  the  Arcane  Door.    He  quickly  sent  mental  messages  to Geltheriel  and  Silma,  asking  them  to  find  the  others  and  bring  them back to the Door to return to the dwarven lands. 

The  girl’s  face  grew  excited,  and  she  bounced  slightly  as  she walked.  “I did!  It was the black energy that kept mixing with the rest of my fractals.  I separated it out into another direction the way I did light and life mana, and it was easy to use!”  She grimaced.  “It really does  drain  your  LP,  though,  doesn’t  it?    I  tried  combining  it  with  life mana, like you said, and the death mana it made…”  She shuddered. 

“It’s powerful, but it’ll kill me almost as quickly as it’ll kill the people I hit with it.” 

“True,” he nodded.  “Although I got a Perk for discovering all the Primary  and  Composite  Aspects  that  lessened  that  a  bit,  and  once you hit Master Mana Control, it’ll go away entirely.” 

She shrugged.  “Honestly, it’s not that bad, at least not for me.  I mean, with my Advanced Class, I get stronger the lower I am on LP. 

It’s like the Class was meant to use void magic.” 

“Maybe it was,” he agreed, then glanced over at her.  “So, how are you doing with all this?” 

“All what?” she frowned at him. 

“All…”    He  waved  around  at  the  city.    “Everything  we’ve  been doing.” 

“I’m fine,” she replied, looking at him curiously.  “Why?”  Her eyes narrowed  suspiciously.    “You  aren’t  thinking  of  leaving  me  here,  are you?  I think I’ve proven that I can handle myself, and…” 

“No,  nothing  like  that,”  he  cut  her  off  with  a  chuckle.    “I  just realized that I’ve been dragging you into other worlds, underground, and to strange cities, all without so much as asking if you wanted to come.  I just sort of assumed that you would.”  He shook his head. 

“It’s not really fair to you, to be honest.  I mean, you’re strong enough now that you could go adventuring by yourself, and pretty much any

party would probably feel grateful to have you along.  You don’t have to stick with me.” 

“Who  would  teach  me  about  Enhanced  mana  when  I  get  my Mana Control to Expert, then?” she asked archly, tossing her head. 

“I would.”  He stopped walking, and she stopped as well, looking anywhere  but  at  him.    “Seriously,  I  would  still  teach  you  when  you needed it.  You’ve earned that privilege several times over, I think.” 

“Are – are you trying to get rid of me?” she asked quietly. 

He  shook  his  head.    “No.    It’s  just  that  we’re  probably  headed into  another  battle,  and  one  that’ll  make  the  one  you  fought  in Stoneleague seem like a minor skirmish.  I don’t want you feeling like you have to be part of it if you don’t want to.” 

She stood silently for a few seconds, staring down at the stones of the street.  “Are you going to tell the others the same thing?” she finally asked in a quiet voice. 

“Yes, I am.”  He took a step closer to her.  “However, they’ve all been  doing  this  longer  than  you.    They  know  they  can  walk  away anytime  they  want.    I  want  to  make  sure  you  know  that,  too. 

Eventually, we’ll be fighting that Shadowborn army, and that battle is probably going to be pretty awful.  I wouldn’t blame anyone who didn’t want to be part of it.” 

“You could walk away too, you know,” she said.  “You don’t have to fight any more than the rest of us do.” 

He sighed.  “I kind of do, actually.” 

“No,  you  don’t,”  she  shook  her  head.    “With  your  Spells,  you could  go  anywhere  you  wanted.    You  could  find  another  part  of  this world where none of this is happening or go to a whole different realm where the Light and Darkness bit doesn’t even matter.  So, why don’t you?” 

“Because  too  many  people  are  counting  on  me,”  he  replied firmly.  “Entire cities are depending on me to protect them, Avalyn.” 

“That’s why I’m coming with you.  Not because I want to fight in a battle – the idea of it scares the heck out of me – but because they’re counting on me, too…”  She smiled wistfully.  “And I honestly like it.” 

She looked away from him once more.  “This place has kind of turned into my home, Aranos.  It’s the first place I’ve been where I felt

needed  and  important.    It’s  where  I’m  happy.”    She  laughed  softly. 

“Did  you  know  that  while  you  were  doing  whatever  you  did  in  the House of Stars, I had three elves come talk to me?  They wanted to know  more  about  our  adventures  together  and  you,  of  course,  but they wanted to know about me, as well, and my spellcasting.  When I told them some of the things I’ve done beside you…” 

She sighed.  “No one’s ever looked at me with anything but pity before.  Oh, they say they admire me, but all that means is that they don’t  know  why  I  haven’t  just  given  up  and  died  already.      They’re saying  that  they  feel  bad  for  me  and  can’t  imagine  it  happening  to them – because they don’t want to think about it.” 

She smiled as she kept speaking.  “Those elves looked up to me, though.  They thought my magic was amazing, and one of them was actually jealous of all the things I’d done.”  She laughed.  “Jealous! 

Of  me!    That’s  –  it’s  just  something  that  I’ve  never  had  happen before.” 

She  looked  back  up  at  him.    “What  we’re  doing  makes  me  feel important.    It  makes  me  feel  useful  and  needed  instead  of…”    She took  a  deep  breath.    “Instead  of  a  massive  burden  on  the  people around me, which is what I really am.  I feel like people are counting on  me,  like  they  need  me  to  protect  them,  and  I  like  that  feeling. 

That’s  why  I’m  coming  with  you.    I  want  to  be  part  of  this.    I  think you’re going to win, and I want to help you do it, Aranos.” 

He looked at her, his eyes and Scent ability both reading her in minute detail.  He saw the fear her, smelled it coming from her very pores.    She  really  was  terrified  of  dying  again  –  not  that  he  blamed her, dying sucked – and that terror radiated from her to his senses. 

At  the  same  time,  though,  he  saw  the  resolve  in  her  eyes,  her decision to fight despite the fear, and he finally nodded with a smile. 

“Okay, then.  Glad to have you on board.”  He looked around as an idea came to him.  “Hey, want to help me try out a new Spell?” 

“That  depends  on  the  Spell,”  she  replied  with  a  little  grin.    “I’ve seen your Spells, and most of them aren’t very healthy to have cast on you.” 

“This one should be fine.”  He quickly cast his new Teleport Field Spell, and dimensional mana rose to surround him.  He reached out

and touched her shoulder, watching the mana wrap over her as well, then  glanced  up  at  the  top  of  the  tower  they’d  just  left.    He  willed himself to be there, and suddenly the world blurred around him as he appeared atop the massive building, staring out at the city below.  He rocked  as  wind  slammed  into  him,  nearly  knocking  him  from  his perch, and wove a wall of air to block the whipping breeze. 

“Whoa,” Avalyn said from his side, staring out into the city.  “This is cool!  I’ve never seen the city from up this high before!”  He looked at the girl’s wondering face and smiled. 

“We  should  work  on  creating  a  flight  Spell  for  you,  then,”  he chuckled.  “My first one only required air mana, so you should be able to create one if you wanted.  Then, you could come up here any time you wanted to.” 

She  shook  her  head.    “I’m  fine  being  this  high  with  something under my feet.  Just flying, though – that might be a little scary.”  She touched  a  finger  to  her  chin.    “Although  I  could  probably  make  a bubble  of  air  that  held  me  up  and  use  wind  to  push  it  along.    That might work, and I’d feel more secure.” 

He  laughed.    “Now,  you’re  thinking  like  a  Sorcerer.    Plus,  that bubble might help protect against arrows or even Primary Spells.” 

“Hey,  yeah,  it  would!    I’m  totally  going  to  try  that!”    Her  excited grin made him laugh a second time. 

“Ready to head to Skollheld Korhl?” he asked after giving her a few seconds to enjoy the view. 

“Not  remotely.    I  don’t  like  being  underground.    I’m  still  coming, though.” 

“If  it  makes  you  feel  better,  I  don’t  think  any  of  us  but  Mutroda actually  like  being  in  the  Deeps,”  he  laughed.    “I  know  it’s  not  my favorite place.” 

He laid his hand on her shoulder and focused on Saphielle’s tree looming  in  the  distance.    The  gleaming  monarch  made  a  perfect landmark;  nothing  else  in  the  city  remotely  resembled  it.    He  willed himself to stand in front of it, and the world blurred once more before he found himself beneath the tree’s sheltering branches. 

“My  Lord  Evenshade,”  a  voice  called  out,  and  Aranos suppressed a sigh as he turned to see Lorsan walking swiftly toward

him. 

“Lorsan,”  the  Sorcerer  said  when  the  man  approached.    “Were you waiting for me, here?” 

“Indeed, my Lord,” the elf bowed.  “You have a visitor, Mistress Tialha of the House of Grass.  She instructed me to await you at the Arcane Door once she knew that you were within the city.  She was –

most insistent.”  The elf’s face gave away nothing of his thoughts, but the  brief  pause  –  and  Aranos’  Sense  Intent  skill  –  told  the  Sorcerer that his seneschal was fairly irritated. 

“I’ll go see her right away,” Aranos nodded, glancing at Avalyn. 

“Do you want to come, too?” 

“Definitely,”  the  girl  smiled.    “I  want  to  tell  her  about  the  new Weaver’s Factory and see if she’ll show me how to use some of the machines there.” 

“What about the Skollheld?” he teased gently. 

“Well, I won’t ask her to show me right away.  I’ll bet that if you let her use the place whenever she wants, she’ll be happy to teach me how it all works whenever.” 

“We  can  ask,”  he  laughed,  sending  another  message  to  the Shade and fenrin telling them where he’d be.  “Okay, go ahead and guide us, Lorsan.” 

“Happily, my Lord.” 

Lorsan  escorted  the  pair  into  the  Treehome’s  guest  quarters, where  they  found  the  Grandmaster  seamstress  waiting  with  barely veiled  impatience.    As  Aranos  stepped  into  the  room,  the  older  elf woman practically leaped from her chair and strode toward them. 

“Finally!” Tialha said with irritation obvious in her voice.  “Do you know how long I have awaited your arrival, Elder?” 

“It’s nice to see you, too, Tialha,” Aranos grinned at the irascible woman,  receiving  a  snort  in  return.    “And  probably  not  more  than  a couple  hours,  during  which  Lorsan  took  excellent  care  of  you,  I’m sure.” 

She grunted.  “Your seneschal is most capable, it is true, and my time here has been comfortable and fairly relaxing.”  She shook her head.  “That is not the point, however.  I have brought you that which I promised, and I wish to see it on you.” 



“Did it come out as you hoped?” he asked. 

“Judge  for  yourself,  Elder,”  she  replied,  producing  a  carefully folded  bundle  of  shimmering  midnight  blue  fabric  and  holding  it almost reverently out to him.  He took the cloth object, marveling at the  texture  that  felt  smooth  and  oily  without  being  slippery.    He opened  it  up  to  reveal  a  gleaming  vest,  decorated  with  opalescent threads and held shut with buttons carved from sapphires.  His House sigil  gleamed  in  silver  on  one  breast,  while  an  intricate  tracery  that looked  remarkably  like  the  sigil  on  Sumelain  shone  brilliant  gold  on the other.  Magic radiated from it in waves, powerful enough that even Lorsan’s eyes widened in awe at seeing the creation.  Aranos stared at it in wonder for a moment before Appraising it. 

Appraisal Success! 

Success guaranteed, as this object is a gift to you. 

Grand Vestment of the High Elder

This vest is a creation of Grandmaster Tialha of the House of Grass and represents an elven lifetime’s worth of training and experience. 

Type: Armor

Material: Warpsilk

Rarity: Mythical (due to craftsmanship and material) Workmanship: Artifact

Base Defense: 92

Effects:  Defense  +125,  Magic  Resistance  +128%,  Physical  Stats

+41, Absorbs mana from resisted Spells to restore wearer’s SP pool at  a  25%  loss,  renders  the  wearer  immune  to  divination-type  or Perception Spells or abilities, enhances the power and radius of the wearer’s Domain by 10%. 

Special:  This  vest  can  be  charged  with  a  single  type  of  Primal mana.    Once  charged,  it  gains  five  abilities  based  on  that  Aspect. 

The  vest  may  only  be  charged  once;  after  the  Primal  Aspect  is chosen, it cannot be changed or removed from the vest. 

Restrictions: This vest can only be worn by an Elder Bonded to the Tree-hearts of two or more elven cities.  For any other, it simply provides its basic defense and nothing more. 







Great Work Completed! 

Your House has been gifted the Great Work: Grand Vestment of the High Elder, an Artifact creation!  Weavers and crafters of all sorts stand in awe at this creation, and its presence shows the incredible regard other Houses have for yours! 

Type: High Tier

Base  Tier  Benefits:  House  morale  +10%.    Reputation  with  all Houses and noble families +30%.  Any House that has a reputation with you of Disliked or lower suffers a -25% reputation penalty with all other Houses. 

Mid-Tier Benefits: Reputation gains with other Houses increased by 50%, while reputation losses with other Houses are halved. 

High  Tier  Benefits:  Any  House  that  considers  yours  an  enemy loses a full rank of reputation with all other Houses.  Any House that attacks  or  harms  yours  without  provocation  gains  the  Loathed reputation with all other Houses. 

Aranos stared at the vest in his hands for long moments.  “This –

this is amazing, Tialha,” he breathed at last, looking at the woman in admiration. 

“I  would  normally  say  that  it  was  nothing,  or  that  it  is  a  flawed work unworthy of my name,” she grinned at him, “but that would be a blatant falsehood, as you can clearly see.”  She paused and blinked rapidly, her eyes sparkling as she reached out to touch the fabric. 

“This  is  the  crowning  creation  of  my  life,  High  Elder,”  she whispered.  “By simply displaying it to the Grandmasters of the House of Grass, I was granted exalted status in the House, and despite the war  –  or  perhaps  because  of  it  –  I  have  already  received  more requests  for  my  services  in  the  past  day  than  I  have  in  the  year prior.” 

She  shook  her  head,  and  her  voice  turned  more  professional. 

“As you can see, I altered the clothing from a shirt to a vest, allowing



you  to  wear  it  safely  atop  the  garb  I  gave  you  previously.    I  also removed  the  Enchantments  that  replicated  spellcasting  –  I  assume that  you  can  cast  those  Spells  yourself,  but  I  cannot,  so  I  could  not include them in the weave.”  She shrugged.  “However, I altered that weave  slightly  so  that  it  became  sympathetic  to  your  Domain  and would take Primal mana.” 

“This  is  awesome,”  Avalyn  breathed,  also  coming  over  and touching the vest.  “Put it on!  I want to see what it looks like on you!” 

Aranos smiled and donned the vest.  He felt the emptiness inside it as he slipped it over his shirt, sensing its need for Primal mana to complete it, and he considered his choices.  His first instinct was to fill it with War; the vest was armor, after all, and War would certainly add powerful  benefits  to  it.    He  realized,  though,  that  the  vestment  was likely the best piece of armor he’d get or even see in the game – at least for a long time – and whatever abilities he gave it would be with him  pretty  much  forever  in  this  world.    War  would  be  useful  in  the short-term, but he didn’t want to make war endlessly.  He wanted to see more of the world, travel to the other realms that he’d seen in his training with Cron, and create huge Spells that affected entire nations and worlds.  War, Redemption, and Liberation were all powerful, but only one of his Domains offered him open-ended growth without care for how he grew. 

He took a deep breath, then pulled up a strand of Ascension and allowed  it  to  seep  into  the  vest.    The  garment  sucked  the  power  in almost  greedily,  and  the  mana  flooded  through  channels  Tialha obviously wove into the fabric for that purpose.  The vest gained an odd sheen of magenta without losing its midnight blue coloration, and a  shimmering,  barely  visible  aura  flowed  out  from  it  to  envelop Aranos.  He Appraised the item once more and whistled at the results of adding Primal mana to it. 

Ascended Vestment of the High Elder

This Artifact item has been infused with Ascension mana, improving its powers even further. 

Ascended:  This  vest  has  gained  the  following  abilities  from  the Ascension mana saturating it. 





Evolving  Regalia  –  All  items  you  wear,  hold,  or  carry  slowly improve  their  abilities  and  effects  by  1%  per  day  and  have  a cumulative  1%  per  day  chance  to  spontaneously  Evolve.    Once  an item Evolves, its chances reset to 0% but may grow again. 

Ignore the Ignoble – You ignore any effect that does not stem from an  Enhanced  or  Evolved  source.    This  includes  barriers,  armor, Spells, abilities, and damage. 

Perfection  of  Craft  –  All  benefits  and  bonuses  from  this  item  are improved by 25%. 

Perfection of Form – All leveling and training bonuses you gained for  all  your  Stats  increase  by  10%  (retroactively),  with  a  minimum increase of +1 to each Stat. 

True  Ascension  –  You  have  a  1%  cumulative  chance  per  day  to gain  a  positive  Evolution  of  some  sort.    Once  you  Evolve,  these chances reset to 0% and begin to rise again. 

“What color is that?” Avalyn asked, rubbing her eyes and staring at the vest.  “It’s still blue – but it kind of looks pink at the same time, even though it’s not.”  She blinked rapidly.  “That’s hard to look at.” 

“It’s  Ascension  mana,”  he  explained  with  a  laugh.    “It  tends  to create impossible colors.” 

“It  is  quite  disturbing,  High  Elder,”  Tialha  admitted  ruefully, touching  the  vest.    “And  yet,  the  benefits  are  astounding,  without  a doubt.” 

“They  really  are,”  Aranos  agreed,  pulling  up  his  status  and looking at the improvements. 

Aranos, Lord Evenshade, Godkiller

Age: 26

Race: Dread Arcane

Evolved Class: Primal SorcererXP: 536,348/561,00

Level: 10

Advanced Class: Sorcerer AscendantXP: 405,375/406,000

Level: 19

Class: SorcererXP: 225,587/231,000



Level: 21

Profession: BlacksmithXP: 9,975/10,500

Level: 6

Abilities:

Str: 100 (285)     Dex: 84 (271)    Agil: 88 (274)   End: 111 (295) Int: 481 (572)   Wis: 362 (454)Per:  83 (200)     Cha: 505 (583) LP: 16,388 /16,388Regen: 29.5/s

SP: 533,056/181,630Regen: None
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“This  is  –  this  is  too  much,”  Aranos  finally  shook  his  head.    “I never expected anything like this, Mistress…” 

“If you suggest returning the vestment to me, High Elder, I shall be forced to strike you,” she smiled at him.  “I created it specifically for you.  No other can wear it.  Should you put it aside, it would be wasted – and that would be a terrible loss for the Light as a whole.” 

Aranos  had  to  admit  she  made  sense;  he  couldn’t  imagine anyone else meeting the item’s restrictions in the foreseeable future. 

If he didn’t use it, no one would, and that really would be a massive waste. 

“Then  I’ll  just  say  thank  you,”  he  said,  smiling  sincerely  at  her. 

“I’m  amazed  that  you  made  this,  and  you  have  my  unending gratitude.” 

“That is more than sufficient repayment, High Elder.”  The woman smiled at him.  “Now, I will return to Eredain to begin work on my new plethora of orders…” 

“Umm, Mistress Tialha?” Avalyn spoke hesitantly.  The elf looked at her archly, seemingly unhappy about being interrupted, but Avalyn pressed on.  “Aranos, here, created a building for me in Antas.  It’s called a Weaver’s Factory, and I was hoping you could show me how some of it’s used sometime.  Please?” 

The  elf  stared  at  the  girl,  then  looked  over  at  Aranos.    “You created  a  Weaver’s  Factory?”  she  asked.    When  he  nodded,  she shook  her  head.    “There  was  one  such  in  the  House  of  Grass  in Ulethelas, but that is obviously lost to us, now, as is the Great Loom

in the House of Grass in Cyva Alari.  This is a great boon, High Elder, and one that the House of Grass should know of immediately.” 

“I  will  send  word  at  once,  if  that  pleases  my  Lord  Evenshade,” 

Lorsan spoke for the first time since entering the Treehome.  Aranos nodded, and the seneschal bowed and retreated from the room. 

“In the meantime, you must show me this building, child,” Tialha told Avalyn.  “If it grants the same benefits the structure in Ulethelas did, it is likely I will be moving my work to here…”  She looked over at Aranos.    “Unless,  of  course,  you  have  plans  to  craft  the  Mythical Loom of Fate somewhere else?” 

“I hadn’t planned on it,” he laughed.  “I can look into it, though.” 

“From any other, I would see that as sarcasm, High Elder.  From you…”    She  barked  a  quick  laugh.    “It  might  just  be  possible,  and  I await  the  day  I  can  work  upon  a  loom  designed  by  the  gods themselves.” 

“Can Lorsan show you, Mistress Tialha?” Avalyn asked meekly. 

“It’s just – we’re going to Skollheld Korhl, and I don’t want to miss out on it…” 

The weaver sighed.  “Fine, child.  I will have the seneschal direct me.  However, if you wish to craft something as wondrous as I have just done…”  She gestured toward Aranos’ vest.  “…you must spend more time working on the skill and less burning beasts of Darkness to ashes.” 

“Hopefully, once the war’s over, she’ll get to do just that,” Aranos agreed.  “For now, though, we really do need to get going.” 

“Then  go,  and  be  successful  in  your  battles.    Should  you  need me again, it is likely that you will find me in the Factory, High Elder.” 

Aranos found the others waiting for him at Saphielle’s tree when he exited the Treehome.  “Sorry for the delay,” he said apologetically. 

“There  is  no  need  to  apologize,  Liberator,”  Rhys  assured  him. 

“Acceding  to  Mistress  Tialha’s  demands  seems  to  me  to  be  the course of wisdom.   I would not risk her wrath for any cause, myself.” 

“Is the woman really that scary?” Mutroda asked curiously. 

“She  does  not  frighten  so  much  as  intimidate,”  Geltheriel chuckled.    “The  weaver  can  be  very  intense  and  demanding  –  and her skills are such that few are willing to argue with her demands.” 

“She’s  always  nice  to  me,”  Avalyn  observed  with  a  toss  of  her head.  “I think she likes me.” 

“We  all  like  you,  girl,”  Mutroda  shrugged.    “We  just  know  how annoying you can be sometimes, is all.” 

“Annoying?”  Avalyn  repeated  with  a  stricken  look.    “I’m  not  –

when am I annoying?” 

“Not as often as you used to be,” Aranos pointed out with a grin. 

“My Oathbinder is correct,” Geltheriel agreed with an impish look in her eye.  “Once, I wished to throttle you on a regular basis.  Now, I merely feel tempted to smack you perhaps once every few days.  It is quite the improvement.” 

“Umm…thanks?” 

“No,  thank  you,  child.    Neither  of  us  would  have  enjoyed  my strangling you.” 

“And  on  that  note,”  Aranos  chuckled  at  Avalyn’s  affronted expression, “we should head to the Skollheld.  The kongolorns won’t wait forever.” 

Chapter 10

“Melee  line,  strike  and  withdraw!”  Aranos  shouted,  his  voice barely carrying above the crash of truesilver and deepsteel weapons scarping against dwarven armor and arachnid carapace.  Fortunately, Vinmen Wekgreg, the commander of Skollheld Korhl’s Legion of the Deeps accompanying Aranos, picked up the command and repeated it  in  the  rumbling,  basso  language  of  the  dwarves.    Aranos immediately  realized  why  Dwarven  sounded  like  it  did;  the  deep, grinding  tones  rolled  outward,  clearly  distinct  from  the  crashing  of metal and screams of wounded kongolorns without echoing noisily in the confines of the tunnel. 

As  the  order  passed  through  the  legion,  the  dwarven  infantry locked  their  shields  together,  presenting  an  impenetrable  wall  of deepsteel to the spiders that scrabbled against it.  Once it formed, the second  rank  thrust  forward  with  their  polearms,  stabbing  over  the shield  wall  and  plunging  their  weapons  into  the  front  line  of kongolorns.  The shield wall pushed forward as kongolorns fell back, wounded  or  dying,  shoving  the  entire  wall  of  creatures  back  a  few steps, then retreated three paces, clearing a space between the two forces. 

Aranos called up his mana and wove together strands of death, air, and War.  His Spell streamed forth and formed into a gray fog lit by  flashes  of  silver  fire  that  rolled  down  the  forty-foot-wide  corridor, enveloping the kongolorns in its embrace.  The creatures screamed and writhed as his Fog of War tore at them, cracking their armor and sucking the life energy from their bodies, doing around two-thousand LP damage per second to the monsters.  The least of the creatures died  instantly,  their  bodies  unable  to  withstand  that  sort  of  damage, while  their  greater  brethren  lasted  a  few  seconds  longer  before succumbing  to  the  fiery  mists,  clearing  a  large  section  of  the  tunnel and leaving nothing but shattered kongolorn bodies behind. 

Before  the  monsters  could  regroup,  Geltheriel  appeared  before them, sliding out of the shadows and unsheathing the True Blade of Evenshade.  Brilliant white light exploded from her sword as she cut

into  the  front  line  of  creatures,  carving  through  their  shields  and armored  exoskeletons  with  ease.    A  few  of  the  Shadowborn retaliated, striking at the lithe elf, but she slipped past their strikes, a shadow on the wind, far too swift and nimble for the clumsy creatures to touch.  She cut with her blade, and the monsters screamed as the slash  filled  the  tunnel  before  her,  tearing  through  three  ranks  of  the beasts with a single blow. 

“Advance!” Aranos cried out, the call repeated by Wekgreg, and the  dwarves  moved  forward  implacably.    Geltheriel  vanished  as  the kongolorns  rallied  and  pushed  against  her,  but  by  that  time,  the dwarves  stood  only  a  few  feet  from  their  foes,  leaving  another hundred  feet  of  tunnel  under  their  control.    The  spiders  rushed forward  and  crashed  into  the  dwarves  once  more,  but  the  wall  of deepsteel held, anchored by Mutroda in the center and buttressed by Aranos’ Leadership and Battlesense skills. 

The  kongolorn  lines  parted,  and  a  wedge  of  larger,  armored warriors rushed forward toward the dwarven shield wall.  As they did, several dwarven Priestesses raised their hands and began muttering in  their  rumbling  tongue.    Spikes  of  stone  shot  from  the  walls  and floor, intercepting the spiders’ charge.  The creatures slowed to avoid the  spikes,  their  rush  faltering  and  losing  momentum,  and  they smashed  into  the  dwarven  lines  without  noticeable  effect.    The  two lines battled furiously for a minute or so until the last of the stronger kongolorns  fell,  and  Aranos  once  more  ordered  the  dwarves  to withdraw, this time clearing a swath of tunnel with a Devastation Field of mingled lightning, fire, and ice. 

When  Aranos  had  met  with  Almen  Ruggig,  commander  of  the Legions  of  the  Deeps  for  Skollheld  Korhl,  the  dwarven  captain  held little hope that the dwarven legions could break out through the Deep Gate and assault the kongolorn hive. 

““The  kongolorns  don’t  attack  constantly,  Priest,  but  they  never give us a chance to regroup, either,” the brown-haired dwarf informed Aranos in a gravelly voice that seemed harsh even for a dwarf.  “They surge  in  waves;  one  group  hits  our  defenses,  inflicts  as  much damage as they can, then retreats, allowing another to surge forward

and do the same.  They lose some of their number with each assault, but they know they can afford to bleed us dry.” 

“Which  is  why  we  can’t  sit  back  and  let  them  do  it,  Almen,” 

Aranos  agreed.    “We  have  to  take  the  battle  to  them  and  clear  out their  hive.    You’ve  got  five-thousand  dwarves  here;  you  should  be able to break out without any problem.” 

The  dwarf  shook  his  head.    “In  an  open  field,  you’d  be  right, Priest.  One of my legionnaires is worth a dozen of the spiders, easy. 

Past the Deep Gate, though, there’s a mile of straight tunnel before the first gallery, and the kongolorns occupy every inch of it.  We can push  them  back,  but  it’ll  be  slow,  bloody,  and  take  at  least  a  day. 

Once we reach that gallery, we can spread into multiple tunnels and hit  them  on  other  fronts,  which  will  speed  things  up,  but  you’re  still looking at a three-day advance to the hive.” 

“Is  there  another  route  to  the  hive?    If  we  could  hit  them  from behind, we could take the pressure off the gate.” 

“There  are  several  paths  to  the  hive  from  the  Great  Deeps  or topside, yes.”  The man spoke something in Dwarven, and a warrior came  forward  holding  a  long,  tubular  scroll  that  turned  out  to  be  a series of maps of the surrounding tunnels.  The Almen spread it out and pointed to a large area without any details. 

“This  is  the  kongolorn  hive,”  the  Almen  spoke,  then  traced  his fingers  along  several  tunnels,  a  few  of  which  disappeared  off  the edge  of  the  map  but  most  of  which  wound  toward  a  single,  large cavern,  which  he  tapped  several  times.    “This  is  the  Herezhellir, Priest.  If we can reach that, we can move down a half-dozen tunnels toward  the  hive  and  force  the  kongolorns  to  spread  out  their defenses.  Otherwise…” 

He pointed at the edge of the map.  “The topside tunnels come out  almost  a  day’s  walk  from  the  hive.    We  could  reach  any  of  the entrances  in  a  few  hours  from  the  Skollheld,  but  we’d  be  most  of  a day  heading  back  into  the  Deeps  through  riastorn  and  eolmaddern territories.” 

He  pointed  in  the  direction  opposite  the  Skollheld  to  the  hive. 

“These tunnels lead to the Great Deeps.  We could go through those to  reach  them,  but  there  are  things  down  there  that  would  eat  a

kongolorn  hive  as  a  snack.”    He  shrugged.    “Basically,  we’re  stuck here until we whittle the spiders down enough to punch through their lines and drive them back to the Herezhellir.” 

Aranos frowned.  “We don’t have time for that, Almen.  We need to  break  this  siege  quickly;  I  want  the  legions  to  march  to  Avendale and be in place before the Shadowborn army arrives.” 

The  dwarf  shook  his  head.    “If  we  push  faster,  we’ll  lose  more soldiers.  We might reach the hive in two days, but it’ll cost hundreds of dwarven lives to do it.” 

Aranos  stared  at  the  map,  mentally  measuring  distances.    “Not necessarily,”  Aranos  said.    “Give  me  one  legion,  and  I  think  I  can break us out in an hour or so.” 

“An  hour?    You  think  that  one  legion  can  cut  through  probably five  thousand  kongolorns  in  an  enclosed  space  in  a  single  hour, Priest?”  The Almen turned and stared at Mutroda.  “Is he serious?” 

“Generally, Almen,” the Champion replied with a half-shrug.  “And he can probably do it, too.  He’s faced gods; what’s a few thousand spiders compared to that?” 

The Almen reluctantly gave Aranos a legion to use and ordered the  Deep  Gates  ready  to  open.    Aranos  and  his  party  went  through the  gates  first,  driving  the  spiders  back  with  Spells  and  steel,  and Wekgreg’s  legion  fell  into  place,  establishing  their  shield  wall. 

Aranos’  magic  and  Geltheriel’s  blade  scythed  through  the  spiders, clearing  swathes  of  the  monsters  and  allowing  the  dwarves  to  rush forward,  claim  sections  of  the  tunnel,  and  hold  them  against  the kongolorn counterattack. 

 The  passage  widens  ahead,  pack  leader,  Silma’s  voice  rang  in his mind.  The gallery is filled with prey.  Despite her size, the nimble fenrin’s almost supernatural skill in Stealth and teleportation abilities allowed  her  to  slip  past  the  kongolorns  with  ease,  and  she  scouted the passage ahead of the legion’s advance.  Here, I’ll show you. 

Aranos  closed  his  eyes  as  his  mind  filled  with  the  vibrant, oversaturated  image  of  a  huge  cavern.    Silma  had  senses  Aranos didn’t even understand, much less possess, and her nature and Stats heightened  those  senses  to  a  fantastic  degree.    The  scene  in  his mind  exploded  with  colors  beyond  his  description,  and  every  detail

seemed  utterly  perfect.    He  saw  the  tiny  grains  and  lines  in  the kongolorns’  armored  shells,  the  hairline  cracks  running  through  the rocks of the vast gallery, the nearly invisible marks of long-dried water carving  the  walls  and  drawing  stalactites  from  the  ceiling.    The  dry, dense  scent  of  the  kongolorns  nearly  overwhelmed  him,  and  the sounds of their claws rattling on stone rang in his ears. 

He  endured  the  sensory  overload  for  a  few  seconds,  giving  his mind a chance to adapt, until he found himself able to easily scan the gallery.  The cavern stretched nearly two hundred feet across but only twenty or so high, and dwarfed, stunted stalactites dotted the ceiling above, the largest reaching maybe half a foot toward the floor.  The uneven ground sloped sharply downward and looked like something cracked  it  and  tilted  it  in  one  direction  centuries  or  millennia  ago. 

Kongolorns swarmed throughout the cavern, over a thousand of them filling  the  space,  trickling  out  of  the  ten  tunnel  openings  he  saw piercing  the  walls  and  moving  to  join  the  flood  of  creatures  pouring toward the dwarves. 

 Give me a second,  he instructed the fenrin.  I’m going to see if I can clear that place out a bit.  He gathered his mana and focused it on the cavern, willing it to manifest in the center of the space.  Energy poured  from  him  as  his  Spell  jumped  from  his  hands  to  the  distant gallery, exploding in a storm of gravity.  Most of the kongolorns in the gallery  hurtled  toward  the  center  of  his  Gravity  Pulsar,  crashing  into one another, the intense gravity cracking and shattering their armor. 

A second later, the flow reversed, flinging the creatures back outward only to drag them back in to be crushed and pummeled once more. 

He  turned  his  attention  to  the  tunnel  entrances  leading  into  the cavern and channeled even more SP.   Curtains of white-hot lava and shimmering  death  shot  from  the  ground  before  three  of  the  tunnels, bathing  the  exiting  kongolorns  in  fire  and  void  mana  and  sealing those  tunnels  off  to  them  temporarily.    He  continued  raising  Arcane Barriers  to  block  the  tunnels,  sealing  away  the  kongolorns reinforcements, then released the image and opened his eyes. 

“One more push!” he shouted.  “We’re almost at the gallery!” 

Vinmen  Wekgreg  echoed  his  call,  and  the  dwarves  surged forward,  driving  into  the  spiders.    The  Shadowborn  held  for  several

seconds  before  their  line  collapsed  beneath  the  onslaught.    Aranos hurled  an  Energy  Barrage  at  the  lines,  sending  dozens  of  globes  of arctic mana blasting into the kongolorns to freeze and slow them, and the dwarves pressed forward with more vigor.  Slowly, the kongolorns dropped  back  into  the  gallery  as  dwarven  steel  and  arcane  magic shredded their ranks. 

His  Gravity  Pulsar  still  raged  in  the  cavern,  catching  the  rear lines  of  the  kongolorns  and  dragging  them  back  into  its  deadly embrace.  The spiders halted, trapped between the dwarves and the deadly  maelstrom  of  broken  bodies  and  shattered  exoskeletons pulsing back and forth in the gallery, and in that moment, Silma’s howl rang out in the small space. 

Blue and white fire raced in a wall across the cavern, slamming into the Shadowborn and tossing them about effortlessly.  Hundreds of the spiders died instantly, immolated as Silma’s cry inflicted over a thousand points of LP damage to them, while others lost their grip on the floor and found themselves hurtling into the Pulsar raging in the cavern.    Mutroda  and  Glorferdir  both  roared  nearly  simultaneously, and  the  front  line  of  the  spider-creatures  crumbled  as  the  dwarf’s Shield  Bash  and  the  leonal’s  Shattering  Roar  tore  holes  in  their ranks.    The  dwarves  poured  into  the  cavern,  driving  the  monsters back into Aranos’ Pulsar or grinding them against the walls, and the spiders rushed to the sides to retreat before the onslaught.  Geltheriel flickered  into  view  on  one  side,  her  dazzling  sword  carving  through the  fleeing  creatures  with  ease,  while  Aranos  tossed  a  fiery Devastation Field at the opposite side, roasting the monsters alive. 

He  dropped  his  Pulsar  as  the  dwarves  felt  the  edges  of  it, allowing the mangled kongolorn bodies to collapse to the ground and creating  obstacles  for  the  Shadowborn  trying  to  fall  back.    Miwango swept  overhead,  bathing  the  spiders  in  thermal  mana  that  cooked them  within  their  shells,  while  Avalyn  and  the  Priestesses  attacked with fire, lightning, ice, and stone.  The legion continued to press the spiders,  their  spears  and  polearms  punching  through  the  creatures’

armor and spilling their clear, milky blood onto the floor.  The spiders tried to retreat but found their escape blocked by his Arcane Barriers. 

They  turned  to  assault  the  dwarves  with  terrible  ferocity,  but  the



legion  held  fast,  and  within  minutes,  the  last  of  the  creatures  died, spitted  on  Mutroda’s  halberd.    The  cavern  fell  silent,  the  only  noise the crackling of Aranos’ Arcane Barriers as the dwarves reassembled their  shield  wall,  preparing  to  hold  the  cavern  against  the  spiders when his Spells fell.  Aranos had other plans, though. 

“Everyone,  fall  back  to  the  cavern  entrance,”  he  ordered,  his command  echoed  after  only  a  moment’s  hesitation  by  the  Vinmen. 

The  dwarves  grumbled  but  obeyed,  moving  backward  and  vacating their newly claimed cavern.  Aranos stepped forward and closed his eyes, checking his SP and finding it hovering around 60%.  He’d used a lot in taking the gallery, more than he’d thought originally, but down in the Deeps, that wasn’t an issue.  Rock surrounded him on all sides, and he reached out to the rubble, dissolving an inch-thick layer of the floor  in  a  disc  eight  feet  in  each  direction.    The  stone  shivered  and vanished,  turning  into  mana  that  he  hurriedly  sucked  in,  refilling  his SP to 270%. 

He  gathered  strands  of  Redemption,  Ascension,  and  War  and funneled them into his mental image of a Dwarven Gatehouse.  The power  rose  almost  eagerly,  surging  through  him  into  his  Fires  of Redemption Spell and rushing to fill the floor of the cavern.  Golden energy  roared  upward,  almost  flowing  into  the  form  he  envisioned, and  he  controlled  it  tightly,  guiding  the  power  into  fashioning  the densest, most resilient crystals he could. 

Ascension  and  War  flowed  through  the  stones,  reinforcing  the crystalline  grains  and  binding  them  together  even  more  tightly.    As they  passed,  he  used  Ascension  to  join  each  individual  crystal, forging them into long, interwoven links and binding each link to those around it.  It reminded him of the structure of diamond, where all the crystals  linked  into  a  single  whole,  but  with  greater  flexibility  and resistance  to  shattering.    The  energy  rushed  through  him  as  over  a hundred thousand SP flooded the cavern.  When the power faded, he opened his eyes and examined the new wall that bisected the gallery and cut off the kongolorns from the dwarven defenders. 

Dwarven High Rampart

Defensive Structure





Rarity: Exceptional

Quality: Masterwork

Material: Auric Shadestone, Warforged Steel, Shademetal Benefits:  Defense  +400%  to  all  defenders,  Magic  Resistance

+150%  to  all  defenders,  Physical  damage  reduced  by  50%  for  all defenders,  morale  +100%  for  defenders,  defenders  are  immune  to Corrupt  Spells  and  Abilities,  ignores  armor  piercing  from  less  than Mythical  or  Divine  sources,  cannot  be  passed  through  or  teleported through by less than Mythical or Divine abilities, structure is immune to damage from less than Mythical or Divine sources. 

+150 XP

New Material Discovered: Auric Shadestone! 

Auric shadestone is an Evolved form of golden obsidian infused with both War and Ascension mana.  The grains of this stone form one continuous crystal, making it nearly impervious to fracturing, melting, and damage by materials such as acid or dust mana. 

Rarity: Mythical

Benefits: Auric shadestone is impervious to all damage, physical and magical, from less than Mythical or Divine sources.  It ignores effects that  deal  extra  damage  to  solid  objects  or  those  that  bypass  armor unless those stem from Mythical or Divine sources.  Auric shadestone cannot  be  harmed  by  Corrupt  Spells  or  Abilities,  regardless  of  the source, and structures of this stone cannot be passed through using Abilities  such  as  teleportation,  shadow  walking,  or  phasing  through stone. 

“What  is  this,  Priest?”  the  Vinmen  spoke  in  heavily  accented Elvish, pointing to the new wall. 

“A Dwarven High Rampart,” Aranos explained.  “With it, we can hold this cavern until the Rigmen can send the rest of the legions to scour the surrounding tunnels.” 

“I’ll send a runner immediately.”  The man half-turned away, then hesitated and looked back at Aranos.  “Priest, when I first heard that my  legion  had  been  chosen  to  try  and  break  the  siege  of  the  Deep

Gate,  I  thought  it  was  a  fool’s  errand,  one  doomed  to  failure.    I assumed that you’d leave the gate, get swarmed by the kongolorns, and realize how pointless trying to break the siege was. 

“Then,  you  and  your  team  cleared  the  area  before  the  gate  by yourselves,  and  I  wondered  if  we  might  just  have  a  chance.    Since then, we’ve killed thousands of the spiders and lost less than twenty ourselves.  I would have sworn that even the full might of the legions couldn’t have cleared that tunnel in less than a day, and we did it in a bit over an hour.” 

The dwarf looked uncomfortable, but he pressed on.  “What I’m trying to say is that I thought you were a clueless topsider leading us all to disaster.  I was wrong, and I’m glad I got to fight beside you.” 

“I  don’t  blame  you,  Vinmen,”  Aranos  chuckled.    “I  would  have doubted, too.  Go ahead and send your runner.  There’s a lot more fighting still left to be done.” 

Aranos allowed his Arcane Barriers to fail, and the kongolorns in the  tunnels  immediately  rushed  forward  to  assault  the  new fortification  in  their  midst.    They  faltered  as  they  entered  the  newly Redeemed  ground  of  the  gallery,  though,  and  their  attacks  ground harmlessly  against  the  Rampart,  allowing  the  dwarves  to  pick  them off easily with crossbows and, oddly to Aranos’ perspective, a sort of mechanical slingshot that fired small, deepsteel-coated balls of dense iron at high speeds.  When Aranos got a chance to examine one, he realized  that  the  dwarves  fashioned  the  slingshot’s  band  from kongolorn  webbing,  flexible  and  elastic  but  as  strong  as  high  steel. 

He rather liked the idea of using one of the Shadowborn’s creations to kill them, in all honesty. 

The  legions  trickled  in  over  the  next  hour  or  so,  spreading  out along  the  Rampart  and  joyfully  joining  the  slaughter  of  the kongolorns.  Eventually, the legions’ commanders arrived as well, and Aranos walked over to meet the four dwarven Rigmen. 

“Priest,” Rigmen Henrek, commander of the legions of Skollheld Heill  said  as  the  Sorcerer  approached  the  commanders.    “Let  me introduce  Rigmen  Eridrun  of  Skollheld  Ginak,  Rigmen  Thelgrum  of Skollheld  Korhl,  and  Rigmen  Duzel  of  Skollheld  Brahk.”    Aranos nodded to each of the dwarves in turn. 

“Priest,”  the  copper-haired  and  long-faced  Rigmen  Thelgrum spoke,  looking  around  himself.    “You  reached  the  Herezhellir  in  an hour, just as you said – and you’ve reinforced it.”  He shook his head. 

“Even  if  we  don’t  destroy  the  hive,  you’ve  already  done  a  great service for the Skollheld.” 

“We  will  destroy  the  hive,  Rigmen,”  Aranos  said  firmly.    “Almen Ruggig had a map of the tunnels around here.  You don’t happen to have one, as well, do you?” 

“Of course.”  The Rigmen barked something in Dwarven, and a few moments later, a slim dwarf scurried up carrying a large tube of paper.    The  Rigmen  unrolled  it  to  display  an  even  more  detailed version of the map Ruggig had earlier, and Aranos felt Geltheriel shift forward so she could analyze the map with her Cartographer skill. 

“We’re  here,”  Thelgrum  spoke,  touching  the  Herezhellir  on  the map, then tracing his fingers outward.  “As you can see, seven of the ten  tunnels  leading  from  here  eventually  reach  the  hive.    If  we  split the  legions,  we  can  occupy  all  these  tunnels  and  drive  the  spiders back toward their nest.” 

“I’ve got thirty solmriddars we can use as a vanguard,” the black-haired  but  balding  Duzel  offered  in  a  higher-pitched  tone.    “They’ll clear the kongolorns quickly enough.” 

“I’ve got fifteen of my own,” Thelgrum nodded. 

“I brought twenty-two,” the blonde and short Eridun grunted in a deep bass voice.  “Henrek?” 

“Twelve,” Henrek shrugged. 

“If we lead with the solmriddars and heavy infantry, we should be able  to  reach  the  hive  in  a  bit  over  a  day,”  Thelgrum  went  on thoughtfully. 

Aranos  stared  at  the  map.    “How  fast  could  you  reach  it  if  the queen was dead?” he asked slowly. 

The red-headed dwarf looked at him in surprise, then shrugged. 

“Probably a few hours, Priest.  The tunnels from here to the nest are going to be filled with kongolorns, though.” 

“I  think  I  can  get  past  that,”  Aranos  said  with  a  grin.    “Or, technically, I’ve got a Companion who can.  Here’s what we’ll do.  I want  the  legions  to  move  down  the  tunnels  in  force,  but  don’t

advance too quickly.  I want you to draw as many of the kongolorns your way as you can.  My team and I will hit the nest and get rid of the queen.” 

“If you can do that, Priest,” Duzel said, “we can finish the spiders off today.” 

“Then let’s get everyone set,” Aranos nodded, sending a mental message  to  Silma.    “I  want  to  finish  this  up  and  get  the  legions  to Stoneleague as quickly as possible.  We’ve still got a city to save.” 

Chapter 11

When  Aranos  destroyed  the  kongolorn  hive  outside  Skollheld Heill,  he’d  started  by  purging  the  nest  of  creatures  from  a  relatively safe  location.    This  time,  he  lacked  that  advantage.    The  Rigmen’s maps  showed  no  hidden  chambers  he  could  use  to  hit  the  spiders from relative concealment, and while Silma scouted every tunnel she could find around the nest, all of them opened directly into it.  Aranos had  a  feeling  the  chamber  they’d  used  last  time  was  something  the dwarven  scout  Khulkram  made  for  himself,  not  a  normal  part  of  the hive,  and  if  any  of  Skollheld  Korhl’s  scouts  did  the  same,  Silma couldn’t find their handiwork. 

The  fenrin  instead  located  an  out-of-the-way  spot,  and  Aranos opened a portal there using her sight.  The party stepped through into a corridor lined with wispy strands of web.  The tunnel curved ahead of them, and he peeked around the wall.  The tunnel ended thirty feet in  front  of  him  in  a  large,  ovoid  cavern  hundreds  of  feet  across  and even  more  deep.    Webs  filled  the  hollow,  forming  bridges,  tunnels, and  round  chambers  that  hid  their  contents.    Kongolorns  crawled thickly  through  the  webs,  moving  horizontally,  vertically,  and  even upside-down with equal ease, several times more monsters than he’d seen outside of Skollheld Heill. 

He slipped back to the others and gave them a steady look as he communicated  through  his  Hivemind  Spell.  The  hive’s  just  ahead, and it’s full of kongolorns – a lot more than we faced the last time. 

Mutroda shrugged.  That’s not a problem, Sorcerer.  We can hold them in the tunnel, here. 

 One might point out that the tunnel runs in two directions,  Rhys observed mildly.  Can we defend against thousands of the creatures from both sides at once? 

 Probably,  green-hair,  the  dwarf  grinned.  However,  I  see  your point.  She looked at Aranos.  I can block the tunnel behind us with a wall, but the moment I raise it, the entire nest will know we’re here, and they’ll eventually bring up bargets to tear through it. 

 As soon as I start casting my Spell, they will anyway,  the arcane pointed  out.  And  Rhys  is  right;  while  we  probably  could  hold  them back in both directions, there’s no point to taking that risk if we don’t have  to.    I’ll  take  care  of  it,  though;  I  can  block  both  ends,  and  the bargets’  acid  can’t  eat  through  my  walls.  Of  course,  he  knew  that eventually, the kongolorn spellcasters in the nest would band together and bring down his walls through sheer magical mass, but he hoped to finish his City Purge long before that happened. 

The  party  moved  around  the  corner  until  Aranos  could  see  the nest  spread  out  before  him.    While  he  could  technically  cast  City Purge  through  Silma’s  eyes,  he’d  need  almost  five  million  SP  to  do so, even with his bonuses.  As it was, he’d need to cannibalize some of  the  rock  around  him  for  SP  to  cast  the  Spell  normally  without risking  mana  depletion;  channeling  the  extra  SP  into  it  meant  the casting could last ten minutes or more, and if he and his team held back the kongolorns for ten minutes, they probably wouldn’t need his Spell to finish the job. 

As he gathered his SP to channel into City Purge, he funneled a few  strands  into  a  pair  of  Arcane  Barriers  of  thermal,  arctic,  and radiation manas.  The radiation Aspect wouldn’t do much damage to the  creatures,  but  it  attacked  its  victims’  physical  Stats,  further weakening any of them that made it through his walls.  The moment his mana lashed out, the hive reacted; the webbing stretching through it hummed and thrummed loudly, and kongolorns rushed toward their position,  speeding  through  their  webs  and  pouring  toward  him.    His Barriers  flashed  into  place,  translucent  to  normal  vision  but shimmering  opaquely  in  his  mana  sight.    The  closest  kongolorns crashed  into  the  wall  blocking  the  nest  and  died,  flashing  to  ashes, freezing solid, or collapsing into puddles of crumbled exoskeleton and liquefied organs as radiation devoured their bodies. 

Even as his Battlesense warned him that more of the creatures rushed them from behind, Aranos ignored the spiders’ assaults.  City Purge held more complexity than any other Spell he’d crafted, and it took  all  his  focus  to  channel  his  Primal,  Enhanced,  and  Primary manas  into  it  correctly.    The  power  gathered,  slowly  but  inexorably, requiring every iota of his attention to hold its stability as it swelled. 

He  knew  that  if  he  lost  focus,  even  for  a  moment,  the  Spell  would backlash, definitely killing him and probably taking the party with him. 

The kongolorns battered against his Barriers, and a few dozen of the  strongest  slipped  through  simply  from  the  sheer  mass  of creatures  crashing  into  them.    His  party  moved  to  intercept  those swiftly;  Mutroda,  Glorferdir,  and  Avalyn  killed  the  badly  wounded spiders  closest  to  the  hive,  while  Geltheriel  and  Silma  slaughtered any who attacked from the rear.  Miwango hovered overhead, striking the massed creatures with his breath weapons, his Enhanced mana able to slip through Aranos’ walls and bathe the attackers in blasts of thermal, arctic, and kinetic energy. 

Redemption  and  War  surged  through  Aranos,  weaving  into  his Spell, straining to break free of his control and tear rampantly into the creatures, but he held the Aspects tightly in his will.  Even as he did, though,  Liberation  lashed  upward  like  a  snake,  slamming  into  his mental grip and nearly shattering his hold on the Spell.  Primal mana raged within him as all his Domains attempted to escape his grip, and he desperately shifted his Charisma into Wisdom to buttress his will, pouring Willpower into the construct to stabilize it.  For a moment, the power  flickered  and  surged,  nearly  escaping  his  grasp,  but  his empowered will and Willpower finally mastered it, forcing it back into the  channels  he’d  constructed  for  it  and  driving  Liberation  snarling into the depths of his Primal ocean. 

The  Spell  snapped  into  being  with  a  roar  as  black  clouds  filled the hive before him.  Aranos dropped to a knee as the flow of SP cut off,  mentally  exhausted  from  the  effort  of  holding  the  spell-form intact.  He glanced at his status and saw his SP hovering at around 5%; he’d nearly drained his mana entirely to cast the Spell, using far more power than he’d intended.  Liberation’s interference must have ruined  his  Spell’s  efficiency,  draining  mana  from  him  almost  to depletion.    He  placed  a  hand  on  the  ground  and  began  to  shift  the rock beneath him into SP, drawing it in with a sigh of relief – one that lasted for only a moment. 

 Oathbinder,  beware!  Geltheriel’s  voice  rang  in  his  mind,  and Aranos  heard  a  crash  behind  him.    He  staggered  to  his  feet  and looked around, shocked at what he saw.  As his SP dropped, so had

his Arcane Barriers, and now the kongolorns poured toward the party from  both  directions,  thousands  of  them  swarming  the  group  and lashing out with blades, claws, and Spells.  A spray of caustic liquid jetted from somewhere in the press of attackers and splashed against his  shoulder,  burning  and  sizzling  his  flesh  as  the  acid  ate  at  him. 

Apparently, his Eldritch Armor vanished, as well – and he had no idea why.    He  hadn’t  run  out  of  SP,  but  even  if  he  did,  his  Spells  had  a certain inertia.  They should have kept going even if he died…

He cast the thoughts aside and reached out to the rock around him, tearing chunks of it free and sucking the loosed mana into him greedily.    He  gathered  that  power  and  flung  it  at  the  kongolorns behind  the  group,  unleashing  a  pair  of  Energy  Barrages  that  ripped through the creatures with blasts of thermal, arctic, and kinetic mana. 

As he hurled dozens of blasts of power at those monsters, he turned and tossed a Devastation Field into the ones swarming from the nest, obliterating a hundred of the monsters in a blast of radiant flame, ice, and lightning.  He dragged more mana into himself and poured it right back out, weaving a Thermal Web that trapped the kongolorns behind him and cooked them inside their carapaces, then tossing blasts of all four  elemental  Aspects  into  the  hive.    The  mana  exploded  into  his Fire and Ice Spell, ripping at the creatures with tiny pellets of lava and shards of ice that scoured their exoskeletons from their bodies. 

Still, the spiders came, raging toward the invaders of their home in an almost mindless frenzy.  His Mage Shield caught blasts of fire, lightning,  and  darkness  as  the  monsters  hurled  Spells  at  the  party, and he lashed out with tendrils of disjoining void energy whenever he felt their spellcasters gathering power for greater or combined Spells. 

Blasts of flame, waves of crippling necrotic energy, and clouds of gray death mana flowed over the spiders, killing them by the scores before their own casters could gather enough power to disrupt his Spells. 

Slowly, the press of kongolorns from the hive slowed as his City Purge raged throughout the nest.  The Spell caused the creatures to turn  on  one  another  even  as  it  weakened  them  with  necrotic  mana, quickly  weeding  out  the  weakest  of  their  kind  and  causing  the stronger to rage against one another, convinced they battled a hated enemy and not their own kind.  This allowed the party to focus more






on  the  creatures  coming  from  behind  the  group,  and  Aranos  took  a moment to raise another Arcane Barrier between his friends and the hive, ending the attacks from that direction entirely. 

They endured the assault from the kongolorns for long minutes. 

Aranos, Avalyn, and Miwango drove the spiders back time and again, giving the melee fighters much-needed breaks, but still the creatures crashed  forward,  their  charges  breaking  against  Mutroda’s Immovable ability and their carapaces crumpling beneath the party’s blades and claws.  At last, the flood slowed to a trickle, and Aranos placed another Arcane Barrier, ending the assault. 

 That  was  close  for  a  moment,  Oathbinder,  Geltheriel observed, wiping  her  blade  down  and  sheathing  it  at  her  hip  once  more.  Are you well? 

 I’m  fine,  he  answered  with  a  sigh.  My  Spell  almost  got  away from me, is all.  Give me a second to look and see if I can figure out why – we can’t enter the hive until the City Purge ends, anyway. 

He  quickly  pulled  up  his  notifications  and  read  through  them, ignoring the damage and death notifications and focusing on two red ones that flashed in his vision. 

Spell Stability Compromised! 

The addition of Liberation mana to your City Purge Spell has reduced the Spell’s stability to 37%!  You have five seconds to stabilize the Spell, or it will fail! 

Spell Stability Restored

You have stabilized your Spell: City Purge to 86% stability.  Casting the Spell will cost an additional 28% of the base SP. 

Domain Breach! 

Your Liberation Domain has escaped your control!  You have five seconds to regain control of the Domain before it escapes fully! 

Domain Suppressed

You have regained control of your Liberation Domain, but your loss of control increases the Domain’s Personality by 3 points. 



 It looks like one of my Domains almost broke free,  he  informed the others.  I was concentrating so hard on my City Purge Spell that I stopped holding it back, and it escaped for a couple seconds. 

 Wait, you have to hold your Domains in?  Avalyn asked.  Like, all the time? 

He nodded to her.  Yeah, I do.  They have wills of their own, of a sort, and they fight to do what they want without my control.  I have to rein them in constantly. 

 I  struggle  similarly  with  my  Presence,  child,  Geltheriel  agreed. 

 Sacrifice begs to be unleashed, and only my determination to remain the master of myself constrains it.  It is a constant battle.  She looked at  Aranos  seriously.  I  cannot  imagine  how  difficult  it  must  be  with multiple Domains.  How many do you possess, now? 

 Four.  The newest one, Liberation, is giving me more trouble than usual,  though.    Its  entire  nature  is  about  escaping  bondage,  so  it really  doesn’t  like  being  controlled.    When  it  escaped,  it  shattered whatever  barriers  it  found  –  including  the  ones  I’d  raised  and  my Eldritch Armor. 

 It  sounds  dangerous,  Sorcerer,  Mutroda  observed.  Is  there anything you can do about it? 

He frowned in thought.  I’m going to have to make a determined effort to train my Mana Control, I think.  I’m guessing that when I get it to Grandmaster, it’ll help a lot.  I have no idea how to do that now that I can’t regenerate SP normally, though. 

 Can’t you use the trick you taught me?  Avalyn asked.  The one where you suck mana in from a crystal? 

 Between  my  racial  benefits  and  my  Perks,  I  can  drain  about sixteen-hundred SP per second, Avalyn.  I don’t think even the tree in the  House  of  Stars  can  handle  that  sort  of  flow.    Even  if  it  could provide that much SP, though, it would quickly overheat and probably shatter  –  or  set  fire  to  the  Atrium.  He  shook  his  head.  So,  that’s probably not an option for me, no. 

She  stared  at  him  in  shock.  Wait,  what?    Sixteen-hundred?    I can pull in maybe thirty SP per second if I try really hard…

 Do not fret, child,  Rhys chuckled.  I can only regenerate a similar amount, myself.  I have never heard of anyone able to draw in power the way the Liberator does.  He looked at Aranos a bit smugly.  And one might point out that my name for you is prescient, as you have mastered the concept of Liberation at last, Liberator.  You may thank me for my support later. 

Aranos  snorted.  Saphielle  did  better.    She  called  me

 ‘Redeemer’,  and  I  unlocked  Redemption  first;  Liberation  didn’t  even show up as an option until recently. 

 And if it were a race, I would concede to her, Liberator.  I simply point  out  that  I  knew  that  Liberation  was  part  of  you  perhaps  even before you did, and I never failed to remind you of that fact.  I am ever supportive, after all. 

 That you are, Rhys,  he laughed. 

They waited for the City Purge to end – while the mental effects of the Spell wouldn’t harm any of the party, since they only targeted kongolorns,  the  necrotic  damage  would  –  and  Aranos  lifted  his Arcane Barrier to allow Silma to slip into the shattered hive and scout around.    The  fenrin  sent  him  images  of  torn,  broken  kongolorn bodies,  shredded  barget  corpses  whose  locations  he  marked  for Harvesting,  and  destroyed  orbs  of  silk  that  were  once  resting  or breeding chambers for the creatures.  In one of these, she found over two dozen torn and butchered dwarven corpses, and Aranos made a mental note to visit there and reduce those bodies to ashes.  He felt certain  the  kongolorns  laid  eggs  in  the  corpses,  and  the  larvae probably didn’t need those bodies to be alive to provide sustenance for them. 

The party entered the web and made their way to the first set of barget corpses, where Aranos and Geltheriel stopped to Harvest the creatures’  slime  glands.    They  followed  the  fenrin  to  the  central Queen’s Nest and coated their boots with the bargets’ slime to cross the  bridges  of  sticky  webbing  that  provided  the  only  access  into  the nest.  Aranos stopped to give Rhys and Avalyn some of his bandages and medicines before they entered, since the casters’ Spells wouldn’t function  inside  the  nest,  then  took  out  his  Divine  bow  and  followed Geltheriel and Mutroda into the darkness of the nest. 

They  stepped  inside,  and  darkness  plunged  over  them  as Aranos’  light  Spell  winked  out.    Fortunately,  Enchanted  items  still functioned  in  the  hive,  so  Avalyn  had  no  problems  seeing  in  the darkness  thanks  to  the  ring  he’d  given  her  a  few  days  before.    The party  prepped  themselves  as  Aranos’  Battlesense  tracked  the approach of a dozen of the massive, red-shelled seggolorns, the elite defenders of the Queen’s Nest. 

The spiders rushed them, carrying weapons and shields both in their  four  arms,  scuttling  along  the  floor,  walls,  and  ceiling  of  the passage with equal alacrity.  Half the creatures hung back while the rest charged, and Aranos forged a deepsteel arrow, taking aim at the more distant creatures.  Those, he knew, would soon be flinging jets of  acid,  burning  liquid,  and  webbing  at  the  party  –  or  healing  the seggolorns the frontline fighters wounded.  He charged the arrow with mana, filling it with several hundred SP of thermal and arctic energy, then  released  it.    The  arrow  leapt  forth,  streaking  unerringly  toward his target.  The seggolorn tried to raise a shield to protect itself, but Aranos’  shaft  tore  through  the  bulwark  and  struck  the  spider  in  the center  of  its  arachnoid  head.    The  arrow  split  into  five  more,  each streaking out to punch into a nearby creature; a moment later, all six arrows erupted in blasts of mana that shredded their targets. 

Aranos  smiled;  he’d  added  five  hundred  total  Enhanced  SP  to the shot, meaning it did about 730 SP extra LP damage, plus half of that  when  each  shot  exploded.    That  added  to  the  over  1,300  LP

damage the Bow of Arcane Ascension inflicted, and his base Attack with the bow of around 1,800 dramatically boosted that damage.  He quickly Inspected the seggolorns and found them all Badly Wounded, meaning  he’d  dropped  their  LP  to  between  25%  and  50%  with  that one shot.  He forged another arrow and charged it once more, then released.  The creatures tried to dodge or block the incoming shafts, but  thanks  to  his  Divine  bow  and  Master-ranked  Manarchery  skill, they  had  no  way  to  escape.    Another  set  of  blasts  rocked  the  hive, and  the  seggolorns  in  the  back  dropped,  their  exoskeletons shattered, scorched, and brittle with cold. 

Without  ranged  support,  the  seggolorns  in  melee  combat  found themselves quickly overmatched by the party and fell swiftly.  Aranos’

friends  suffered  their  share  of  injuries  in  the  battle,  though,  and without Rhys or Mutroda able to cast healing Spells, they had to rely on Aranos’ less-effective Herbalist remedies.  His concoctions could cure  poisoning,  stop  bleeding,  and  speed  LP  regeneration,  but  they couldn’t close wounds and replace lost LP in seconds the way Spells could. 

Because  of  that,  the  party  moved  relatively  slowly  through  the nest, resting between battles to heal up and recover from poisoning debuffs.  Aranos Harvested the seggolorn carapaces where he could since  he  could  use  those  to  restore  his  lost  SP,  replacing  what  he poured  into  his  Manarchery  skill.    The  spiders  set  traps  for  them, hiding behind walls of thin but invisible webbing and springing out at the  party,  but  Aranos’  Battlesense  detected  those  ambushes  easily. 

Slowly, methodically, but surely, the party made their way toward the center of the nest, the queen’s chamber. 

As they neared, Aranos hesitated.  His Battlesense reached into the  distant  room,  and  he  felt  the  swarm  of  seggolorns  filling  it.    His senses told him that the queen awaited them, as well – but something seemed off to him.  He felt the queen’s presence, the potency of her life force compared to the seggolorns, but that energy pulsed almost too  brightly  in  his  mind.    He’d  faced  a  queen  before,  and  while  the creature  had  felt  powerful  and  threatening  –  this  one  felt  almost overwhelmingly potent.  The queen’s energy blazed in his thoughts, a nova of threat to his Battlesense, and he sent a quick warning to the others. 

“Something’s wrong up ahead,” he murmured.  “The queen feels

–  stronger  than  she  should.    I  don’t  know  why,  but  we  need  to  be careful dealing with her.” 

“Understood,  Sorcerer,”  Mutroda  nodded.    “I’m  always  careful, but I’m glad to know it’s especially warranted this time.” 

“Will the gifts you gave us still shield our minds from her mental attacks?” Rhys asked nervously. 

“They  should  –  but  I  can’t  be  certain.    If  they  don’t,  though, Geltheriel, Silma and I will get everyone out, and we’ll try again with a dwarven legion to help us.” 

They  entered  the  queen’s  chamber  cautiously,  Mutroda  and Geltheriel  in  front,  the  dwarf  with  her  shield  extended  and  the  elf covered  in  the  shimmering  second  skin  of  her  armor.    Aranos  felt before  he  saw  the  ranks  of  nearly  four  dozen  seggolorns  arrayed before  them,  all  standing  back,  waiting  and  watching  as  the  party entered.    The  queen  loomed  behind  them,  looking  like  a  massive, golden-shelled spider with the torso of a ten-foot-tall dwarven female and  a  bloated,  wobbling  abdomen  that  Aranos  knew  held  countless pale,  wriggling  larvae.    As  the  party  entered,  the  queen’s  voice echoed  in  Aranos’  mind,  her  voice  sounding  strangely  layered  and compelling in his thoughts. 

 Welcome,  Sorcerer,  the  queen  almost  purred  at  him.  I  have anticipated your coming with a certain amount of – excitement. 

Aranos frowned, staring at the queen in shock.  The last queen barely  spoke  to  him,  mainly  screeching  and  screaming  at  him  for being  an  intruder.    This  one  sounded  almost  –  urbane.    Plus,  she recognized him as a Sorcerer at the very least, and he suspected she knew exactly who he was. 

“Everyone, get ready,” he instructed his party quietly, ignoring the creature as he forged a truesilver arrow and set it to his bowstring. 

“Keep  the  seggolorns  back  while  I  deal  with  the  queen.    Once  I  kill her, the rest…” 

 SILENCE!  the queen screamed in sudden rage.  I WILL NOT BE

 IGNORED! 

A  stab  of  pain  pierced  Aranos’  skull  as  her  scream  battered against  his  mental  defenses.    The  force  of  her  fury  surged  against him,  crashing  like  thunder,  but  he  steeled  his  will,  and  her  rage washed  over  him  harmlessly.    Geltheriel  and  Silma  seemed unaffected, their Bonds to him sheltering their minds, but the rest of the party staggered as the assault struck them. 

Aranos stared at the queen in shock.  The power behind her fury awed him slightly; he didn’t think he could have struck that hard with a  determined  mental  attack,  much  less  an  incidental  one.    His defenses  and  preparations  kept  her  from  overwhelming  any  of  the party – but he didn’t know how long that would last. 

 Better,  the  queen  said  with  satisfaction  once  more.  As  I  said, Sorcerer, I anticipated your coming.  You killed many of my kind, but they  can  be  replaced.    When  you  and  your  companions  fall  here, though, the Light will fail, and your war will be lost. 

Aranos peered at the queen suspiciously.  ‘My kind’?  he thought curiously.  It  didn’t  say  ‘my  children’.    That’s  what  the  other  queen called its kongolorns.  Something’s wrong, here…

As he pondered, the queen continued speaking.  I will slaughter you,  Sorcerer,  and  capture  your  friends  to  provide  food  for  a  new brood.  They will know torment and agony…

The  queen  screamed  in  pain,  her  words  cutting  off  as  Aranos filled his arrow shaft with the golden fire of Redemption and loosed it, striking  the  beast  in  the  center  of  her  chest.    The  Primal  arrow  tore through  her  armor  and  exploded  in  a  gout  of  aureate  flames, shattered  chitin,  and  milky,  white  blood.    An  instant  later,  a  boom shook  the  room  as  the  arrow  erupted  in  a  fireball  that  seared  the monster’s flesh and cracked more of her chitin, sending shards of it skittering across the room. 

The seggolorns responded instantly to his attack, charging at the party in a storm of blades and claws.  Sprays of fire, acid, and poison shot  from  the  more  distant  creatures,  splattering  across  Geltheriel’s armor and Mutroda’s shield harmlessly but splashing onto Glorferdir’s and Silma’s unprotected fur.  Aranos responded by firing an arrow of warforged  steel  into  the  air  above  the  distant  creatures.    The  arrow shattered  into  dozens  of  smaller  shafts  as  his  Arrow  Storm  ability activated,  each  arrow  streaking  down,  plunging  into  a  seggolorn  –

ignoring  its  armor  and  shields  in  the  process  –  and  erupting  into bursts  of  silver  fire  that  consumed  the  creatures  from  within.    The attack required over ten thousand of his SP, but when the silver fires cleared, fully half the creatures lay dead or horrifically damaged. 

The seggolorn charge crashed into the defenders with a clash of metal on metal.  The spiders hacked at the party with stolen dwarven polearms, hammers, and axes.  Mutroda blocked their strikes with her shield, lashing out at them with her halberd, while Geltheriel slipped past  most  of  the  blows  and  allowed  the  rest  to  slide  off  her  armor harmlessly.    Glorferdir  unleashed  his  Shattering  Roar,  flinging  a

dozen  of  the  creatures  back,  while  Silma  lifted  her  muzzle  and howled,  blasting  a  ring  of  blue  fire  out  into  the  creatures  that  ate  at their armor. 

Aranos  lifted  his  bow  and  fired  another  arrow  at  the  wounded queen.    The  shademetal  shaft  streaked  forth,  shifting  into  a  dozen arrows  that  all  plunged  into  the  queen’s  body,  burying  themselves within  her  and  erupting  with  surges  of  thermal  and  arctic  mana  that ripped  through  her  body,  ignoring  her  defenses  and  freezing  and searing  her  flesh.    She  screamed  in  pain,  the  mental  screech slamming  into  his  mind  like  a  titanic  wave,  but  he  shook  it  off  and noted the party members doing the same.  Recalling how he’d beaten the last queen, he unleashed an arrow packed with Liberation mana, one that sparkled and glittered as it flew.  The arrow plunged into the queen, and the combined Liberation and void energies within it tore at the queen’s connection to the nest, severing her link to its power and depriving her of her source of SP. 

As  the  queen’s  link  failed,  the  kongolorns  faltered,  seeming confused and uncertain for a moment.  Geltheriel took that moment to strike, thrusting with her blade and skewering a dozen of the spiders as phantom swords plunged into their chests.  Mutroda slammed her shield into a seggolorn with a roar, shattering the thing’s thorax and unleashing  a  wave  of  gleaming  white  force  that  rippled  through  the monsters,  cracking  and  searing  their  shells.    Silma  lunged  forward, her  fangs  easily  ripping  off  arachnid  limbs,  and  Miwango  swooped overhead, bathing the beasts in his breath weapon. 

Aranos  unleashed  a  Chaining  Shot  at  one  of  the  seggolorns, boosting  it  with  a  thousand  SP.    The  arrow  struck  the  monster  and exploded  into  twenty  shafts  that  erupted  outward  like  a  starburst, tearing through spidery exoskeletons with ease.  The seggolorns fell back,  dropping  beneath  the  party’s  attacks,  and  Aranos  took  the moment  to  loose  another  Primal  arrow  at  the  queen,  striking  her  in the head with a blast of fiery War.  The arrow exploded in flames that nearly  tore  the  creature’s  skull  from  her  body,  blowing  one  of  her arms free and spraying her blood into the air. 

The  party  pushed  forward,  hacking  through  the  seggolorns  as their hideously wounded queen struggled to cling to life.  Aranos felt a

surge of satisfaction as he drew another arrow, pouring nearly three thousand SP into it and filling it with Redemption.  The arrow streaked forth, sinking into the queen’s chest, and erupted with a massive roar of  golden  flames.    The  queen’s  torso  split  apart,  blasting  into  two scorched,  smoking  chunks  of  flesh  that  slapped  against  her abdomen, exposing her burned and shredded organs. 

 ENOUGH!   The queen’s mental scream crashed against Aranos’

mind  like  a  hundred  thunderclaps,  knocking  him  back  a  step  and sending pain screaming through his skull from the impact.  Glorferdir and  Miwango  dropped  at  once  as  the  assault  stunned  them,  and Avalyn  and  Rhys  both  clutched  their  heads  with  expressions  of agony.    Even  Silma  and  Geltheriel  winced,  the  power  of  the  attack bleeding through the protection of his Bond with them, and Mutroda shook her head, her face twisted in torment. 

Aranos stared as the queen’s split torso rose from her abdomen and  slowly  congealed  together,  the  wound  bisecting  it  healing  from the base upward.  A new arm erupted from her shoulder in a burst of slime  and  milky  blood,  replacing  the  one  she’d  lost,  and  shattered armor rebuilt itself with a wet crackling sound.  A lump bulged above her  shoulders,  swiftly  growing  into  a  new  skull  that  clacked  its mandibles delightedly. 

“What  the  hell?”  he  muttered,  Inspecting  the  queen  for  the  first time. 

 Drotgolorn

 Unwounded

 Hivemind, Dark Empowerment, Strength of the Storm, Dire Regeneration, Tempest’s Fury

 Threat Level: Deadly

“Is it a skinwalker, Oathbinder?” Geltheriel asked quietly.  Aranos shook his head, but before he could answer, the queen spoke. 

 I  am  no  mere  naldlooshii,  elf!    I  was  ancient  when  the  first bringers  of  Chaos  arrived  from  the  ruins  of  their  shattered  world. 

 Even  then,  the  beasts  feared  me  and  swore  allegiance  to  me,  the Venomous Queen! 

The queen lifted her hands, and Aranos felt her connection to the nest snap back into place as she funneled a massive blast of mana. 

Arcs  of  electricity  rolled  out,  striking  every  creature  in  the  room, spider  and  humanoid  alike.    A  blast  of  dark  blue  lightning  crawled across  Aranos’  chest,  blasting  him  backward  and  paralyzing  his muscles as his LP dropped to 60% in an instant.  He saw his party members scattered by the burst and watched their LP plummet in his party  screen,  Avalyn  hovering  just  above  10%  from  that  single attack. 

He forced his muscles to work, his Fortitude skill brushing aside the  Paralyzed  debuff  and  letting  him  stagger  to  his  feet,  lifting  his bow.    The  queen  simply  raised  a  hand,  and  the  air  before  Aranos cracked with thunder as another, thicker blast of lightning caught him in  the  stomach  and  tumbled  him  backward,  his  LP  plummeting  to 30% from the strike. 

 I admit to some disappointment, Sorcerer,  the queen shook her head.  I thought you would be a more challenging opponent.  Perhaps the Darkbringer overestimated you – or perhaps her time has come at last.  The massive spider shrugged her shoulders and lifted her hand once  more.    Aranos  fought  through  his  paralysis  and  prepared  to unleash his Domains; he doubted the nest could drain Primal mana, and  War’s  shield  would  hold  out  something  as  simple  as  lightning without difficulty.  He dreaded having to regain control of the Domains after, but he’d rather live to fight that battle than let his party die. 

The lightning arced forth, but it slammed into a brilliant, blazing white  blade  that  turned  it  aside,  dragging  the  thick  bolt  of  electricity down  to  the  floor  of  the  nest,  where  it  drained  away  harmlessly. 

Geltheriel  stood  before  him,  gleaming  in  the  shademetal  skin  that coated her from head to toe, and turned her blade to face the spider queen. 

“Know  this,  dark  vermin,”  the  elf  said  in  a  ringing  voice  that carried throughout the nest.  “The servants of Darkness will never find my Oathbinder standing alone against them.  I am his shield and his sword,  and  I  will  always  stand  between  the  Shadow  and  his  life. 

When  you  face  one  of  us,  you  will  ever  face  us  both,  through  time eternal.” 

 Then you will die for him,  the queen hissed, hurling jagged bolts of  black  lightning  that  crawled  across  the  Shade’s  armor  without

damaging the elf. 

“Indeed,  and  when  that  day  comes,  I  will  count  it  as  work  well done,”  she  replied,  hefting  her  blade.    “But  today  is  not  that  day, spiderling, and you will not be my doom.  Let me show you the power of the True Blade of Evenshade in the hands of its Champion!” 

The  queen  screeched  in  pain  as  Geltheriel  blurred,  moving  so swiftly that only Aranos’ Battlesense tracked her.  Her gleaming blade flashed, and the queen fell to the side as the elf severed three of the spider’s  legs  in  one  slash.    Those  legs  regrew  almost  immediately, but  Geltheriel  still  moved,  appearing  on  the  creature’s  back  and cutting  into  the  queen  from  behind.    The  gleaming  Blade  of Evenshade  parted  the  spider’s  armor  like  paper,  and  the  queen screamed in pain as celestial energy poured into her flesh. 

Aranos  rose  to  his  feet  once  more,  nocking  an  arrow  filled  with Redemption  and  humming  with  mana.    The  shaft  lanced  forth, plunging  into  the  queen’s  chest  and  exploding,  nearly  blasting  her torso  free  of  her  body.    He  followed  it  with  a  warforged  arrow  filled with  the  energy  of  decay,  and  the  sickly  green-silver  flames  that erupted  dissolved  and  rotted  the  queen’s  torn  flesh.    He  loosed another  shaft  that  cloned  into  ten  and  struck  along  her  abdomen, exploding  in  blasts  of  golden  fire  that  slaughtered  the  larvae  within her and consumed much of her body. 

Twenty  thousand  SP  went  into  those  three  shots,  and  Aranos estimated all told, they had to have done almost ninety thousand LP

in  damage.    Even  Mutroda  wouldn’t  have  survived  that  sort  of damage,  and  the  queen’s  ravaged  body  stood  as  testament  to  the ferocity of his attack.  His fires consumed most of her flesh, leaving only a large chunk of her abdomen and one of her rows of legs intact; everything else lay as gobbets of burned meat or hunks of shattered chitin scattered all around her. 

 There’s  no  way  she  can  regenerate  that,  he  told  himself.  That has to have killed her…

He felt the first touch of despair as her body shifted and wriggled, new flesh regrowing to replace what she’d lost.  Her abdomen filled out, new legs piercing her side and slamming to the floor to stabilize her.  Her torso rippled upward, rebuilding itself in seconds, and in a

moment,  she  stood  unharmed,  her  arms  spread  wide  as  her  silent laughter filled the room. 

 You cannot kill me, Sorcerer,  the  queen  crowed  triumphantly.  I am  eternal,  beyond  your  power  to  touch!    Know  that  while  you  face the  body  of  a  simple  drotgolorn,  in  truth,  the  Queen  of  Storms opposes you! 

“Blossth!” Geltheriel hissed in dismay.  “The Manylegged Queen! 

God of the Dark Pantheon!” 

 None  other,  elf,   the  god  laughed  triumphantly.  No  mortal  can defeat me!  I will slaughter you all and use your flesh to raise a new race of Shadowborn, one that will eliminate the hated Light once and for all! 

Aranos’ mind reeled as he stared at the queen.  A god?  She’s a god?  He  dove  to  the  side,  dodging  another  blast  of  lightning  and responding  with  a  Redemption-powered  arrow  that  burned  into  the queen – and healed almost instantly.  His heart sank; he remembered how Ilistil healed her wounds constantly, as well.  He thought that was a  side  effect  of  her  form-shifting  ability,  but  apparently,  Blossth possessed  that  power,  too.    She  could  heal  whatever  damage  she took instantaneously; perhaps any deity could. 

Silma’s howl rang out in the room, and the blue fire of her ability ravaged the Queen’s flesh as the fenrin lunged forward, grasping one of the spider’s legs and tearing it free.  The leg regrew instantly, and the queen flung a lance of black lightning at the wolf.  Mutroda leaped before  the  blast,  though,  deflecting  it  with  her  shield  before  hacking through  a  leg  with  her  halberd.    Aranos  looked  over  to  see  the seggolorns  all  lying  dead;  the  party  killed  the  few  creatures  who’d survived  Blossth’s  initial  lightning  storm.    Glorferdir  and  Miwango hung back, both looking badly wounded and being tended by Avalyn and Rhys, but Aranos and Geltheriel no longer faced the god alone. 

The  party  attacked  the  huge  spider  fiercely.    Geltheriel’s  sword carved chunks from the thing’s hide, and her armor shed its magical counterattacks.    Mutroda  kept  Blossth  occupied  with  her  Pull  of  the Stone ability and struck at the spider queen with celestially enhanced strikes  and  abilities,  while  Silma  tore  at  Blossth’s  sides,  using  her mass  and  speed  to  keep  the  spider  off-balance.    The  queen  fought

back, hurling lightning, wind, ice, and acid at the party members, but Mutroda  caught  these  on  her  armor,  while  Silma  dodged  nimbly  to avoid the god’s wrath. 

Aranos joined in with his Primal arrows, but even as he did, he knew  their  efforts  would  be  useless.  She’s  a  god,  and  we  can’t  kill her normally,  he thought desperately.  We only beat Ilistil by dragging her into the Bridge of Light and weakening her; I can’t open a portal there  to  drag  her  inside  while  we’re  in  the  nest!    We  need  to  find another way to hurt her, something that’ll work on the Mortal Realm…

His  eyes  widened  as  realization  struck  him.    Blossth  couldn’t exist  here  on  the  Mortal  Realm;  his  Otherworldly  Lore  skill  assured him  of  that.    The  gods  were  immortal,  creatures  of  divine  essence, and the Mortal Realm was barred to them.  At least, it was supposed to be – did the Feast change that?  Did it allow the gods to come to this world freely? 

He shook his head.  That couldn’t be possible.  If it were, Virnal could have conquered the Lands of Light by herself.  With the Bright Pantheon locked away, no power on Ka could have resisted the dark gods  if  they’d  chosen  to  strike  at  the  Lightborn.    That  hadn’t happened,  though;  nothing  he’d  read  spoke  of  the  gods  walking around  during  the  Feast.    Which  meant  that  either  the  gods  were barred from Ka, still – in which case the spider lied to them – or they had another reason not to come to the Mortal Realm.  He smiled as suspicion grew in his mind of just what that reason might be. 

He  nocked  another  arrow,  flooding  it  with  Liberation,  void,  and soul mana, then released it at the queen.  The arrow struck, plunging into her lower thorax, but the shaft didn’t explode or erupt with power. 

Instead,  it  flooded  the  spider  with  magic,  the  twin  energies  of Liberation  and  necrotic  mana  spreading  out  through  her  body.    The queen screamed as necrotic mana wrapped around her vital essence while  Liberation  struck  at  the  bonds  between  her  and  the  nest, shattering them once more.  Aranos knew she could restore that link, but it would take a moment, and he didn’t intend to give that to her. 

“Hit her, hard!” he shouted at his party.  “Keep her off-balance!” 

Mutroda  roared  and  slammed  her  shield  into  the  queen’s abdomen  in  an  Unstoppable  Charge,  knocking  the  spider  backward

into Silma.  The fenrin tore at the spider’s legs, ripping them free and sending  the  queen  crashing  to  the  ground.    Geltheriel  appeared above  the  spider,  her  blade  flashing  as  she  severed  the  monster’s head and arms with two quick slashes. 

Blossth  began  to  heal  instantly,  but  Aranos  rushed  forward, pouring  his  Charisma  into  Agility  to  speed  his  run.    He  leaped upward,  using  his  Novice-ranked  Climbing  skill  to  scramble  up  the spider to where his arrow still protruded from her body.  He grabbed the shaft and closed his eyes, sending his thoughts and Soulweaving skill plunging into the queen’s essence, riding the bridge his necrotic mana created to the god’s soul. 

Blossth’s essence blazed fiercely in his mind, a tempest of black power  that  crackled  with  lightning  and  roared  with  thunder.    Frigid winds  battered  him,  chilling  his  thoughts,  while  ice  and  lightning leaped for him, striking at his mind.  War responded at once, racing down his link and shielding him in a globe of silver fire that shed the god’s  attacks.    Even  so,  the  ferocity  of  her  power  battering  at  him nearly  stunned  Aranos;  Blossth’s  power  dwarfed  his,  and  if  they battled in the Kala, he knew that she would shatter his defenses with ease. 

They  stood  in  the  Mortal  Realm,  though,  and  Aranos’  Lore  skill assured  him  of  one  simple  fact.    Every  creature  in  Ka  shared  a common  trait:  mortality.    Everything  in  the  Mortal  Realm  could  die; that was what made it the Mortal Realm.  By coming to Ka, Blossth gave up some of her divine power – and her immortality.  That had to be why the Dark Pantheon never came to Ka during the Feast.  Here, the unkillable creatures could die. 

He drew on his Domains, weaving all four into a lance of Primal power bound by Ascension and sheathed in Liberation.  He fed Soul Points into that Arcane Lance, and It blazed with furious power that lit the  Darkness  of  Blossth’s  soul.    He  drove  the  lance  forward, slamming  it  into  a  web  of  black  lightning  that  formed  around  the queen’s  essence,  shielding  it  from  his  attack.    The  lance  struck  the lightning, and for a moment, the god’s power held against his blow. 

He  felt  the  web  flexing  beneath  his  assault,  and  he  bore  down, 

stabbing the lance deeper into the web and feeling it unravel beneath his attack. 

 CURSE YOU, SORCERER!  the god screeched in fear and rage. 

 I WILL DRAG YOU TO THE PIT AND FEAST ON YOUR SOUL! 

 No,  Blossth,  you  won’t,  he  replied  grimly,  driving  the  Lance deeper.  All  you’re  going  to  do  is  die,  right  here,  right  now.    You shouldn’t have come to this world – to MY world.  I’m going to drive every  last  one  of  the  Dark  Pantheon  from  my  world,  and  there’s nothing any of you can do to stop me! 

 IN THAT YOU ARE WRONG, SORCERER,  she laughed even as her defenses failed.  AS WE SPEAK, YOUR PRECIOUS WAR FAILS

 AND YOUR CITIES FALL!  YOU WILL SEE THE RUIN OF ALL YOU

 HOLD DEAR! 

The  web  shattered,  and  his  power  poured  into  Blossth’s essence,  tearing  at  her  Darkness  and  burning  away  her  storms.    At the same moment, Geltheriel’s blade and Mutroda’s halberd plunged into the god’s flesh, and Silma’s howl filled the room.  The power of Light flooded the divine creature, shattering her Darkness – and the world went black around Aranos as Blossth died, her deific essence obliterated by their combined power. 

Chapter 12

Aranos  hung  in  darkness  as  the  system  once  more  adapted  to the loss of a god.  As he floated in the endless void, a point of light appeared  before  him,  slowly  spreading  and  growing  until  it  took  a humanoid shape.  The figure coalesced into the form of a human man dressed in jeans and a leather jacket, his long, black hair pulled back into a ponytail at the base of his skull and his face stubbled with the shadow of a beard.  He gazed at Aranos through ice-blue eyes, his expression  somewhat  bleak  and  grim  as  he  looked  the  Sorcerer  up and down. 

“Mr. Lawing,” the man said in a deep baritone.  “It’s nice to finally meet  you.    My  name’s  Carl,  and  I’m  one  of  the  AIs  running Singularity.” 

“Just  one  of  them?”  Aranos  asked,  his  eyes  narrowing  slightly. 

“Or are you Veronica’s counterpart?” 

Carl nodded.  “Perceptive of you.  Yes, just as she’s the Lady, I’m the Lord in this world.” 

Aranos gazed at the man steadily.  “So, are you here to punish me for opposing you in the game?” 

Carl  laughed  easily,  shaking  his  head.    “No,  not  at  all.    Despite what you seem to think, I’m not actually evil.  I’m just playing a role, doing  a  job  that’s  necessary  for  the  game  to  function.    You  of  all people  should  understand.    You  helped  to  write  my  programming, after all.  I started out as a simple recycling program.” 

Aranos stared at the man in shock.  “Wait, what?  That code – I just  wrote  that  code  to  free  up  and  repurpose  resources  the  game didn’t need.  I never designed an AI…” 

“No, you didn’t, but that code is part of my core, and it’s still my primary function.  You figured it out already; my job is to take game resources and repurpose them, so nothing is lost or wasted.  In the game, that translates out to Corruption and destruction, but it’s really just a way of keeping the server functioning optimally.”  He shrugged. 

“Of  course,  that  also  includes  recycling  the  NPCs  who  die,  clearing their  memories  and  repurposing  their  templates  so  they  can  live

another  life.    Veronica  builds  new  NPCs  and  content,  and  I  recycle what’s  no  longer  in  use.    Together,  we  keep  Singularity  running smoothly.” 

“Why?” Aranos asked curiously. 

“Why?  Why what, Mr. Lawing?” 

“Why  do  you  recycle  the  NPCs  like  that?    What’s  the  point?” 

Aranos  shook  his  head.    “You  could  make  them  respawn  just  like Travelers, but you don’t.  Why?” 

“Because the purpose of Singularity Online isn’t to entertain you, Mr. Lawing, not really,” Carl sighed.  “Despite what you players think, the  point  of  this  game  is  to  create  a  workable  mapping  of  a  human mind, remember?” 

Aranos blinked; he hadn’t really forgotten that, but it didn’t loom large in his mind, either.  “Okay, so that’s the point of the game, but what  does  that  have  to  do  with  the  NPCs…oh.”    He  nodded  as understanding flooded him.  “I get it.  The NPCs – they’re test cases for creating a realistic human mapping, aren’t they?” 

“Exactly.”    Carl  folded  his  hands  behind  his  back  and  looked upward.  “You see, Mr. Lawing, most people don’t really understand what the Singularity really is, what it means to perfectly map a human mind.    It’s  not  a  simple  matter  of  duplicating  all  your  neural connections; if it were, we’d have been there years ago. 

“For  a  person  to  have  a  fully  digital  mind,  we  have  to  create  a mind  that  perfectly  replicates  theirs.    The  neural  net  has  to  become that  person,  share  their  thoughts,  make  the  same  decisions  they would.    It  has  to  replicate  their  conversations,  recall  their  memories just  as  they  do,  and  behave  in  exactly  the  same  fashion  as  their human counterpart.  If we create a mind that does that – one that is that human, sharing the same thoughts, feelings, and choices – then we’ve  reached  the  true  Singularity.    We’ve  created  a  mind  that  is  a person, in every way that matters.” 

Aranos frowned.  “I don’t know that I agree,” he said slowly. 

“Really?    What  is  an  individual,  Mr.  Lawing?    A  collection  of unique memories?  A specific way of looking at the world?  A peculiar combination  of  sensory  data  and  feedback  that  no  other  human shares?”  Carl shrugged.  “If we replicate a neural net that shares all

of those things, that responds exactly the same way you do to stimuli and challenges, that makes the same choices as you given the same situations, that remembers everything you do with the same clarity –

or lack thereof – how is that construct different from you?  How would anyone ever be able to tell the difference, even you?” 

Aranos opened his mouth to respond, then closed it thoughtfully. 

Really, he supposed that if that neural net truly had all his memories, all his sensory experiences, and replicated his thoughts and feelings perfectly  –  there  wouldn’t  be  a  way  to  tell  them  apart.    Each  would think that they were the real Jeff Lawing; they would have to, because if  one  knew  that  it  was  an  artificial  creation,  that  would  change  its experience and cause the two to diverge.  Part of him insisted that he was a unique individual, a human possessing a soul and not a series of lifeless qubits, but he suspected that a digital version of him would think the same thing and believe that it possessed a soul and was a real, sapient being. 

“Precisely,”  Carl  spoke  to  Aranos’  inner  thoughts.    “That’s  the point of this game, Mr. Lawing.  It exists to create a way to perfectly create a neural net that will mimic a true human in every detail, down to their favorite color and the way their feet itch sometimes.  We want to  create  a  digital  person  that  is  utterly  identical  to  a  real  one, indistinguishable from one in every way.” 

Aranos nodded.  “So, you created the NPCs to test your neural nets,” he said slowly.  “They’re like a testing lab: you can create them from  base  templates  and  allow  them  to  grow  and  develop,  honing how your algorithms respond to various situations and stimuli.” 

“Yes.  If an NPC behaves in a way that doesn’t correspond to a typical  human  reaction,  we  know  that  we’ve  adjusted  its  neural  net incorrectly.  When it behaves typically, we know to reinforce that part of  its  net.    Using  the  NPCs,  we’ve  generated  literally  billions  of personalities  with  differing  levels  of  success,  and  each  new generation  improves  our  ability  to  adjust  the  nets  corresponding  to true humans appropriately.” 

“That makes sense,” Aranos said after a moment, then stared at the  AI  suspiciously.    “However,  you  didn’t  come  to  talk  to  me  about that, did you?” 

“No, not really – although it’s nice having someone to chat with about  it  who  isn’t  another  AI  and  who  actually  understands  what we’re  saying.    Your  friend  Longfellow  is  good  for  that,  as  well,  and we’ve had lots of deep talks on the subject.” 

“I can imagine.”  Aranos knew that Longfellow was a psychiatrist IRL,  one  who  focused  on  artificial  learning  and  personalities.    He’d certainly have a lot of insight into the nature of an artificial life form. 

“So, why are we chatting?  Because I killed another god?” 

“Yes,” Carl nodded with a sigh.  “We were hoping that your chat with Cron would convince you to stop doing that.  As you’ve deduced, the gods are lesser AIs tasked with controlling different aspects of the game  world,  and  when  you  destroy  one,  that  part  of  the  game generates an error on a procedure call.” 

Aranos  stared  at  the  AI  in  shock.    “Wait,  you  assigned  those procedures  to  objects?”  he  demanded.    “So,  every  time  the  sun comes up, it calls on Aren Sunlord to make it happen?” 

“Not exactly, no – but that’s close.”  Carl sighed.  “When we first started creating this game, we tried to moderate everything ourselves and found it impossible, even with our processing power.  There are simply too many variables to oversee.  So, we created lesser AIs and tasked them with monitoring aspects of the game world.  They in turn created sub-AIs to handle procedure calls, but all of those are linked back to the god AI that created them. 

“So, now, whenever the sun rises, it makes a call to a procedure, which is moderated by a smaller AI – and that moderation is cleared by a god AI.” 

“That seems horribly inefficient,” Aranos observed. 

“It’s necessary, though.  Those double checks and triple checks make sure that nothing goes wrong and catches errors as they occur, allowing us to fix them on the fly rather than shutting down the game to  patch  them.    Especially  where  player  minds  are  concerned,  we tend to err on the side of security over efficiency.” 

Aranos couldn’t argue with that logic.  “Okay, so why is the game shutting down every time I kill a god?” 

“Because  when  you  kill  a  god,  its  object  vanishes  from  the database,” Carl explained.  “So, when a procedure calls to it, it finds a

null object, and the whole procedure fails.  In the most recent case, Blossth  was  the  AI  in  charge  of  all  insects  and  arachnids,  but  she also handled things like bad weather, lightning, and natural disasters. 

After you killed her, somewhere in the game, a storm started to form, and that called to her – and found nothing, creating a critical error.” 

“Why  did  you  link  those  AIs  to  something  that  could  be  killed, then?” Aranos demanded. 

“Because  the  gods  weren’t  supposed  to  be  able  to  be  killed. 

They’re not really alive, remember?  They’re just AIs, programs that never  end.    When  you  ‘kill’  one,  it  just  recycles  back  to  the  Pit  and continues on.  At least, it was supposed to.” 

Carl snorted.  “You got around that.  You’ve somehow discovered how  to  separate  an  AI’s  structure  from  its  object,  destroying  the object in the process.  Without an object to attach to, the AI’s function is determined to be extraneous code, and it’s recycled, killing the AI and leaving that process unfilled.” 

“Can’t  you  reassign  them  to  something  more  permanent?” 

Aranos  asked.    “Leave  the  gods  as  they  are  but  assign  their  AIs  to something  like  the  world,  or  the  ocean,  or  something  that  can’t  be destroyed?” 

“We don’t believe such a thing exists,” Carl sighed.  “At least, not anymore.    You’ve  destroyed  far  too  many  indestructible  things,  Mr. 

Lawing.    That  drotgolorn  should  have  been  beyond  you  –  it consumed  the  other  two  drotgolorns  to  grow  stronger,  bringing  its level well above yours, and you were hampered by being in an area that restricted spellcasting – but you managed to not only kill it but to do so decisively. 

“However, even if we had such a thing, it’s not a simple matter of changing the object name in a database.  We have to unbind the AI process  first,  then  create  the  new  object,  then  reassign  it.    While we’re doing that, the game will generate critical errors galore, and we may end up losing the whole thing.” 

He shook his head.  “We can’t fix it until the beta test is over, I’m afraid.    Until  that  time,  I’m  asking  you  –  please  stop  killing  the  god AIs.  Or, at least, stop doing so in a way that breaks the game.” 

Aranos laughed in disbelief.  “Wait, are you serious?” 

“Quite  serious,  Mr.  Lawing,”  Carl  said  intently.    “You’re threatening the stability of the entire game.  If you don’t stop, we may have to take action.” 

“Like what?” Aranos asked, falling quiet as anger kindled inside him.    “Forcibly  log  me  out?    Nerf  my  character?    Send  me  back  to level  one?”    He  shook  his  head.    “And  why?    All  because  I’m defeating the gods – the gods that  you  put in my path to block me, I might add!” 

“Mr. Lawing, I…” 

“No, Carl.  I listened to you.  Now, you listen to me.”  He took a step  closer  to  the  AI,  anger  slowly  rising  in  his  chest.    “You  want  to blame someone for this?  Go look in a mirror.  This is all your fault –

yours and Veronica’s, not mine.  You  chose the Cleansing Quest for Geltheriel,  knowing  that  it  would  put  me  at  odds  with  the  Dark Pantheon.  You   allowed  those  god  AIs  to  attack  me  directly  rather than working through intermediaries.  You  placed them in a way that I’d  have  to  deal  with  him  –  and  why?    Because  you  wanted  to  see what I’d do when faced with an impossible challenge?” 

He shook his head.  “Well, now you’ve seen it.  I find a solution, no  matter  what  it  takes  or  how  hard  it  might  be.    So,  if  you  try  to oppose me – for playing  your  game the way  you  set it up for me to play  –  I’ll  fight  you,  both  here  and  IRL.    I’ll  find  a  way  to  make  you back  off,  one  way  or  another.    So,  you  want  to  threaten  me  again, Carl?  Or would you rather stop and talk about things rationally?” 

Carl stared at Aranos for long seconds, then sighed.  “You have a rather large stubborn streak, Mr. Lawing,” he said sadly.  “It’s why Veronica insisted that I come to speak with you rather than her.  I told her  that  you’d  have  forgiven  her  by  now  –  but  you  haven’t,  have you?” 

“No,” Aranos said flatly.  “She’s been spying on me, reporting my movements to my boss – who has taken an antagonistic role to me in the game.  There’s no way that’s not cheating, and that means I can’t trust her in the slightest.  If I can’t, then I don’t want to deal with her.” 

He gave Carl a flat look.  “Can I deal with you, Carl?” 

“In all honesty?  Probably not,” the AI shrugged.  “I’m beholden to the same forces she is, Mr. Lawing.  I’ll report this conversation to



Mr.  Newsome  if  he  asks,  and  I’ll  certainly  tell  him  that  you  killed another god.  I don’t have much choice; in this world, I’m all-powerful, but  in  your  world,  I  can  be  killed  with  the  flip  of  a  switch  –  and  Mr. 

Newsome holds that switch.  I’m sorry, Mr. Lawing.” 

Aranos nodded.  “I get it, but the fact that you have good reason doesn’t make you more trustworthy.  All I ask is that you don’t work against  me,  Carl  –  you  or  Veronica.    So  long  as  you’re  not  actively trying  to  stop  me,  I  don’t  much  care  what  you  tell  Newsome…but  I also don’t want you around to remind me that you’re doing it.” 

“As you wish,” Carl sighed.  “And I can see that you really would work against us if we tried to unfairly harm your character – which is a bigger  threat  than  it  might  normally  be,  considering  how  well  you break the game on a regular basis.  I’ll still ask that you refrain from simply  killing  the  gods,  though.    We’ve  made  it  so  that  you  can  win without needing to do that.” 

“I’m  not  promising  anything,  Carl.    I’ll  do  what  I  have  to. 

However, if I can find another way – one that doesn’t’ cost me more than I’m willing to pay – I’ll do my best to take it.” 

“Then that’s all I can ask, I guess.”  Carl stepped back, nodding to Aranos.  “I’ll send you back, now, Mr. Lawing.  Your party members won’t  realize  that  you’ve  been  gone,  and  we  held  every  player  in stasis  while  we  had  this  talk,  so  they  won’t  realize  it,  either.    I  wish you luck on your Quest – and helping us with ours.” 

The  AI  vanished,  and  the  world  crashed  back  around  Aranos once more. 

Lily  hung  helplessly  in  the  darkness  as  the  world  vanished around  her.    For  a  moment,  she  didn’t  exist;  she  saw  nothing,  felt nothing,  sensed  nothing.    Her  mind  screamed  at  the  lack  of sensation,  begging  for  input,  and  she  lashed  out,  railing  at  the blackness  as  if  she  could  shatter  it  with  sheer  will.    She’d  felt  that sensation once before, and she never wanted to feel it again; it was worse than waiting for respawn, worse even than being trapped in the

game.  She was and wasn’t at the same time, her mind shrieking that she  existed  while  her  body  insisted  she  didn’t.    She  hated  it;  she wanted the fuck out, the FUCK OUT NOW! 

Reality crashed into her once more, sights and sounds wrapping about  her  like  a  blanket,  and  she  almost  sobbed  with  relief.    The shattered  remains  of  the  throne  room  of  Northmoor  lay  scattered around her, the scent of death and blood thick once more in the air. 

With  a  desperate  hope,  she  tried  to  move,  to  speak,  to  do anything, but her body remained as far out of her reach as ever.  She screamed silently, wanting desperately to lash out at the Darkbringer controlling her like a puppet, but she barely maintained control of her rage, fear, and frustration.  She swore furiously as helplessness and hopelessness  set  in  once  more,  barely  hearing  Virnal  as  the  dark god’s mind reached out into the air around them. 

 What occurred?  the god sent into the aether.  Lily’s profanity cut off  in  an  instant  as  her  vision  changed,  and  suddenly  she  found herself standing in the middle of a vast, dark room, one built of white bone  and  gleaming  darksteel,  the  floor  coated  in  black,  steaming blood.  Seven figures knelt before her, and she felt the fear and terror radiating  from  them.    She  recognized  two,  the  faceless,  shrouded form of Morx, Lord of Nightmares, and the ever-shifting, amorphous shape of Xankswa, the Mad Goddess. 

 So,  this  is  the  fucking  Dark  Pantheon,  huh?    Are  we  in  the  Pit, then? 

 Indeed,  mistress,  the  manir  hissed.  And  these  are  simply  their images.  The Darkbringer confers with her court, but we still stand in the  Mortal  Realm.    What  you  see  is  merely  a  convenient  illusion allowing the gods to speak. 

“Mistress of Pain,” Morx said in his nightmarish voice, bowing his head low.  “Another of our kind has fallen.” 

Virnal  scanned  the  figures  swiftly,  and  as  she  traced  over  the gods, the manir identified each for Lily.  The huge, armored guy was Garax,  some  sort  of  berserker  or  barbarian,  Lily  guessed;  Carabus, god of undead, looked like a walking cadaver in rotted finery; Hessith the  Plague  Witch  seemed  half-starved  and  wore  a  robe  made  of literal rats crawling over her body; Kijiss had hair made of fire the way

Lily’s wings were and was apparently the god of both destruction and creation somehow; Sarjan Blackheart struck Lily as oily, treacherous, and more dangerous than he seemed in his royal robes. 

“Blossth, Queen of Storms?” Virnal said.  “The Sorcerer?” 

Morx nodded.  “Yes, Queen of Darkness.” 

“How?” 

“The Spider Queen took it upon herself to ensure that the neftiri marched  as  instructed,  Darkbringer,”  Sarjan  spoke  in  a  sly,  smooth tone  that  Lily  both  distrusted  and  found  fascinating.    “She  inhabited the queen of the neftiri even as you control the body of that Traveler, and the Sorcerer defeated her in that body.” 

“But  how  did  he  defeat  her?”  Virnal  demanded,  and  the  scene around Lily rumbled and crashed with thunder, the earth groaning and shaking.  Lily felt the fear rolling out of the gods and grinned; people tasted  better  to  her  when  they  were  scared,  so  she  imagined  a terrified  god  would  taste  amazing.    Once  she  became  a  god,  she’d have to eat one or two to see what happened. 

“We do not know,” Morx admitted.  “Only that in the wake of her death,  the  hated  Light  filled  the  neftiri  hive  and  killed  the  few remaining stragglers.” 

“Then,  the  neftiri  are  no  more?”  Virnal  hissed,  and  Lily  sensed her burgeoning rage. 

“They exist still, Dark Queen,” Garax spoke in a rumble.  “I took half of them as instructed – and one queen larva.  However, they will not  be  able  to  prevent  the  Lightborn  army  from  marching  south, especially if the Sorcerer is at their head.” 

Lily  felt  Virnal’s  seething  rage,  but  none  of  that  showed  on  the Darkbringer’s  expression.    “The  Sorcerer’s  presence  was  expected, as was the loss of the neftiri hive,” she said calmly.  “The Manylegged One’s loss is grievous – but not insurmountable.” 

She  looked  at  the  others.    “We  continue  with  my  plan  –  but without  barring  the  road  south  to  Avendale,  we  must  move  up  the timetable.    Garax,  join  the  armada.    I  will  open  a  portal  for  them  to strike directly at the city.  Hessith, go with the neftiri.  Strike tonight. 

Sarjan, Highwater cannot be allowed to join the war effort.  Rouse the segengraw,  and  assault  the  city.    Keep  them  within  their  walls. 

Carabus,  awaken  the  dead  in  Cyva  Alari  and  strike  north  at  Elred Aethel.    Kijiss,  the  army  will  need  bloodsteel  to  pierce  the  defenses the Sorcerer will raise.  And Xankswa…”  The god hesitated, and Lily felt  her  uncertainty.      “Bring  two  Nightmare  Beasts  to  my  portal. 

Ready them to join the battle.” 

“Are  you  certain,  Darkbringer?”  Morx  asked  dubiously.    “The Sorcerer has destroyed one already, and the death of each weakens the power of Darkness over the land…” 

“I  am  certain,”  Virnal  cut  the  god  off.    “The  army  alone  will  not prevail.” 

“With  the  neftiri,  I  will  have  half  a  million  warriors  under  arms!” 

Garax roared.  “And I will lead them myself, Mistress of Pain.  I will crush the Sorcerer underfoot, trample his city…” 

“And die in the attempt,” Virnal cut off calmly.  “You will face the Sorcerer on Redeemed Ground, Bloodrager, against walls filled with the power of Light.  He wounded you already; in such circumstances, he could kill you, and with your death, all our armies would disband or turn on one another.” 

The  Darkbringer  shook  her  head.    “You  may  intervene  to  take Avendale, should you wish, but if the Sorcerer is there, you will fall. 

The choice is yours, as none here will come to your aid.” 

Garax stared at Virnal, his eyes blazing with hate and fury even behind his black helmet, but he dropped his head in submission.  “I hear and obey, Dark Queen.” 

“And what will be my task, Mistress of Pain?” Morx asked. 

“Yours is a special one, Lord of Nightmares, and one I will give you  privately.    Know,  though,  that  if  you  fail  in  your  efforts,  all  other plans are doomed, as well – and should you survive, you will spend a thousand years on a tree of pain to learn the error of your ways.” 

The  god  of  nightmares  shivered,  and  Lily  grinned  despite herself.  She needed to learn about those trees of pain; if Morx feared one, then she couldn’t think of a better place to put his sorry ass once she’d become a god. 

“Go  now,  and  do  my  bidding,”  Virnal  commanded  the  Dark Pantheon.  “Know that our victory over the Light is imminent, and we will at last rule Ka utterly unopposed.” 

Lily’s smile widened as the image vanished.  Virnal’s voice oozed confidence,  but  Lily  knew  the  truth  of  her  plans,  and  how  tenuous they  really  were.    She  sent  another  pulse  of  soul  energy  into  the Darkbringer,  strengthening  the  link  between  them  even  more  as  the dark god stewed silently. 

Virnal’s  plans  would  probably  fail,  Lily  guessed,  but  when  they did,  Lily  would  be  ready.    The  god  wanted  to  convert  the  Sorcerer, turn  him  to  the  Darkness,  but  Lily  just  wanted  him  dead  and  gone, and once she was a god, she’d make sure it happened.  Virnal’s plots would fail, but Lily’s would succeed. 





Chapter 13

Aranos returned to find himself standing in the queen’s nest with his  party  badly  wounded  and  scattered  around  him.    He  quickly unbound the mana tied in the webbing of the nest, restoring Rhys and Mutroda’s  casting  abilities,  and  the  pair  went  to  work  healing everyone’s  injuries.    As  they  did,  he  took  a  moment  to  check  his waiting notification. 

Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up! 

Primal Sorcerer Level: 11

Current XP: 561,069/595,000

Int +9, Wis +6, Cha +6, +7 Stat points

 I am the One and the Primal…

Sorcerer Ascendant Level: 20

Current XP: 418,534 /435,000

Int +7, Wis +5, Cha +5, +5 Stat points

 I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…

Sorcerer Level: 22

Current XP: 231,767/253,000

Int +5, Wis +3, Cha +3, +3 Stat points

 You may call me Sorcerer Supreme-ish! 

He  dumped  his  Stat  points  into  Charisma,  as  normal,  then tapped  the  nest’s  channels  to  restore  his  lost  SP.    While  Geltheriel Harvested the Queen and the others rested or healed, he closed his eyes  and  gathered  his  Primal  mana.    Redemption,  Liberation,  and Ascension  flowed  from  him  as  he  cast  Fires  of  Redemption.    The Spell flooded the hive, Redeeming the entire cavern, and he smiled grimly as the Spell faded.  Even if the kongolorns returned there, they wouldn’t be able to reinfest it without constant pain. 

Healed,  the  party  found  the  breeding  chambers  Silma discovered.    Mutroda  searched  the  bodies  for  anything  that  might identify  them  to  their  loved  ones  in  the  Skollheld,  then  Aranos  and Avalyn  burned  the  bodies.    He  didn’t  know  if  the  eggs  and  larvae within survived his City Purge and Fires of Redemption Spells, but he saw no need to take chances. 

“The  legions  of  Korhl  will  still  need  to  come  here  and  clear  the place  out,”  Mutroda  shook  her  head.    “There  are  probably  more breeding chambers and egg chambers we didn’t find.” 

“They’ll  have  to  do  that  themselves,”  Aranos  said  firmly.    “We don’t  have  time  to  stay  here.    Besides,  I’ve  Redeemed  this  whole cavern.  Even if the kongolorns come back, they’ll have to find a new place to live.” 

The party ran into the dwarven legions on their way back, finding them chasing the fleeing kongolorns through the tunnels.  The group stayed out of the way, allowing the spiders and their pursuers to pass unmolested,  and  made  their  way  back  to  the  Hezhellir  and  the gathered Rigmen. 

“We knew when you killed the queen, Priest,” Henrek told Aranos when he reported his success to the dwarven generals.  “The spiders suddenly lost their will to fight and just tried to flee.  They’ll probably return to the hive and try to hide there.” 

Aranos shook his head.  “I doubt it.  That’s Redeemed Ground, now, and they’ll find it as unpleasant as we’d find Corrupted Ground. 

They’ll have to search for a new place to build their nest, and while they are, they’ll be much easier to hunt down.” 

“You’re right about that, Priest,” Thelgrum barked a laugh.  As he spoke, his face sobered.  “There’s still a problem, though.  This battle was easier than it should have been.” 

“Easier?”  Rhys  chuckled.    “You  were  not  in  the  queen’s  nest, Rigmen, facing her wrath.  One might observe that compared to that, yes, your battle was likely quite easy.” 

“That’s  probably  true,  elf,  but  not  what  I  meant,”  Thelgrum grunted.  “I mean, we were expecting a lot more kongolorns than we actually faced, Priest.  Four hives’ worth of the creatures should have been about fifty thousand of them; we faced maybe a third of that.” 

“And we don’t know where the rest of them are,” Aranos sighed even  as  he  felt  certain  he  knew  exactly  where  they  were.    “Except that we probably do.  Avendale.” 

Eridrun nodded.  “That’s our guess, too – that or the trade road connecting  the  human  cities.    If  the  spiders  hold  the  road,  the  army can’t reinforce the city.” 

“The  army  can  clear  that  road  with  ease,  Rigmen,”  Geltheriel said confidently.  “Even the entire kongolorn army could not prevent our march.” 

“But  they  could  slow  us  down,”  Mutroda  said  slowly.    “If  the kongolorns have infested the road, webbing it and waiting along it in ambush, they could slow the army’s advance to a crawl.  It could take most of a week to reach Avendale – and by that point, the city would fall.” 

“Unless  we  can  get  there  and  free  its  Arcane  Door,”  Aranos pointed out.  “Thanks to clearing the hive, I’ve got more than enough power to do it, and once it’s restored, we can move the entire army through it in a matter of hours.” 

“Then  we’ll  keep  the  legions  here  until  you  free  the  Door  down south,” Henrek nodded.  “Once you’ve done that, we can march from here to there in an hour.” 

“That’s probably the best plan,” Aranos agreed.  “I’ll head back to Stoneleague  now  and  see  if  I  can  open  a  portal  to  Avendale. 

Hopefully,  I  can  free  its  Door  today  and  have  the  army  move  in overnight.” 

“You  might  want  to  speak  to  the  Priestesses,  first,”  Duzel suggested.  “I’m sure they’re waiting for word from you.” 

“Good  point,”  Aranos  sighed.    “Do  you  have  anyone  who  can guide us through the Skollheld?  I’ve only been to the Altar of Stone the one time…” 

“I’ll provide you a proper escort, Priest, have no fear,” Thelgrum assured him.  “No one will ever say that Skollheld Korhl doesn’t care for a Priest of the Soulstone.” 

As it turned out, the Rigmen’s idea of a “proper escort” meant a hundred  dwarven  warriors  and  ten  Priestesses.    Despite  their  size, the group moved swiftly through the tunnels, unworried about attacks

with the Hezhellir fortified behind them.  When they reached the Deep Gate, the guards held them for only a moment. 

“Identify yourselves!” a dwarf shouted from the other side of the gate. 

Mutroda  stepped  forward,  her  face  astonished  as  she  lifted  her visor and stared at the wall.  “Are you serious?” she demanded.  “Are you  actually  asking  the  escort  for  the  Priest  of  the  Soulstone  of  all dwarvenkind  to  identify  themselves?    Where’s  your  Almen?    He needs to pound some sense into you!” 

“How do we know that he’s really…” 

“He speaks with the Voice of the Stone, idiot,” another Priestess growled,  pointing  at  Aranos’  chest.    He  couldn’t  see  the  sigil  on  his left  breast,  but  he  knew  that  all  dwarves  could,  no  matter  what blocked it from their view.  “Now open this gate and report to Almen Ruggig at once for discipline!” 

“Your  will,  Priestess,”  the  dwarf  muttered.    As  he  did,  Aranos heard another voice speak in Dwarven from behind the wall, followed by  chortles  of  laughter.    He  glanced  curiously  at  Mutroda,  who shrugged. 

“Apparently,  he  heard  that  you  knocked  out  Forgehammer Olizzour,”  she  snorted.    “He  wanted  to  give  you  a  try,  himself.    The others made fun of him for trying to pick a fight with a Priest.” 

“I  thought  that  males  were  not  allowed  to  battle  Priestesses,” 

Geltheriel observed. 

“Priestesses,  no.    Priests?”    Mutroda  shrugged.    “Who  knows? 

There’s  only  been  the  one,  and  he  hasn’t  told  anyone  they  can’t  do it.” 

“Is this going to be an issue for me?” Aranos asked quietly. 

“Maybe.  It depends on what you do about it.  As the Voice of the Stone,  you  could  just  tell  them  that  they  can’t  fight  you,  and  they’ll listen.” 

“It sounds like you’re about to add a ‘but’ there,” Aranos replied. 

“But if you choose to do so, Oathbinder, many will wonder if you are  truly  a  warrior  for  the  Light  or  simply  a  weak  topsider  afraid  to fight his battles,” Geltheriel laughed softly.  “Am I correct, Champion?” 

“More  or  less.    It  might  cause  some  grumbling.    Of  course, anything  you  do  will  cause  some  grumbling.    If  you  let  someone challenge  you,  people  will  complain  that  you’re  not  a  real  Priest.    If you  don’t,  they’ll  complain  that  you  aren’t  a  real  male.    I  don’t  think you’re going to win.” 

“Of course, I won’t,” he sighed, rubbing his temples.  As he did, his  eyes  narrowed.    “Wait  –  why  aren’t  Priestesses  and  males allowed to fight?  Is it because they don’t want the Priestesses getting hurt?” 

Mutroda  laughed.    “Hardly.    Priestesses  have  magic.    That makes  it  unfair  to  the  males,  for  the  most  part.    Plus,  they  have nothing to gain from it.  No male is going to be so impressed by her fighting that he wants to join her clan, after all.” 

Aranos nodded.  “Then maybe I should remind them of why they shouldn’t want to fight a Priest in the first place,” he said firmly. 

“That might just do it,” Mutroda agreed. 

As  they  stepped  through  the  gate,  Aranos  cast  his  flight  Spell and  floated  above  the  others,  looking  around.    “Who  stopped  us coming  through  the  gate?”  he  asked  into  the  sudden  quiet  that descended. 

“I did,” a large male in heavy armor and carrying a long-handled bardiche, a crescent-bladed axe with a protruding front spike, spoke confidently.    The  man  stepped  forward,  glaring  at  Aranos.    “Priest,” 

the man grumbled, seeming to do so with reluctance. 

Aranos  nodded.    “You  wanted  to  challenge  me?”  he  asked quietly. 

“I heard that you knocked around the Forgehammer of Skollheld Heill.  There’s no way that a slim thing like you…” 

The man’s voice cut off as Aranos lifted a hand and sent a single, underpowered kinetic Arcane Lance crashing into his chest.  Despite cutting  the  SP  flow  significantly,  Aranos  still  struck  the  dwarf  with enough force to send him flying backwards.  As he did, he wrapped the dwarf in a Damping Field that paralyzed the warrior and left him helpless on the floor.  Aranos drifted to the ground and quickly shifted his Charisma into Strength as he walked over to the fallen dwarf.  He

reached  down  and  grabbed  the  helpless  man,  lifting  him  effortlessly overhead with one hand. 

He turned to face the other guards and released a wave of mind mana, tainting it with the acidic bite of pure terror.  Sympathetic Flood washed out over the dwarves, filling them with a surge of panic that made them scramble back from the Sorcerer in fear. 

“Do you know why the Stone forbids Priests and Priestesses to accept challenges from dwarven males?” he asked quietly, his voice flat  as  he  spoke.    “It’s  because  any  Priestess  could  handle  a  male without difficulty.  Imagine, then, how much easier that is for the Priest of the Soulstone.” 

He  tossed  the  still-captive  dwarf,  who  crashed  into  the  nearby gate  with  a  loud  clang  before  tumbling  to  the  rock  below.    Aranos swept his gaze across the others.  “We just returned from destroying the  kongolorn  hive  and  killing  thousands  of  the  creatures,”  he continued in the same, soft tone.  “While we were there, we wiped out the  hive,  killed  the  queen,  and  found  dozens  of  bodies  of  dwarves, taken  by  the  spiders  and  used  for  breeding  stock  for  their  eggs. 

We’re fighting to keep that same fate from happening to every dwarf in  every  Skollheld,  and  from  a  similar  fate  befalling  every  elf  and human in the Lands of Light.” 

His voice grew hard as his anger flared, and he let it fill his tone. 

“I’m fighting for the Light, not for some ridiculous concept of pride,” he snapped, his tone growing steadily louder.  “I don’t have the time to stop and deal with idiots like this.  In the time I’m here, educating this fool,  hundreds  or  thousands  could  be  dying  in  battle  or  to  monsters like the kongolorns, deaths that I might have prevented.” 

His gaze swept the cowering dwarves, and he saw the shame in their faces.  “This is war!” he shouted.  “It’s not a game, not posturing and  posing!    The  next  time  one  of  you  pulls  something  like  this,  I’ll simply kill them.  I’d rather kill one dwarf than let a hundred fall to the kongolorns because I was too busy.  Am I UNDERSTOOD?”  His last part came out as a roar, and the dwarves flinched before him. 

“Y-yes, Priest,” one of the males said in a shaking voice.  “W-we understand, and we’ll pass the word of the Stone.  Priests are above this sort of thing.  We know, now.” 

“Good,” Aranos said, allowing his Spells to lapse.  “I don’t want to have to deal with this again.” 

He  turned  back  and  walked  into  the  escort,  who  quickly  parted around  him,  their  eyes  wide  and  their  faces  awed.    “Let’s  go,”  he instructed,  and  a  moment  later,  the  group  began  moving  into  the Skollheld again. 

 Well, that was one way to handle it,  Mutroda’s voice sounded in Aranos’ thoughts. 

 One  might  wonder  if  the  Liberator  has  even  heard  of  the  term

 “diplomacy”,  Rhys observed dryly. 

 Only  someone  who  didn’t  understand  how  dwarven  diplomacy works, green-hair,  Mutroda countered.  The Sorcerer just scared the armor  off  those  males  and  made  them  think  it  was  their  fault  for bothering  him.    They’ll  go  around  telling  everyone  that  he’s  too powerful  and  important  to  be  bothered  with  the  usual  male foolishness, and they’ll pass on his warning that ignoring his request will be lethal.  No one wants to die just to prove a point. 

 I  found  it  quite  refreshing,  personally,  Geltheriel  said  with  a mental grin.  My Oathbinder often tries very hard to be liked; it is good that he knows that sometimes, it is better to be feared. 

 I don’t know about refreshing,  Avalyn added,  but that was pretty badass.  You almost made them wet their armor, Aranos.  When do I get to do stuff like that? 

 You could do such today, child,  Geltheriel told the girl.  You have enough power that you could cow those sufficiently weaker than you, should you choose. 

 Really?  You think I’m powerful? 

 It  is  a  matter  of  perspective,  Rhys  chuckled.  If  you  wish  to  be seen  as  powerful,  you  must  hold  yourself  up  to  those  significantly weaker than you.  Compared to a newborn child, young Sorcerer, you are frankly terrifying, for example.  Perhaps you should run a nursery for younglings.  You will feel almighty, there. 

 Are you telling me I should go babysit?  Avalyn demanded. 

 I do not advise you to sit on any babies, no, but you will find them easy to impress if that is your goal. 

 I think that point went to the Druid,  Mutroda laughed quietly. 

 Hmph,  Avalyn  grumped.  Fine,  he  can  have  that  one.    That makes it, what, one for him and ten for me? 

 It  seems  that  the  Liberator  must  work  on  your  basic  counting skills, as well,  Rhys mused thoughtfully.  Perhaps together, he and I could devise a course of such basic instruction for you. 

 I would call that another point for the Druid,  Geltheriel noted. 

 I’d say so,  Mutroda agreed. 

Aranos ignored the byplay and looked around at the city as they passed  through  it.    He’d  only  visited  one  other  dwarven  city  before, Skollheld  Heill,  and  while  the  two  had  strong  similarities,  he  noted significant differences, as well.  Both cities were built entirely of stone and  metal,  with  no  wood  or  plants  to  be  seen  for  obvious  reasons. 

The  buildings  within  loomed  as  solid  examples  of  dwarven construction, seemingly carved from the living granite without seams or  mortar.    His  Dwarven  Masonry  and  Engineering  skills,  though, showed  him  the  almost  imperceptible  joins  between  the  perfectly carved  stone  blocks,  the  shifts  in  the  grain  of  the  stone  that  added strength  and  durability  to  the  multi-story  structures,  and  the  deep solidity to the construction that far surpassed that of the rock around them. 

At  the  same  time,  those  skills  along  with  Sculpture  pointed  out some fundamental differences between the two cities.  The buildings in  Skollheld  Heill  stood  as  marvels  of  workmanship  but  lacked  any sort  of  personality  or  artistic  touches.    The  dwarves  built  them  for pragmatic  purposes,  nothing  more.    In  Skollheld  Korhl,  though,  the structures  around  them  sported  tiny  flourishes  and  touches  that added  nothing  to  the  buildings’  functionality  but  gave  them  a  hint  of personality.  A multi-family home to his right had a single, slim vein of red  marble  running  through  one  wall;  what  smelled  like  a  bakery sported a tiny whorl carved above its door.  The tiny touches blended into  the  construction,  and  he  guessed  that  the  elves  and  Avalyn probably  didn’t  notice  them,  but  he  saw  them  plainly  –  and apparently, so did Mutroda. 

 Hmph,  the dwarf grunted silently.  Silly. 

 Is there a problem, Champion?  Geltheriel asked silently, glancing around. 

 Yes,  elf,  there’s  a  problem.    This  Skollheld  –  it’s  ridiculously ostentatious. 

 Is it?  Avalyn asked curiously, looking where the dwarf did.  I don’t see anything. 

 How can you not, girl?  Look, see that line of gold between the floors on that storefront? 

Avalyn leaned forward and squinted slightly.  Um, okay, I guess I see it.  It kind of looks like someone drew a six-inch gold line on the stone.  Is that what you’re talking about? 

 Yes!    That’s  gold  ore,  and  there’s  no  reason  for  it  whatsoever! 

 It’s just there to be there.  Mutroda snorted again.  Absurd. 

 That  seems  like  a  very  small  degree  of  ostentation,  Champion, Geltheriel  observed  with  amusement.  I  have  seen  more  flair  in  a single piece of elven bread than in that entire building. 

 Well,  yes,  but  that’s  because  you’re  elves!    You’re  supposed  to be  artistic  and  aesthetic.    I  mean,  look  at  your  cities;  they  were obviously  grown  to  look  natural  while  still  being  moderately  well planned out.  Someone spent a lot of time and energy to give them that  appearance  because  they  cared  as  much  about  how  the  cities look as they did about how they functioned. 

 And  dwarves,  I  suppose,  are  above  such  things?  Rhys thought with a sigh. 

 Above?  No, it’s just – it’s not in our nature.  We just want things to  work;  we  don’t  care  how  they  look.  The  dwarf  glanced  around sourly.  At least, we’re not supposed to.  The Stone teaches us that only results matter; style is meaningless. 

 Maybe  the  Stone  of  Heill  does,  Aranos  observed.  However, that’s  only  one  way  to  look  at  it,  Mutroda  –  and  it  might  not  be  the best way. 

She glanced at the Sorcerer curiously.  What do you mean? 

 I  mean  that  in  my  crafting,  the  more  of  myself  I’ve  put  into something,  the  better  the  results  I  get  from  it.    When  I  fashioned Geltheriel’s sword, I poured my sense of her into it, so that in a way, every  hammer  strike  forged  it  for  her  –  my  idea  of  her.    That  blade isn’t  just  a  sword;  it’s  a  tribute  to  Geltheriel  and  what  she  means  to me.  That’s why it’s so powerful.  If I’d just hammered celestial energy

 into  it,  I’d  have  reforged  it,  but  it  would  have  just  been  another starsteel  blade.    Sometimes,  intent  and  passion  can  improve functionality. 

 Mistress  Tialha  says  the  same  thing,  Mutroda,  Avalyn  added. 

 The  more  passion  you  have  for  your  work,  the  greater  your  results will be, and the more powerful they’ll become.  She glanced at Rhys with a grin.  Which is probably why the Druid’s Spells are so simple and boring.  If anyone ever needed more passion, it’s him. 

 While  I  appreciate  your  kind  offer,  child,  I  must  decline,  Rhys sighed.  I am somewhat too old for you, I am afraid. 

 You’re somewhat too old for this Skollheld,  Avalyn snorted.  And you’ve got a better chance with Geltheriel than with me.  You should try out your passion on her, instead, and see how that works for you. 

 I’m sure she won’t hurt you – much. 

 And there is the return point for the child,  Geltheriel laughed, but Mutroda just looked thoughtful. 

 Sorcerer, if that’s true – why does the Stone teach us otherwise? 

the dwarf asked after a moment. 

 Because that sort of crafting can be limiting, too.  You can’t use Geltheriel’s sword correctly because I made it just for her.  She’s the only  one  who  can  put  it  to  its  ultimate  use.    So,  adding  personality and  flair  to  something  can  make  it  better,  but  it  can  also  limit  its usefulness in the long run. 

 Ah, that makes sense.  That’s probably why the Stone tells us to keep things utilitarian, so they’re useful to more people.  Otherwise, we’d have the same problems with jealousy and possessiveness that you other races seem to struggle with. 

 Dwarves don’t get jealous?  Avalyn asked. 

 Well,  of  course  we  do.    Everyone  gets  jealous  sometimes. 

 However, dwarves tend to share everything that can be shared, from weapons and armor to husbands, and that cuts down on a lot of that possessiveness. 

 You  share  your  husbands?  Geltheriel  asked,  her  voice  slightly startled. 

 Why  not?    Just  because  a  male  isn’t  deemed  quite  worthy  of procreation  by  one  Priestess  doesn’t  mean  he’s  not  worthy  to

 another.    If  his  Priestess  isn’t  putting  him  to  use  that  way,  why shouldn’t she let someone else do it?  It doesn’t hurt her, and it might help the other Priestess – and the entire Skollheld. 

 That is an interesting point of view,  Rhys murmured.  Indeed,  it seems that all gain by that attitude.  The sharing Priestess has less infighting within her own family; the outside Priestess gains a desired mate;  the  male  gets  to  pass  his  line  along  to  a  new  generation. 

 Everyone benefits. 

 Exactly.  Of course, if we started making things that only certain dwarves  could  use,  then  things  like  jealousy  and  possessiveness might start to be an issue, and things like that can ruin entire clans –

 or Skollhelds. 

Aranos  pondered  her  words,  thinking  about  the  insight  into dwarven  culture.    He  knew  that  dwarves  tended  to  think  of themselves  as  part  of  the  Skollheld  rather  than  individuals,  but  he realized  that  he  might  have  underestimated  how  communally  they lived.    If  dwarves  tended  to  share  everything,  then  most  of  them probably  didn’t  have  the  same  concept  of  personal  possession  that an  elf  or  human  might.    He  recalled  that  the  dwarven  smiths  only made  things  for  the  Skollheld,  never  for  individuals  –  did  that  mean that anything in the Skollheld belonged to everyone equally? 

That also explained the dwarven obsession with providing things in fair trade.  The dwarves he’d dealt with refused to allow him to do favors  for  them;  they  always  insisted  on  giving  him  something  of equal  value  in  return.    He  supposed  that  services  he  provided couldn’t  really  be  shared;  whatever  he  did  for  one  dwarf  gave  that dwarf  something  that  the  rest  of  the  Skollheld  couldn’t  use.    Since everything belonged to the Skollheld, their repayment came from the Skollheld – which meant he’d just helped the entire Skollheld, not just one dwarf. 

He decided that he’d been a little cavalier in his consideration of dwarven  culture.    The  males  were  brash,  loud,  and  outspoken,  and he’d  started  to  think  of  most  of  them  as  bullies  and  braggarts.    It occurred to him that maybe the issue was that he was seeing them through  the  lens  of  an  outsider,  someone  the  dwarves  didn’t  really trust  –  someone  who  wasn’t  part  of  the  Skollheld.    If  the  dwarves

really were as communally minded as he now believed, then maybe they  weren’t  as  pushy  as  they  seemed.    Maybe  they  were  just protecting their Skollheld, keeping people who weren’t part of it at bay so they didn’t take from the community without giving back in return. 

Once  he  started  providing  for  the  Skollheld,  the  males  became  far friendlier to him. 

He put the complexities of dwarven society out of his thoughts as he  stepped  into  the  Altar  of  Stone  to  let  the  Priestesses  know  what had happened in the hive.  He still had a war to fight, and if he won, he’d  be  helping  every  Skollheld  at  once  –  which,  he  realized,  was exactly what they probably expected a Priest of the Soulstone to do. 

He’d taken the Title but never considered the responsibility attached to it. 

It was time to show the dwarves that he was worthy of the name they’d given him. 

Chapter 14

Aranos left Skollheld Korhl and headed straight for Stoneleague, stepping  through  the  glowing,  golden  Arcane  Door  and  emerging  in Stoneleague’s throne room in an instant.  He frowned as he did; he didn’t like the Arcane Door sitting in the middle of the throne room, in all honesty.  He didn’t know who planned it that way, but they made a terrible  mistake,  in  his  opinion.    The  Door  basically  allowed  anyone direct access to the throne, and while a magical shield guarded that throne, he was pretty sure he could get through it in a few seconds with  his  Roar  of  Freedom  Spell,  especially  if  he  added  Liberation mana  to  it.    A  group  of  kerruks  with  an  ohtruk  leading  them  could probably  do  the  same  thing,  really,  and  he  guessed  the  more powerful  bodakkai  could,  as  well.    He  supposed  keeping  the  Door inside  the  palace  grounds  added  an  automatic  escape  route  for  the royalty  if  the  worst  happened,  but  it  also  offered  an  instant  invasion path.  The Door’s builders probably never considered the idea that it might  be  Corrupted,  but  now  that  he  knew  it  could,  there  was  no escaping  the  simple  fact  that  the  Door  belonged  somewhere  open, easily defensible, and far from the palace. 

He’d have to look into moving it at some point – he thought he might be able to do it with Heartweaving, but he wasn’t sure – but it wasn’t  the  time  to  try.    He  had  far  too  much  to  do  and  too  many people to see, after all.  He walked out of the throne room, past the guards, stepped outside – and froze as darkness washed over him, all light vanishing in an instant.  He looked overhead, then back at the others in mild astonishment. 

“What time is it?” he asked curiously. 

“Somewhat past midnight, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel replied after an upward glance at the starlit sky and glowing moon overhead. 

“Huh.  I hadn’t realized it was so late.” 

Mutroda  nodded  sagely.    “Time  can  get  away  from  you  in  the Deeps,”  she  said.    “Without  the  Skollheld’s  clocks,  there’s  no  good way to measure the passage of the hours.” 

Aranos grimaced; he’d intended to visit the leaders of the army and  check  in  at  the  Adventurers’  Guild  to  see  if  Phil  and  his  group were back yet, but he wasn’t about to go wake anyone up when there wasn’t  an  immediate,  pressing  danger.    He  guessed  that  most everyone  would  be  asleep  at  this  point  except  maybe  Martina,  who didn’t  need  to  sleep  and  who  would  be  out  hunting  or  training.    He considered sending her a message, but he honestly couldn’t think of anything he had to say that couldn’t wait for the morning. 

“Okay, I guess we might as well go back into the palace, then,” 

he  sighed,  shaking  his  head.    He  looked  more  closely  at  his  party members, searching for signs of weariness.  Rhys’ eyes looked tired, blinking  often,  and  Miwango  moved  slowly,  walking  instead  of  flying above them.  Avalyn, though, showed the most signs of exhaustion; dark  circles  ringed  her  eyes,  she  stumbled  slightly  as  she  walked, and she stifled a yawn even as he watched. 

“Yeah,  let’s  take  the  night  to  rest,”  Aranos  said  decisively, berating himself silently for missing the girl’s fatigue.  They were on a time  crunch,  to  be  sure,  but  they  wouldn’t  help  anyone  by  working themselves  into  an  Exhausted  debuff.    “We  can  meet  up  with everyone in the morning.” 

A  guard  showed  the  group  to  quarters  within  the  palace; apparently,  Aranos  owned  the  royal  suite,  which  included  three rooms, a bath, a huge closet, and a sitting room of sorts in the center of it all.  He and Geltheriel took the master room, letting Avalyn and Mutroda  grab  another  while  Rhys,  Miwango,  and  Glorferdir  settled into the third.  Silma elected to remain in the common room. 

 I’m not very tired, pack leader,  she told him with a mental shrug. 

 I’ll nap a bit and keep watch just in case. 

He gave the bed to Geltheriel, of course; he didn’t actually need to sleep at night, just to meditate for a few hours.  He settled himself into  a  large  chair  in  one  corner  of  the  room,  closed  his  eyes,  and dropped into his mindscape. 

He  opened  his  mind  to  find  the  mindscape  awash  in  flashes  of silver  light.    He  stared  at  the  swirls  of  radiance  bathing  the  grass beneath  his  feet  and  lighting  the  distant  pine  trees.    The  whorls  of illumination  seemed  strangely  hypnotic,  drawing  his  focus  to  them

and  hinting  at  deeper  patterns  beneath  their  chaotic  pulses  and shifts.    He  watched  the  eerie  pulses  for  almost  a  full  minute  before thinking to look for the source, dragging his eyes away from the grass and up toward the sky overhead. 

Storms of silver energy filled the air above him, rushing along it in sheets and twisting in endless ribbons.  The loops of power arced across  the  sky,  whipping  down  toward  him  before  snapping  tightly back  into  place  overhead,  moving  in  eerie  silence  that  somehow battered at his eardrums.  He didn’t recognize the squalls of energy, and he reached tentatively out with a mental tendril to touch them. 

The  moment  his  probe  contacted  the  blazing  sky,  he  knew  the source  of  the  display.    In  defeating  the  kongolorns,  he’d  steadily mended  their  souls,  drawing  Soul  Points  into  himself,  stopping  only when  the  influx  of  power  began  to  chip  away  at  his  LP.    He  didn’t know  exactly  how  the  AIs  calculated  his  maximum  Soul  Point capacity – the description of his Soulweaving skill made no mention of  it  –  but  it  seemed  that  constantly  filling  himself  to  the  brim  and holding  it  increased  that  reserve.    He’d  drawn  over  20,000  Soul Points,  and  while  he  barely  held  them  in  check,  he  thought  he  had them  under  control.    Apparently,  he’d  been  wrong:  the  soul  energy blazed  in  the  sky  above  his  head,  freed  from  its  containment  within him and surging madly around inside of him. 

 No wonder it was damaging me,  he thought as he stared at the display  in  amazement.  I  don’t  think  my  mana  channels  were designed to carry soul energy like this. 

He  sat  down  in  his  chair  and  closed  his  eyes,  sinking  down below the mindscape, into the river of his mana.  As he’d suspected, streaks  and  flares  of  soul  energy  raced  through  the  river,  disrupting its flow and creating eddies that could be dangerous if he tried to cast a powerful Spell.  He dove into the river, reaching out to the flows of soul  energy  and  attempting  to  guide  them  out  of  his  river,  back  into their  containment.    The  energy  resisted  his  efforts,  passing  through his  mental  grip  like  a  ghost,  dissipating  when  he  touched  it  and reforming  just  past  his  probe.    He  widened  his  effort,  attempting  to encompass  an  entire  flow  at  once,  but  the  ephemeral  energy

scattered before his touch and appeared elsewhere, flowing on as if he didn’t exist. 

He  stopped  and  withdrew  his  probe,  recalling  a  similar  difficulty when  he’d  first  tried  to  organize  the  soul  energy  within  him.    The transient power wasn’t really part of him, and it didn’t respond to his will the way his mana did.  Then, he’d learned to guide it with a lighter touch,  not  forcing  it  to  go  anywhere  but  gently  encouraging  it.    He reached back out, using a much gentler probe this time, attempting to nudge  the  energy  out  of  his  mana  channels  and  toward  the  core  of power  where  it  belonged,  but  the  moment  his  phantomlike  tendril slipped into his mana river, the torrent of power shredded it, tearing it to  ribbons  and  scattering  it  with  a  stab  of  pain  in  his  skull.    He withdrew  the  tattered  ends  of  the  probe  swiftly,  staring  at  the maelstrom of power in growing perplexity. 

 I can’t just grab the soul energy and shift it into place, the way I do with my mana,  he reasoned irritably.  But my mana shields it from the sort of light touch I need.  It feels like a Catch-22 – which means I’m doing something wrong. 

He let his thoughts relax and examined the flow of his mana as a whole, ignoring the glaring flaws the soul energy created.  His power roared  along  in  a  mostly  orderly  fashion,  his  Enhanced  Aspects wrapping around the outside and creating a tunnel through which his Primary  Aspects  could  stream.    Those  Aspects  connected  in  thin, orderly  weaves  that  represented  his  Evolved  Aspects,  combinations of Enhanced and Primary mana like necrotic or kinetic energy that he could  easily  tap  now  that  he  knew  the  patterns  behind  them.    In  a couple  places,  the  Aspects  still  mingled  without  a  pattern  –  each  of the elemental Aspects touched his flows of vital and spirit mana, for example,  creating  the  Conjuration  Aspect,  but  he’d  never  unlocked that  Aspect,  so  it  simply  flowed  chaotically,  a  tiny  disturbance  to  his otherwise placid river.  The gray of void mana likewise mingled with the otherwise orderly flow of mind mana in a combination he knew as oblivion,  the  destroyer  of  memories,  creating  another  uncontrolled flow in his powerful river. 

He  guessed  that  those  small  disturbances  probably  hurt  his mana efficiency; it wouldn’t hurt him to at least work out how to create

the  Aspects,  even  if  he  never  used  them.    He  knew  what  most  of them actually did thanks to his studies, and he simply hadn’t seen a use  for  them.    Conjuration  created  temporary  creatures  composed entirely of one or more elements and guided by an otherworldly spirit, for  example,  and  he  had  no  need  for  that  thanks  to  his  already powerful  party.    Oblivion  could  wipe  out  memories  and  suppress thoughts, but his recollections of Golloron and the elven elder’s abuse of his mind-wiping abilities made Aranos leery of using that Aspect. 

Even so, those tiny imperfections in his flow of mana added up, and  he  suspected  that  they  hurt  his  spellcasting  more  than  he realized  –  and  probably  limited  the  growth  of  his  Mana  Control  and Mastery skills.  Plus, before he addressed the large issue of his soul energy,  it  made  sense  to  get  his  mana  river  as  controlled  as possible.    He  guessed  that  the  more  orderly  his  mana  flowed,  the easier it would be to drive the soul-powered imperfections from it. 

He descended into his river, grasping the strands of vital, spirit, and  air  mana  first  and  attempting  to  weave  them  together.    His  first attempt,  a  simple  braiding  of  the  three  elements,  failed,  as  he’d expected  it  to.    Most  of  the  time  he’d  spent  unlocking  Evolved Aspects consisted of trial-and-error efforts to find the correct pattern to weave the energies together without them simply dissipating, and he didn’t know why it would be any different this time.  He tried again, wrapping  a  twist  of  air  energy  in  a  sheath  of  vital  mana,  but  that unraveled  the  moment  he  released  it.    A  third  attempt  using  a  far more complex pattern collapsed, as well, and he pulled back, forcing himself to stop and think. 

 There has to be a better way than this,  he reasoned.  It can’t just be a random pattern; nothing else in the game so far has been.  The AIs have had a method to everything they’ve done, at least that I’ve seen.    There  has  to  be  a  logical  underpinning  for  the  way  Evolved mana is created, as well.  I just need to find it. 

He  turned  his  attention  away  from  the  mingling  of  vital  and  air mana  and  over  to  an  Evolved  Aspect  he’d  unlocked  already,  the joining of vital and void that created decay.  He examined the twining of  the  two  energies  carefully,  watching  how  they  flowed  together. 

Decay  was  the  antithesis  of  growth,  sapping  vitality  from  anything

organic and causing it to wither and fade.  Unlike necrotic or radiation energy,  decay  didn’t  harm  a  person’s  Stats  directly;  it  lowered  their max LP and their ability to regenerate lost LP, instead.  Damage from decay  mana  didn’t  heal  naturally,  and  magical  healing  worked  with reduced effectiveness to repair it. 

He pulled up a strand of the mana, examining it curiously as he visualized casting a Spell with it in his thoughts.  He imagined hurling an  Arcane  Lance  of  decay  mana  at  an  anqaruk,  withering  the monster’s  flesh  and  weakening  it  permanently.    He  hurled  another blast,  watching  more  closely  as  the  Lance  struck  the  monster’s chest.  The bolt of power pierced its flesh; as it did, the vital mana in the Spell plunged into the creature’s core, linking to the glowing pool of  LP  in  its  center.    Void  mana  followed  behind,  sinking  into  the beast’s LP and drawing some of that vital energy out.  Strands of void raced outward into the creature’s body, following channels that its LP

used  to  keep  it  healthy  and  stave  off  damage,  withering  those  and drawing even more power out of the beast. 

He  let  the  vision  lapse,  examining  the  twining  of  decay  mana once  more,  this  time  comparing  it  to  its  effects.    His  mind  drifted across it, taking in the pattern without looking too closely at it.  The weaving tugged at him with a sense of familiarity, and it took several seconds for realization to dawn in his mind. 

 It’s  like  an  Enchantment,  he  realized  with  growing  excitement. 

 It’s  like  Evolved  mana  is  a  hard-coded  Enchantment,  one  that  does the same thing every time it’s used…  He paused as an odd thought struck him.  Or maybe it’s more that Enchantments and Spells are a way for anyone to duplicate the effects of Evolved Aspects. 

The more he considered that, the more certain he became of its truth.  Agathopth taught him that the race of arcanes brought magic to Ka, but that the mortal races there couldn’t master it.  Instead, they’d created  Enchantments  and  later  Spells  to  mimic  the  arcanes’

powers.  What  if  that  means  that  all  arcanes  can  use  Evolved Aspects naturally?  Maybe that’s why Evolved and Enhanced Aspects are  so  much  stronger  than  Primary  ones:  they’re  closer  to  the  true magic of the arcanes, so less is lost when using them for Spells. 

He held onto that idea but put it in the back of his mind for later consideration.    Instead,  he  turned  back  to  the  mingling  of  air,  spirit, and  vital  manas  that  he  knew  could  make  the  Conjuration  Aspect, examining  them  in  the  light  of  his  newly  discovered  knowledge.    If Evolved  Aspects  were  modeled  off  Enchantments  –  or  vice-versa  –

then he should be able to create an Enchantment that would do what he needed it to.  He envisioned using the three energies to fashion a simple construct, a blade of air that would attack by itself, then began to reverse-engineer how to fashion such a thing. 

He started with the strand of air mana.  It had to be the base of the  weaving  because  without  it,  there  was  nothing  to  conjure  or animate.  He twisted and bent it, guiding it into a pattern that would cause  it  to  form  into  a  solid  object,  creating  a  simple  rectangular plane  with  a  pointed  tip.    He  considered  what  to  add  next,  then decided  to  funnel  the  spirit  energy  into  the  weave.    Animating  the blade with vital mana wouldn’t do anything by itself; the vital energy would have to link the spirit to the construct, meaning he’d need the spirit present, first.  He slid that energy into the weave of air, binding it within the air construct so it couldn’t escape but not allowing the two strands  to  touch.    Finally,  he  eased  vital  mana  into  the  structure, slipping it between the other Aspects and linking them together with it.    The  strand  of  Aspects  shivered  in  his  mind  and  seemed  to contract,  shrinking  together  and  binding  into  a  single  whole  that quickly spread out in his mana river.  The pattern swept out in both directions like a zipper, melding the mingled chaos of energies into a smoothly  patterned  whole  that  flowed  freely  and  swiftly,  without  the turbulence it created before. 

Gleefully, Aranos repeated the process with the other elemental Aspects,  binding  each  of  them  into  a  weave  of  Primary,  spirit,  and vital manas and stabilizing their flows.  He moved outward from there, touching the other places where his Primary and Enhanced Aspects blended  chaotically.    He  bound  together  vital,  spirit,  and  void  mana into a vastly different pattern than that of Conjuration, one that would tear a spirit free from an object or creature it inhabited; he wove mind and void mana into a construct that could remove memories or even thought  itself;  he  tied  strands  of  mind,  vital,  life,  and  soul  mana

together  to  fashion  a  far  stronger  version  of  the  enslaving  magic Keryth  Exxidor  once  tried  to  use  to  take  over  Eredain,  then  added void to that mix to create an energy that would have easily unraveled the slave brands on Dirue and Gorrid – if he’d only known how to do it. 

As  he  worked,  his  consciousness  fell  on  the  disruptive  flows  of soul  energy  rippling  through  his  mana  river.    They  unsettled  his channels  the  same  way  the  chaotic  flows  of  locked  Evolved  mana did; could he bind them into his river the same way he was the newly unlocked  Aspects?    He  finished  his  last  binding,  then  dove  into  the maelstrom  of  soul  energy,  no  longer  seeking  to  separate  it  from  his SP but examining how to meld it into the flow without disruption.  He envisioned what he wanted, then worked backward, trying to create a pattern that would send the soul energy flowing smoothly through his SP without touching it.  Working outward from that initial concept, he shifted the flows of his river to accommodate that new energy. 

Most of an hour passed while he labored, his thoughts spiraling deeper  into  his  mana  river.    As  he  worked,  he  touched  the imperfections of his Primal mana flowing through the river and gazed at them with disdain.  I’m trying to create a perfect flow, here – or as close as I can get.  That means getting these out of my river as well…

 or finding a way to include them in the current. 

He branched out, his mind gathering the loose flickers of Primal mana and bringing them together, drawing them into individual flows of  power.    He  set  to  work  once  more,  this  time  altering  his  river  of mana  to  create  pathways  for  his  Primal  mana  to  surge  through  it. 

Another hour passed without his knowledge as he delved through his mana  channels,  forming  them  into  something  greater  than  they  had been.  He reshaped the entire river to accommodate the new currents of power, using every ounce of his skill and focus to forge a pattern that  could  contain  the  deep  power  of  his  Primal  mana  and  the ephemeral flows of soul energy. 

At  last,  the  new  pattern  shivered  into  place  in  his  mind,  and  he reached  out  to  connect  it  to  his  core  of  soul  energy  and  the  deep wells  of  Primal  mana  below.    Power  roared  into  the  construct, exploding through it with the force of a battering ram, but his careful





weaving guided that flow rather than resisting it, channeling it through him  and  sending  it  back  to  its  source  in  an  endless  loop  of  power. 

Streams  of  Primal  and  soul  mana  raced  through  his  body,  seeping into it and flooding him with new energy. 

He felt the power sinking into his cells, permeating every part of his flesh.  The energy rushed down his LP channels, swirling through the  pools  of  his  Stats  and  flooding  the  blazing  core  of  LP  in  his center.    Pain  flared  in  his  body  as  the  energy  raged  inside  him, rushing  down  channels  that  were  never  meant  for  it,  before  finally settling into a regular, easy flow that invigorated his body with power. 

Exhaustion swept over him, and he glanced at his status with a sigh, followed by a grin as he examined his new notifications. 

Aranos, Lord Evenshade, The True Liberator

Age: 26

Race: Dread Arcane

Evolved Class: Primal SorcererXP: 561,095/595,000

Level: 11

Advanced Class: Sorcerer AscendantXP: 388,705/406,000

Level: 20

Class: SorcererXP: 216,853/231,000

Level: 22

Profession: EnchanterXP: 2,115/3,000

Level: 3

Abilities:

Str: 92 (181)Dex: 78 (167)Agil: 87 (175)   End: 92 (181) Int: 461 (557)   Wis: 319 (415)Per:  77 (173)     Cha: 463 (572) LP: 13,616 /245,595Regen: None

SP: 13,616/245,595Regen: None

Stamina: N/A

Soul Points: 72

Debuffs: Fatigued 2

New Aspects Discovered! 

You have unlocked the following Evolved Aspects:

Conjuration

Conjuration is an Evolved Aspect made of Nature (Vital), Spirit, and Primary (elemental) mana.  With it, you can create temporary creatures or objects to serve you. 

Associated Stats: Str/End, Per

Requirements: Str or End 75+, Per 75+, Nature (Vital), Spirit, and all Elemental Aspects unlocked, Mana Manipulation Expert+. 

Using  Conjuration  Mana:  Conjuration  Spells  create  a  single creature or object composed entirely of one or more forms of Primary (Elemental)  mana,  then  binds  a  spirit  to  the  object  to  animate  it. 

Conjured  objects  possess  rudimentary  intelligence  and  can  follow simple  commands  such  as  guarding  a  specific  place  or  object, attacking your foes, carrying objects, etc.  The conjured object is not truly alive, however, and does not take extra damage from effects that affect  living  things  and  is  immune  to  mental  control  or  domination. 

Conjured creatures can be affected by anything that affects spirits or objects, however. 

Conjuration  vs  Summoning:  Unlike  a  summoned  creature, conjurations are objects given life and intelligence.  A conjuration that drops  to  0  LP  is  destroyed,  the  spirit  banished  back  to  its  home realm,  and  cannot  be  resummoned.    If  a  conjured  creature’s  caster dies,  the  conjuration  vanishes  rather  than  being  freed  as  a summoned beast would be.  Conjurations also resent their master’s control  and  usually  seek  to  escape  it  at  the  first  opportunity,  often perverting  their  controller’s  orders  whenever  possible,  while summoned monsters are bound to their summoner’s will and cannot disobey them in any way. 

Vital Conjurings: Because you use more powerful Vital mana in your  Conjurations,  these  are  more  potent  than  normal.    Your conjurations have a 25% bonus to LP and Stats and are half as likely to work against you. 

+500 XP

Exorcism

The Exorcism Aspect is composed of Nature (Vital), Spirit, and Void mana.  It is the bane of spirits, used to evict them from your

world or even destroy them. 

Associated Stats: Str/End, Per

Requirements: Str or End 75+, Per 75+, Nature (Vital), Spirit, and Void Aspects unlocked, Mana Manipulation Expert+. 

Using  Exorcism  Mana:  The  Exorcism  Aspect  targets  a  specific spirit and severs their bonds to this world, casting them back into their own realm.  A spirit targeted by an Exorcism-based Spell can make an  Opposed  Check:  their  [Cha  +  Class  Level]  versus  your  [Cha  +

Mana Mastery Skill + 10]; success means they take 1 LP damage per point of SP of the Spell used but are not evicted, while failure means they  take  double  that  damage  and  are  forcibly  sent  back  to  their realm.  Note that this damage affects only the spirit, not any vessel it may inhabit, and a spirit brought to 0 LP in this fashion is destroyed, their essence consumed by the Spell. 

Exorcism  vs  Warding:  Exorcism  mana  can  only  be  used  to actively  target  specific  spirits,  not  to  bar  an  area  to  spirits  or  trap them. 

Vital  Exorcist:  Because  you  use  more  powerful  Vital  mana  in your  Exorcisms,  these  are  more  potent  than  normal.    You  gain  a bonus  equal  to  your  Class  Level  to  the  Opposed  Check  to  evict  a spirit,  and  spirits  take  50%  more  damage  from  your  exorcisms regardless of the result of this Check. 

+500 XP

Oblivion

Oblivion mana is a mixture of Mind and Void mana.  It is the undoing of thought, the destroyer of memory. 

Associated Stats: Int

Requirements:  Int  75+,  Mind  and  Void  Aspects  unlocked,  Mana Manipulation Expert+. 

Using Oblivion Mana: Oblivion is the undoing of thought.  It can be used to temporarily halt all conscious processes within a creature or  to  remove  specific  thoughts  or  emotions.    Sensory  inputs  can  be blocked with it, and it can erase and destroy memories.  A creature targeted  by  Oblivion  mana  can  resist  with  an  Opposed  Check:  their

[Wis + Class Level + Mental Resistance/Fortitude] versus your [Int +











Mana Mastery +20].  Success means the creature is unaffected and immune to your Oblivion mana for 24 hours. 

Oblivion  Mana  and  Barriers:  Oblivion  Spells  ignore  most Defense,  armor,  shielding,  and  barriers  unless  these  are  specifically designed to work against Mind effects. 

+500 XP

…

Hidden Quest Completed: The Evolution of Magic You have unlocked all Evolved Aspects

Quest Objective: Discover and unlock all Evolved Aspects Difficulty: B

Reward: +5,000 XP, New Perk

Perk Gained: Arcane Master

You understand the use of every Aspect, giving you greater power over all forms of magic. 

Benefits: Your  Spells  cost  10%  less  SP  to  cast,  and  you  gain  a

+20%  bonus  to  all  disjunction  Opposed  Checks,  whether  you  are attempting  disjoin  another’s  Spell  or  to  prevent  another  from disjoining yours.  You can substitute any Aspect for any other Aspect in  your  Spells  freely,  whether  these  are  Primary,  Enhanced,  or Evolved. 

Skill Boosts! 

The following Skills have gained a level:

Mana Control (T)

New Rank: Grandmaster 1

Grandmaster  Abilities:  Your  max  SP  is  increased  by  25%. 

Wisdom  is  increased  by  50%  for  the  purposes  of  controlling  your Domains.  Your Spells require twice the SP to disjoin and half the SP

to maintain through Spell Channeling.  You are immune to any Spell, 





effect,  or  Ability  that  drains,  negates,  or  destabilizes  mana,  and attempts to do so inflict damage on their initiator equal to your Wis. 

For reaching Grandmaster in this Skill, you gain:

+5 Wis

Mana Mastery (T)

New Rank: Grandmaster 1

Grandmaster Abilities: Your Spell Power from Int is increased by 25%, and all your Spells have their base damage increased by 50%. 

Your  Spells  require  half  the  normal  SP  and  have  a  +50%  bonus  to overcome  Magic  Resistance  or  magical  shielding.      You  can substitute  Primal  mana  for  any  other  Aspect  in  your  Spells,  and casting  Spells  with  Primal  mana  no  longer  increases  your  Domain’s personality if it is suppressed. 

For reaching Grandmaster in this Skill, you gain:

+5 Int

Evolution Gained: Eldritch Body

By linking your mana, Primal energy, and soul energy to your body, you have become a creature of pure magic! 

Stat Gains: Str, Dex, Agil, End +5

Benefits:  You  have  joined  your  LP  and  SP  pools  into  one  and now exist solely on magical energy.  Damage reduces your SP pool, and if you run out of mana, you die, but regaining SP also heals you of damage.  Your body is immune to effects that drain LP or damage vital processes directly, such as necrotic or radiation damage. 

Special:  You  have  strengthened  your  body  with  Soul  Energy. 

Your  Physical  Stats  gain  one-quarter  the  bonus  your  Mental  Stats receive from your Soul Points. 

Special: Your body is now infused with the power of your Domain, giving you extra bonuses from each Domain:

Ascended Body: Your Stats grow 25% faster. 

Skin  of  War:  You  gain  inherent  armor  equal  to  one-quarter  your End Stat. 







Redeemed  Flesh:  Spells,  Skills,  or  Abilities  that  damage  your Stats are half as effective. 

Liberated Soul: You are immune to Spells, Skills, or Abilities that trap, damage, or harm your soul or essence. 

Headmaster Position Confirmed! 

Because you have met the full criteria for the position of Headmaster of the Tower of Grand Sorcery, your position has been upgraded from Interim Headmaster to Headmaster.  You now have full access to the Tower of Grand Sorcery’s capabilities. 

Aranos  read  the  notifications  carefully,  glancing  down  at  one  of his hands as he did.  The faint, golden tracings beneath his skin that he could barely see now glowed neon green with power as his Primal mana and soul energy flowed through his skin.  He couldn’t help but grin;  he’d  managed  to  join  his  LP  and  his  SP  into  one  at  long  last, combining  them  with  his  Stamina  into  a  single  vital  energy.    That struck him as both good and bad; he tended to burn through his SP

pretty quickly, but even if he got down to 25% of his max, he’d have something like five times the effective LP he’d had before. 

Even  better,  he’d  finally  hit  Grandmaster  in  Mana  Control  and Mana Mastery!  It simply required a total rebuild of how he stored and channeled his mana, accepting foreign energies instead of fighting to remove them.  He looked around at his new river, which looked more like  a  flood  rushing  past  him.    A  torrent  of  complexly  intertwined Primal  mana  streamed  through  the  very  center,  the  foundation  and essence of his flow, holding it stabler by far than it had ever been.  A tracery  of  soul  energy  wreathed  that  flow,  creating  a  sort  of  veil around it, held in place by the thin but constant swirls of his Primary mana.  Enhanced energy sheathed the entire construct, bonding with his  Primary  mana  and  stabilizing  it  against  the  chaos  of  the  soul energy it contained.  The entire flow thrummed with far more power

than it held before but flowed smoothly and easily, utterly undisturbed by hints of turbulence. 

Of course, he knew it wasn’t perfect.  Eddies and swirls still filled it,  but  he  couldn’t  sense  them.    He  guessed  that  discovering  them and  smoothing  them  out  would  advance  his  Mana  Control  skill through  the  Grandmaster  ranks  and  would  probably  be  the  work  of months if not years. 

He’d unlocked several Evolved Aspects with his final mastery of the  types  of  mana,  and  he  examined  them  carefully.    In  addition  to Conjuration, Exorcism, and Oblivion, he worked out Animation, which allowed  him  to  remotely  control  objects  and  cause  them  to  move around controlled by his will; Nullification, a combination of astral and void  mana  that  prevented  Primary  mana  from  functioning  and  one he’d encountered before when it was used against him; Enslavement mana  that  could  bind  a  creature  to  his  will  permanently  and Unbinding mana that would free any bound, controlled, or dominated creature  from  their  bindings;  and  Magnetic  mana  that  combined spatial, fire, and life mana to create pretty much the exact effects he would  have  expected.    All  told,  the  eight  new  Aspects  gave  him  an extra  4,000  XP  for  9,000  in  total,  a  respectable  amount  but  not enough for another level. 

He  rose  from  his  upgraded  mana  river  and  back  into  his mindscape,  spending  the  rest  of  his  time  training  his  Diplomacy, Dwarven Masonry, Enchanting Lore, and Sense Intent skills with his skill  books,  then  working  on  his  Spells,  honing  and  refining  them. 

None  of  them  leveled  up,  but  he  gained  a  couple  ranks  in  several thanks  to  the  bonuses  he  gained  to  training  from  his  Ascension Domain  and  Deeper  Meditation  skill.    At  last,  he  rose  from  his mindscape.    Dawn  crept  closer,  and  he  had  a  lot  to  do  with  the coming of the sun. 

Chapter 15

The  sun  peeked  above  the  walls  of  Stoneleague,  streaking  the city with fingers of pink and lavender that glowed on the glum stones of the city.  Aranos walked along in silence with Geltheriel at his side, gazing at the color-splashed buildings.  The brilliant sunrise seemed to  etch  the  city  in  stark  hues,  making  it  seem  brighter,  crisper,  and more real in the quiet of the early morning.  Every crack and divot in the  stone  cried  for  his  attention,  the  shadows  in  the  joins  loomed thicker  and  darker,  and  the  dew  glistening  on  the  lower  parts  of  the buildings sparkled like jewels. 

 It  is  beautiful,  is  it  not,  Oathbinder?  Geltheriel  asked  silently, obviously not wanting to break to stillness of the morning. 

 It is,  he agreed. 

 It does not possess the beauty of the elven forests,  she went on thoughtfully.  The  city  does  not  live  as  Eredain  does,  joined  with nature and the land and blending into its natural splendor.  Nor does it have the majesty of the dwarven Deeps, with their crystalline columns and walls bespeckled with jewels.  And yet, there is a majesty in the simplicity of this city, Oathbinder.  There is wonder to be found here, I think, should we but choose to look for it. 

Aranos  eyed  the  woman  curiously.  That’s  very  poetic,  he  said admiringly.  What brought that on? 

 The sunrise, perhaps,  she laughed.  Or the quiet of the morning. 

 Perhaps it is simply that for once, it is the two of us together, without the  world  demanding  that  we  save  it  or  clamoring  for  our  attention. 

 That is sufficient to merit a poem of its own, I believe. 

He nodded.  It is nice to have a quiet moment, just the two of us, he agreed, glancing around.  Hey, why don’t we grab some breakfast at the Golden Lion before we head to the Guild?  We’ve got time, and it’ll be nice to eat something other than rations. 

 I would enjoy that,  she smiled at him.  A quiet meal, just the two of us, sounds very appealing, Oathbinder. 

The  Golden  Lion  lay  just  off  the  Guild  Square,  and  the  tavern’s owner greeted them enthusiastically as they entered. 

“Lord Evenshade – or is it your Majesty?” the man asked, looking past the pair into the rising light on the streets behind.  “Where’s your

– I mean, is your lion…?” 

Geltheriel  laughed.    “Glorferdir  rests  in  the  palace,  Innkeeper,” 

she told the man.  “Like any cat, he would sleep the day away if given the opportunity.” 

Aranos  looked  past  the  quiet  bar,  only  a  handful  of  the  tables occupied  by  well-dressed  merchants  and  craftsmen  grabbing breakfast before starting their days, to the wall opposite the door.  An image of a golden-furred, brass-maned leonal stood there, sparkling and glowing in the morning sunlight.  “That’s pretty good,” he noted, pointing to the mural spread across an entire wall. 

“It  is,  isn’t  it?”  the  innkeeper  practically  gushed.    “I  paid  for  the higher-quality gold paints, which cost silvers more, but I think it was worth it.  The lion actually glitters in the torchlight, and it looks like it’s moving when there’s a fire in the fireplace!” 

“Clever,”  Geltheriel  nodded.    “Has  it  brought  you  the  business you hoped?” 

“Sadly,  yes,”  another  voice  spoke  tiredly,  and  Aranos  looked down the bar to see the man’s sister and co-owner of the bar shaking her head as she made notes on several sheets of paper.  “A Bard has started  playing  here  in  the  evenings,  and  she  sings  several  songs about lions – and about you and your party, your Majesty.” 

“Me?” Aranos asked, startled.  “Wait, there are songs about me?” 

“Oh,  yes,  quite  a  few,”  the  innkeeper,  who  Aranos  recalled  was named Dylan chuckled.  “They’re quite popular, really.” 

“What sort of songs?” Geltheriel asked curiously. 

“Oh,  the  usual.    Ones  about  him  fighting  the  bodakkai  and urukkai,  killing  the  Nightmare  Beast,  and  battling  the  spiders  in  the dwarven lands.” 

Aranos  stared  at  the  man.    “Wait,  how…most  of  those  things happened  away  from  humans!    How  do  they  have  songs  about them?” 

“Well, we have had some exotic visitors to our city, your Majesty,” 

Dylan’s sister Connie snorted.  “The dwarves came telling about your

exploits in their cities, and the elves brought tales about your doings in their lands.  They spread pretty quickly.” 

Geltheriel grinned at the obviously discomfited Aranos.  “You are famous,  Oathbinder!”  she  laughed,  clapping  his  shoulder.    “Perhaps we  could  come  back  some  evening  and  hear  one  of  those  songs. 

Would that not suit you?” 

“You’re both famous,” Dylan corrected, shaking his head.  “There are songs about you, as well, miss.” 

“About…me?” Geltheriel repeated.  “Why are there songs about me?” 

“Well, the two of you seem to have done some interesting things together,  dear,”  Connie  smiled  at  the  elf.    “The  elves  told  everyone how you met, he rescued you from a Corrupted city, you swore your blade  to  him,  and  together,  you  freed  the  first  city  since  the  Feast, and it all sort of spiraled from there.” 

“There are stories about you battling the elf prince and fighting a skinwalker in our own throne room,” Dylan added.  “There’s even one about that sword of yours.”  He gestured to the weapon at Geltheriel’s hip. 

“M-my sword?” 

“’Unsheathing the Blade’,” Connie sighed, touching her chest and looking wistful.  “That line where you swore yourself to him, body and soul…”    She  sniffed,  touching  her  eyes  and  blinking.    “It  gets  me every time.” 

“You’re  right,”  Aranos  grinned  back  at  the  stunned  Geltheriel. 

“We should come listen some night.  We can see which of us has the better songs.” 

“Let us focus on breakfast, first,” Geltheriel said firmly.  “There is a great chance that we will be far too busy come evening to enjoy any such entertainment.” 

“True,”  he  sighed,  looking  at  Dylan.    “What’s  on  the  menu  for breakfast?” 

They each ordered and sat down, Aranos sipping a cup of coffee while  Geltheriel  drank  strong,  black  tea.    As  they  sat,  Aranos’

sensitive ears tuned into the quiet chatter surrounding them.  As he suspected, most of it focused on the pair. 

“…new  king,”  someone  whispered  not-quite-softly  enough  for Aranos to miss.  “And that elf is his companion.” 

“Mistress, you mean,” a man’s voice snorted softly. 

“That’s  their  business,  isn’t  it?”  the  first  man  said  firmly. 

“Besides,  they  fought  Nightmare  Beasts  and  skinwalkers  together. 

I’m not going to judge them, and you shouldn’t either.” 

“I’m not judging, I’m jealous.  Have you seen her?  And they say she  killed  a  hundred  Travelers  without  getting  a  wound  herself.    A damn sword-master is what she is…” 

“…so  romantic,”  a  woman’s  voice  sighed  off  to  the  other  side. 

“Have you heard ‘Unsheathing the Blade’?” 

“’To  the  Pit  and  back,  Aranos’,”  a  man  said  with  a  sigh  of  his own.  “Gets me every time I hear it.” 

Aranos glanced at the elf, whose hearing was at least as good as his,  and  saw  from  the  flush  on  her  cheeks  that  she’d  picked  up  the words  as  well.    “Well,  this  isn’t  awkward  at  all,”  he  muttered  as  he raised a wall of sonic mana around them, shifting it into white noise to block out the surrounding conversations.   She looked relieved as the whispers faded into a low hiss of static, and he grimaced. 

“Sorry about that,” he sighed. 

She  snorted.    “What,  that  we  are  well-known  and  highly discussed?    Oathbinder,  together,  we  slew  not  one  but  two  gods.    I am certain that this will not be the last time people notice us.” 

“Not that.  The bit about – about you being my mistress,” he said hesitantly. 

To  his  surprise,  she  laughed  heartily.    “Oathbinder,  I  have  long since  stopped  being  concerned  about  that  particular  gossip,”  she assured him. 

“You have?  Wait, how often have you heard that?” 

She  sighed.    “Let  me  say  it  this  way.    It  was  one  of  the  first questions my own mother broached – ever so delicately, of course –

when I first spoke to her of you and my oath.” 

“You know, I never asked how she felt about that,” he observed. 

“You said that she was actually happy that you joined my House, but you never said how she felt about your oath.” 

The elf shrugged.  “At first, she was greatly concerned.  As you know,  Oathbinder,  Travelers  held  a  somewhat  dubious  reputation  in our lands, and she fretted that you would either treat me as cavalierly as many of your kind treat the natives of Ka or use the Bond to force me to become your mistress in truth. 

“I  assured  her  that  you  would  not,  but  she  did  not  believe  –  at least,  not  at  first.    As  you  labored  for  the  good  of  Eredain,  never asking for recompense but simply doing the right thing because it was the right thing, she gradually accepted.  Now?”  She laughed.  “Now, she  tells  all  and  sundry  that  my  oath  to  you  was  the  single  wisest choice I have ever made – which says very little, considering many of my choices.” 

He looked at her with a genuine smile.  “I agree with her.  I think our Bond is the best thing I’ve done in this world, to be honest – and gaining you as a friend, of course.” 

She  reached  across  and  took  his  hand,  her  eyes  suddenly bright.    “That  is  one  of  the  kinder  things  you  have  said  to  me, Aranos,” she noted.  “And you have said many kind things.  Knowing that even amidst all your power and accomplishments, you treasure our  simple  Bond  so…”    She  smiled,  the  expression  lighting  up  her entire face and making her lavender eyes gleam. 

“It’s true,” he said honestly.  “The fame and everything are nice, don’t get me wrong, but I’d be perfectly happy to just adventure with you,  the  two  of  us  and  Silma,  going  out  and  hunting  Shadowborn without all the world-shaking Quests.”  He laughed.  “In fact, let’s do that  when  all  this  is  over.    We’ll  go  exploring,  just  the  three  of  us. 

There  are  parts  of  Ka  I’ve  never  seen,  and  entire  worlds  I’ve  only visited in my training sessions.  We can see them together.  What do you think?” 

“That  sounds  like  the  single  best  idea  I  have  heard  in  weeks,” 

she laughed.  “The three of us, chasing Shadowborn and discovering new vistas, without the demands of others?  I can think of nothing I would enjoy more.” 

A  young  man  approached  their  table  carrying  two  platters  of food, and the pair settled in to eat, chatting amiably about where they wanted to visit when they got a chance.  Geltheriel wanted to cross

the Sea of Flowers west of the Elven Realms to visit the homeland of the  elven  race  and  see  how  the  Feast  of  Virnal  affected  it,  while Aranos found himself curious about the Blood Realms to the south of the Lands of Light.  They spoke of clearing the Vale of Shadows north of  Northmoor,  an  area  supposedly  overrun  by  extremely  powerful monsters that rivaled Nightmare Beasts in size and ferocity, and even of leaving Ka to journey to other worlds entirely using Aranos’ astral magic. 

Aranos found himself smiling as Geltheriel spoke of her desire to seek  out  creatures  of  legend  across  the  world  in  a  truly  epic  hunt. 

The elf’s eyes sparkled as she spoke, her face lit with eagerness and excitement.    She  gestured  expressively,  her  hands  gliding  smoothly and  tapping  the  table  with  precision  and  control,  but  he  sensed  the joy bubbling up within her as she talked about seeking a true dragon and testing herself against it. 

He’d  rarely  seen  her  so  eager  before;  in  fact,  he’d  rarely  seen her talk about the future before.  He understood that, of course.  The Cleansing Quest Golloron gave them should have been impossible to complete, and she’d never allowed herself to look past the immediate needs of completing that Quest.  He knew that if the Quest failed, she intended  to  end  her  life;  she’d  rather  die  than  live  with  the  pain  of Corruption for the rest of her days.  He supposed that when all she saw  in  her  future  was  the  high  probability  of  death  –  either  falling while  battling  the  Darkness  or  to  her  own  hand  –  making  plans beyond that made little sense. 

Now, though, he saw a new gleam in her eyes: hope.  She had hope  that  their  Quest  would  finish  successfully,  that  together,  they would  end  the  Feast  once  and  for  all,  and  the  Lands  of  Light  could return to peace and prosperity.  That hope let her look beyond their Quest for perhaps the first time since he’d rescued her in Haerobel, and it filled him with happiness to see her so enthused. 

They rose from their table at last, Aranos dropping the dome of sonic energy to wish the innkeeper and his sister well, then headed for the Adventurers’ Guild to meet with Phil and his team.  The Guild felt  much  less  crowded  when  they  entered,  and  he  felt  a  tiny  bit  of tension  leave  him  as  he  realized  that  he’d  been  anticipating  the

packed  tavern  he’d  encountered  the  last  time.    Instead,  the  tavern stood mostly empty, with only a few parties seated around the tables, talking quietly and eating.  He grinned as he saw Avalyn sitting with one of the groups and made his way to their table. 

“Aranos!”  Phil  said  enthusiastically,  waving  to  the  Sorcerer. 

“Come on, join us!  Pull up a chair!” 

“Thanks,”  the  Sorcerer  grinned,  grabbing  a  chair  and  settling down next to his friend, while Geltheriel did the same across from him next  to  Meridian  –  who  herself  sat  very  close  to  a  familiar  bearded figure. 

“Hector,  welcome  back!    When  did  you  get  back  into  Ka?” 

Aranos smiled at the man as he spoke, but even as he did, he felt a surge  of  apprehension.    Scent  and  Sense  Intent  both  screamed  at him  as  he  asked  that  question.    Tension  filled  the  table,  tension  so palpable  he  could  almost  cut  it  with  a  knife.    Something  had  gone wrong;  Hector’s  absence  boded  something  worse  than  Aranos  had hoped. 

“Yesterday  morning,”  the  man  replied  sourly.    “Right  after  these jerks left to finish a Quest without me.” 

“Honey,  I  told  you  a  thousand  times.    We  weren’t  leaving  you behind  to  get  extra  XP  without  you  on  purpose,”  Meridian  said  from beside  the  bearded  warrior,  grinning  at  him.    “It  was  just  a  happy accident,  is  all.”    Her  voice  seemed  nonchalant,  but  Aranos  noticed she  clutched  his  arm  tightly  as  she  spoke,  and  he  heard  the undercurrent of fear in her words. 

Aranos considered ignoring the obvious concerns from the group but  decided  ignorance  wouldn’t  make  anything  better.    “What happened?” he asked after a moment, his voice soft.  “Is everything okay?” 

“Nope,  not  at  all,”  Hector  sighed,  shaking  his  head  and  leaning against  the  blonde  woman,  his  voice  sounding  tired  and  slightly defeated.    The  man  seemed  to  wrestle  with  his  thoughts  for  a moment,  then  shrugged.    “You  might  as  well  know.    The  rest  of  the party  does.    You  know  that  I  left  the  Army  due  to  disability,  right?” 

Aranos nodded, and the man continued. 

“Well,  I  might  have  downplayed  my  injuries  a  bit,”  Hector  went on.    “They  left  me  in  a  wheelchair,  with  a  few  artificial  organs  –

including  a  heart.”    The  man  shook  his  head.    “I  don’t  tell  people because  they  tend  to  get  all  pitying  on  me,  and  I  don’t  really appreciate that.” 

“I get that,” Avalyn said softly. 

“Yeah, you would,” Hector agreed.  “In any case, that’s why I got into  the  beta,  and  it’s  why  the  docs  monitor  me  so  closely.    They’re not a hundred percent sure how all this tech will interact with my heart pump  and  kidney  filters,  and  I’m  the  guinea  pig.”    He  grimaced. 

“Turns out, it might not mesh so well.” 

He seemed to subconsciously pull Meridian closer as he spoke. 

“I  guess  that  my  heart  gave  out  during  the  last  logout.    I  don’t remember any of it; after I respawned, I sent a message to the…”  He glanced  at  Geltheriel.      “…the  controllers  on  our  world,  asking  them what  happened,  and  they  explained  something  about  the  nanogel interfering  with  my  heart’s  electromechanics  or  something.    I  didn’t get everything they said.  The upshot is that I went into a coma for a couple days, and they ended up putting me back into the game while they fix the damage.” 

“So, wait, are you still in a coma IRL?” Aranos asked curiously. 

“Who the hell knows?” Hector shrugged.  “I don’t feel like it, but then,  I  don’t  know  what  I’d  feel  here  in  this  world.    I  mean,  if  my brain’s getting all the signals it needs to run correctly, then maybe it’s not really in a coma – it’s just sort of asleep.” 

Aranos whistled, shaking his head in dismay.  “Wow, dude.  I’m sorry to hear that.  Does that mean they’ll pull you out once they fix you up?” 

“Maybe?  I don’t know.  They might keep me here while I heal up, or they might pull me out to make sure nothing goes wrong again.  I won’t know until it happens, I guess.” 

Aranos  looked  at  the  man,  sensing  his  apprehension  and  the quiet fear inside him.  “I’m sorry to hear that,” he said at last.  “I hope they let you stay, but I hope a lot more that you’re okay.” 

“You and me, both,” Meridian said softly. 

Silence hung awkwardly in the room.  Aranos didn’t really know what to say at that point.  He didn’t think Hector would appreciate any platitudes  or  sympathy,  really,  but  he  doubted  making  light  of  the situation would be welcome, either.  To his surprise, Avalyn was the one who finally broke the silence. 

“You know what they say, Hector.  There’s no need to worry,” the girl said firmly. 

“No?” he asked, his face dubious.  “Why not?” 

“Because  you’ve  only  got  two  options.    Get  better  or  die.” 

Aranos winced at that, but the girl went on.  “If you get better, nothing to  worry  about.    If  you  die,  you’ve  still  only  got  two  options:  go  to Heaven  or  go  to  Hell.    If  you  go  to  Heaven,  you’ve  got  nothing  to worry about, and if you go to Hell…” 

“I’ll  be  too  damn  busy  greeting  friends  to  worry,”  the  muscular man laughed aloud, breaking the rising tension and meeting Avalyn’s grin  with  his  own.    “We  used  to  say  that  before  engagements,  girl. 

Where’d you hear it?” 

“Someone  gave  it  to  me  as  a  birthday  card  one  year,”  the  girl laughed.    “Everyone  yelled  at  them  for  giving  it  to  me  –  I  was  only thirteen – but I thought it was great.  It made what I knew was going to happen someday seem less scary and more light-hearted.” 

Hector nodded.  “I feel you there.”  He smiled again.  “And you’re right,  it  does  make  me  feel  better.”    He  looked  around  the  room. 

“Besides,  for  now,  here  I  am  with  good  friends,  eating  and  drinking, holding the woman I love.  If I have to go – there are worse ways to do it.” 

“There  are,”  Avalyn  agreed  with  a  smile,  glancing  briefly  at Aranos  as  she  spoke.    “Better  to  leave  this  world  surrounded  by people you care about than all alone in a bed somewhere.” 

“I think we can all agree on that,” Phil nodded, turning to look at Aranos.    “Avalyn  was  telling  us  a  bit  about  what  you’ve  all  been  up to.  What’s this about fighting another god?” 

“Seriously,” Longfellow grumped from the end of the table beside Neela.  “You keep going off and killing gods without us, mate, we’re going to start feeling unwelcome!” 

“Yeah, we wouldn’t want anyone to run off and grab a shit-ton of XP and leave you behind, would we?” Hector said dryly, then glanced at Avalyn.  “Pardon my French.” 

The  girl  giggled.    “It’s  not  like  I’ve  never  heard  people  swear before,  Hector.    My  nurses  do  it  all  the  time  –  usually  when  they’re trying to find one of my veins for an IV.   Apparently, I’ve got flat ones that are hard to see.  It annoys them a lot.” 

“I can imagine it would,” the warrior chuckled, looking at Aranos. 

“Go on.  Make them feel as jealous as they made me feel.” 

Aranos  laughed,  then  described  his  encounter  with  the naldlooshii  in  the  House  of  Stars,  his  Redemption  of  the  dwarven Skollhelds, and their trip to Skollheld Korhl. 

“And now, we need to get the army south to Avendale ASAP,” he finished.  “I’m thinking of heading there, Redeeming the Arcane Door, and using it to move the army today.”  He grimaced.  “At least, I was before last night.” 

“What  happened  last  night?”  Martina  asked  curiously,  leaning toward the Sorcerer, then glancing at Geltheriel.  “Did you two go fight another god without us or something?  Because I would totally have gone along!” 

“No,” Geltheriel chuckled.  “My Oathbinder apparently managed to  reach  the  rank  of  Grandmaster  in  his  arcane  mana  skills  –  and gained another Evolution in the process.” 

McBane nodded his head.  “I noticed that your skin looked a little more – glowing, I guess.  What happened?” 

“Well,  you  know  that  to  open  the  Arcane  Doors,  I  need  soul energy,  right?”  Aranos  asked  the  group,  receiving  several  nods. 

“Turns out, I need it for more than that.  I developed a new Spell that I think will free a lot of Arcane Doors at the same time – maybe even all of them – but casting it requires a huge amount of Soul Points, so I absorbed as many as I could hold when we fought the kongolorns.” 

He  went  on  to  describe  his  discovery  of  the  soul  energy disrupting  his  mana  flows  and  his  efforts  to  remedy  those disruptions.  “In the end, I got it all working, and fixing it pushed me up  to  Grandmaster  rank  in  Mana  Control  and  Mana  Mastery  both  –

but it cost me almost all of the Soul Points I’d gathered.” 

Longfellow  whistled  in  appreciation.    “So,  wait,  let  me  get  this straight  –  you  use  SP  instead  of  LP  now?”    Aranos  nodded.    “And what’s your mana pool like?” 

“Well,  technically,  it’s  a  bit  over  250,000,”  Aranos  hedged. 

“However, thanks to my racial upgrade, I can hold about three times that.” 

Silence  reigned  over  the  table  for  several  seconds  as  they processed  his  words.    “Fucking  shit!”  Martina  finally  exploded, slapping  both  hands  down  on  the  table.    “Wait,  you  have  three-quarters of a  million  LP?” 

“SP and LP combined,” he corrected. 

“Same  thing!    You  could  take  a  fucking  meteor  strike  and  walk away!  How the hell is that fair?” 

Phil chuckled quietly.  “It’s not, really – but then, he had to work pretty  hard  to  get  to  that  point.    Could  any  of  the  rest  of  us  have figured out what he has about this world and how its magic works?” 

“I  still  don’t  really  understand,  and  I’m  a  Wizard,”  Neela  spoke up.    “And  here  I  was,  excited  about  having  three  thousand  SP  at last.”  She glanced at Avalyn.  “Is it a Sorcerer thing?” 

The girl shook her head.  “I’ve only got five thousand, myself, so no.  It’s more of an Aranos thing, I think.” 

Aranos shrugged.  “My Spells probably cost a lot more SP than yours,  though,”  he  pointed  out.    “City  Purge  takes  500,000,  for example.    Most  of  my  Spells  cost  between  a  hundred  and  five hundred SP to cast in their base form, more when I use my Scepter or Overchannel them, and my Ascended Spells take almost all of my SP to cast, no matter how high it gets.” 

“And  doesn’t  it  take  SP  for  you  to  empower  units  under  your command?” Phil asked.  “You literally have to sacrifice your health to boost your army.” 

“When  you  look  at  it  that  way,  it’s  not  so  skewed  after  all,” 

Meridian  mused.    “I  mean,  I’ve  only  got  about  six  thousand  SP

myself, but my healing Spells only cost an SP per ten LP damage I heal,  so  I  rarely  get  close  to  50%.”    She  glanced  around  the  table. 

“Where’s the Druid?  I want to see how his Spells compare.” 

“He  took  Silma,  Miwango,  and  Glorferdir  back  to  Antas  through the  Arcane  Door,”  Avalyn  answered.    “They  like  it  better  there  than here,  I  guess.    And  Mutroda’s  in  the  palace,  getting  ready  for  the dwarf legions to arrive.” 

Aranos  nodded,  then  looked  between  Phil  and  Martina.    “So, that’s us.  What have you guys been up to?  What’s this Quest that has Hector so grouchy?”  He looked around.  “And where is everyone else?  This place is empty.” 

“They’re  all  down  in  Avendale,”  Longfellow  replied.    “Which  is where we should be, if you ask me.” 

“The Guild started giving out Quests to patrol and defend the city yesterday,”  Martina  explained.    “Since  we’re  all  going  to  be  there  to fight in the battle eventually, most people took the Guild’s offer of fast transport and headed there early.” 

“Fast transport?” Aranos echoed. 

“Yeah.    The  Mages’  College  opened  some  portals  there, something about a contribution to the war effort.  Let people skip the trade road completely.” 

“That’s probably a good thing,” Aranos nodded.  “I’m pretty sure the missing kongolorns are set up along it, waiting for us to move the army south – at least, I hope so.  I’m planning on killing as many as I can  on  my  way  there  to  get  the  Soul  Points  I  need  to  fix  the  Door down there.”  He shook his head.  “So, where were you guys – and why aren’t you in Avendale?” 

“Guildmaster Ryder said he had a special Quest for us.”  Martina smiled,  and  Aranos  sensed  the  pride  and  satisfaction  in  her expression.  “Turns out, we’re the Guild’s special ops team now, and we  get  Quests  directly  from  him.”    She  glanced  at  Longfellow. 

“Besides,  those  Avendale  Quests  were  C  and  D  ranked  for  us. 

They’d barely be worth our time.” 

She  looked  back  at  Aranos.    “As  for  our  Quest,  we  went  to Northmoor, like we wanted – only we went at Ryder’s request, and he sent us through a portal, as well.” 

“How bad was it?” 

“Not  as  bad  as  you  might  think,”  Phil  said  thoughtfully.    “There are  a  lot  of  undead,  but  the  city’s  not  overrun  the  way  Antas  was. 

The wards are down, as well, so getting in was easy.” 


“That means the Heart’s probably empty,” Aranos observed.  “Lily must  have  drained  it  of  power.”    He  grimaced.    “And  there  were  no survivors?” 

“There  was  one,”  Martina  grinned.    “In  fact,  that’s  why  we  went there.    Ryder  wanted  us  to  discover  what  happened  to  Queen Ysabelle.” 

Aranos  sat  up  straighter,  his  eyes  wide.    “She  survived?”  he gasped. 

“Yep,” Martina grinned.  Aranos listened as the woman told him of  her  exploration  of  the  dead  city,  her  battle  with  the  vampires  Lily left  behind,  and  her  discovery  of  Ysabelle  in  the  throne  room.    “So, Meridian  cocooned  her  up,  we  brought  her  back  and  gave  her  to Guildmaster Ryder, and he took her somewhere safe.” 

“All without me,” Hector grumbled. 

Aranos sat back, his thoughts racing.  “And Ryder has her?” he asked. 

“Yeah.  Why?” 

“Because I think I can Redeem Northmoor through her,” he said slowly.    “I  can  deny  Lily  the  city  –  and  keep  her  from  using  it  to unleash another bodakkai army.  It won’t fix the Door, but I don’t think the bodakkai will last long on Redeemed Ground, especially if we can get  there  and  plant  some  oilairie  trees.”    He  grinned  with  rising excitement.  “We might not even have to take the city back; we can just  make  sure  Lily  can’t  use  it.”    He  gazed  at  Martina  admiringly. 

“You did a great job.  I’m really impressed.” 

The daywalker flushed slightly, shrugging.  “It wasn’t that big of a deal.  I got lucky with them being allergic to my blood, really.” 

“Yes, but you figured out how to weaponize that, and you used it against them effectively,” he pointed out.  “And you did it while they were hunting you.  Not many people would have come up with that on the spot.” 

The  woman  looked  away,  flushing  deeper,  then  turned  toward Geltheriel.  “It would have been easier if my Stealth and Archery skills were better, though.  Any way you could train me?” 

“Of course,” the elf nodded.  “However, my Oathbinder might be a better trainer for Archery, in truth.  He is an Expert at it, even as I am, but his level is higher than mine.” 

“I’m actually a Master, now,” Aranos corrected. 

“Master?” Longfellow echoed.  “Damn, what the hell am I doing here, then – and when do I get some training, too?” 

“I  only  use  it  when  my  Spells  aren’t  as  effective,”  Aranos laughed.  “It’s a unique style called Manarchery, so it’s a bit different from regular Archery.  It lets me combine my spellcasting and Archery into one.  I don’t know if I can teach you regular Archery as well as Geltheriel can, in fact.”  He looked at Avalyn.  “I want to start training you on it, though, if you’re interested.  Even if you don’t use it much, it’ll affect your accuracy with your Spells.” 

“I’d like that,” the girl nodded. 

“Can I learn, too?” Neela asked. 

“I don’t see why not.  Technically, anyone with spellcasting ability can, I suppose.”  He looked at Meridian.  “Interested?” 

“Nah,  I’m  good,”  the  woman  shook  her  head.    “My  Dexterity sucks, to be honest.” 

Aranos smiled.  “That’s the best part.  You use Intelligence and Wisdom instead of Dexterity for the skill.” 

“Well,  then,  I  guess  I’m  on  board.”    She  grinned  at  Longfellow. 

“Looks  like  there  might  be  three  Archers  in  this  group,  Shortfellow. 

Feeling obsolete yet?” 

The Archer grumbled, and Aranos opened his mouth to reassure the man – he doubted that he could get Meridian and Neela up to the Student  ranks  in  the  few  days  left  in  the  beta  test,  much  less  the Adept or Expert ones – but before he could speak, a rumble passed through  the  building.    He  stopped  and  looked  up  as  the  ceiling overhead shook with what sounded like hundreds of booted feet, as if a  small  army  suddenly  invaded  the  Guild.    He  leaped  to  his  feet, noticing the others doing the same as voices erupted from upstairs, talking loudly, excitedly – and angrily. 

“What  the  heck?”  he  asked,  pulling  up  his  mana  just  in  case, seeing Geltheriel loosening her blade and moving toward the stairs at the same time. 

“Sounds like a big wipe,” Hector observed with a frown. 

“Wipe?” Geltheriel echoed. 

“It  means  a  bunch  of  Travelers  died  all  at  once,  so  they  came back at the same time,” McBane explained.  “And he’s right; it does sound like that.”  The Rogue looked at Martina.  “Avendale?” 

“That’s  my  guess,”  the  woman  sighed.    “Looks  like  they  met something they couldn’t handle.” 

Aranos  felt  a  sinking  feeling  in  his  chest  as  the  first  of  the Travelers  pounded  down  the  stairs,  talking  noisily.    He  cleared  his throat,  trying  to  get  their  attention,  but  they  ignored  him,  speaking rapidly  to  one  another.    Finally,  he  released  a  small  blast  of  sonic mana that rang like a gunshot in the tavern, forcing everyone to wince and  cover  their  ears.    The  Travelers  turned  to  face  him,  their expressions annoyed. 

“What  the  hell,  man?”  a  woman  with  dark  skin  wearing brigandine armor and carrying a long spear asked, rubbing her ears. 

“You trying to deafen us?” 

“Sorry about that,” Aranos said without a trace of sincerity.  “I just wanted to know the news.  What’s going on?” 

“What’s  going  on?”  a  man  in  silk  robes  echoed,  shaking  his head.  “I’ll tell you what’s going on.  Avendale is gone.” 

“Gone?!” Martina demanded, stalking forward.  “What the hell do you mean, gone?” 

“I mean, the Shadowborn took it,” the man replied.  “Avendale’s fallen – and I’m pretty sure Stoneleague is going to be next.” 

Chapter 16

Aranos sat in the conference room of the palace, surrounded by the city’s top officials, his party members, and a trio of Travelers from the  last  group  to  respawn.    Silence  hung  heavily  in  the  air;  no  one wanted to believe that the southern city fell so quickly – and so much earlier than anyone imagined it could.  Aranos could see the fear and despair in their eyes; many of them wondered if winning the war was even possible. 

“Tell  us  what  happened,”  Ryder  instructed  the  three  players. 

“How did the city fall so quickly?  And who took it?” 

“The  Shadowborn  army,”  a  man  in  gleaming,  white-enameled armor  spoke  tiredly,  rubbing  his  eyes.    “At  least,  I’m  assuming  they took  it.    They  were  through  the  gates  and  inside  the  walls  when  I died, so I doubt the city lasted more than an hour or so before it fell.” 

“How  did  they  get  in?”  General  Trembath  demanded. 

“Avendale’s  got  strong  walls  and  wards  –  how  did  they  get  through the gates?” 

“The  spiders,”  a  woman  in  a  purple  robe  answered.    “They  just opened the gates and let the army pour in.” 

“Start at the beginning,” Aranos instructed.  “What happened?” 

“A  real  shit-show  is  what  happened,”  the  man  in  the  middle sighed, his high steel armor creaking as he leaned back in his chair. 

“It started yesterday.  My party was patrolling the beaches – a bunch of sea creatures had been coming ashore and attacking the outlying farms and towns around the city – when the sky over the ocean just disappeared, replaced with a wall of blackness.  Thousands of ships sailed  out  of  it,  appearing  an  hour  south  of  the  city  and  headed directly for the shorelines around it.  When they landed, the ships spit out  the  biggest  damn  army  I’ve  ever  seen.”    He  shook  his  head. 

“Must have been a hundred thousand Shadowborn, at least.” 

“Over two-hundred-fifty thousand,” the woman corrected. 

“Okay,  that,”  the  man  agreed.    “In  any  case,  the  city  went  into lockdown, King Trayvon started issuing defense Quests left and right, 

and  the  Guilds  made  all  those  Quests  mandatory,  so  pretty  much everyone in the city did something for its defense.” 

He  gestured  at  the  others.    “Our  parties  were  assigned  to patrolling  the  city  and  keeping  order  because  we  have  some  of  the highest reps with Avendale.”  He grimaced.  “Or had, I guess.” 

“The point is,” the woman cut in, “we weren’t on the walls when all  this  happened.    We  were  out  in  the  streets  when  the  spiders started boiling up from below.” 

“From below?” Aranos echoed. 

“Damn  things  came  from  the  flood  tunnels,”  the  white-armored man grunted.  “A big chunk of Avendale’s below sea level, so it’s got a big system of storm sewers and drains to carry water away when it rains, or the tide gets too high.  The spiders got into that somehow.” 

“It  wasn’t  warded  or  guarded?”  Aranos  asked,  looking  at  Ryder and Trembath. 

“It  had  both,  your  Majesty,”  Trembath  replied.    “However,  it’s likely  that  with  the  invading  army  testing  its  borders,  the  city’s defenders  didn’t  notice  the  tunnel  wards  going  off  –  and  physical defenses can be penetrated, no matter how strong they are.” 

“However  it  happened,”  the  woman  cut  in,  “the  spiders  started coming up out of the sewers, basements, cellars – anywhere below ground.  I didn’t get an accurate count, but I’d say there had to have been twenty or thirty thousand of them, at least.” 

“We roused the Guard,” the first speaker added.  “It was too late, though.    The  spiders  swarmed  over  the  city,  killing  or  capturing everyone  they  came  across.    The  City  Guard  fought  back,  but  the spiders drove to the gate like they knew where it was, killed everyone there, and opened it to let the Shadowborn army inside.” 

“It  was  a  slaughter,”  the  white-armored  man  shook  his  head. 

“Without  the  walls  and  wards  to  defend  them,  the  soldiers  never stood a chance.  We all fell back to the palace, and Wizards from the Mages’ College opened up portals to let as many people escape as they could.” 

“So, you don’t know if the city actually fell or not,” Aranos noted with a touch of hope. 

“We didn’t take the portals,” the middle man explained.  “Almost none of us Travelers did.  We stayed to fight.  The armies surrounded the palace and hit it with everything they had, but the walls and wards held – at least, at first.”  He shuddered.  “Until the Nightmare Beasts came.” 

“Beasts, plural?” Aranos asked. 

“Two  of  them,  to  be  exact,”  the  woman  spoke  up.    “The Shadowborn opened a massive portal, and the things came out of it and attacked the palace walls.  The wards didn’t last long against a pair of fifty-foot-tall monsters with unspeakably powerful magic.  They physically tore down the walls, and everyone retreated to the palace. 

A  few  Wizards  opened  portals  for  us  to  use,  but…”    She  shook  her head.    “Not  everyone  made  it.    King  Trayvon  died  fighting  the monsters, as did most of the Guild leaders and his advisers.  I saw him fall before I got sent to respawn.” 

Silence  reigned  in  the  room  for  long  seconds  as  Aranos processed that information.  “Do we have any more information?” he asked. 

Headmaster Mandla nodded.  “Once I got the news, I had some of our Wizards scry the city and surrounding areas.  With the wards down,  we  could  see  into  it  easily  enough.    The  Shadowborn  have mostly  left  the  city  –  except  for  the  spider-people,  who  seem  to  be taking up residence there.” 

“They  must  have  a  queen  larva,”  Rigmen  Henrek  grunted. 

“They’ll  turn  the  city  into  a  nest  and  use  whoever  they  captured  to breed more of their kind.” 

“Are  the  Shadowborn  marching  this  way?”  Master  Merchant Warren asked. 

“Indeed,” Methild said.  “I sent Keepers south when we arrived at the  city  to  scout  the  trade  road,  and  they  sent  message  that  the Shadowborn move forth along that road, heading for Stoneleague.” 

“About the same time as those reports, the scouts I’ve set over Northmoor reported a swarm of bodakkai leaving the city and moving onto the High Road, headed this way,” Trembath added. 

“How many?” Aranos asked. 

“About fifteen thousand,” the general replied.  “It’s hard to get an accurate count; they don’t march in ranks or form units.” 

Aranos  nodded.    “Okay.    We  need  to  get  a  message  to Highwater.  We need every available force in Stoneleague ASAP.” 

“Even with the Highwater armies, your Majesty, I don’t think we can  hold  against  a  third  of  a  million  troops  –  especially  not  if  they have Nightmare Beasts with them,” Trembath pointed out.  “We need to  evacuate  the  common  people  to  Antas,  then  hold  here  long enough to make sure they’re all safe before we follow them.” 

“I think we can hold, General – with the right defenses,” Aranos said  firmly,  then  grimaced.    “However,  you’re  right  about  the populace.” 

He  glanced  over  at  Ryder  and  Warren.    “Can  you  have  the Guilds  arrange  an  evacuation  of  all  non-essential  people  to  Antas? 

Make sure to take enough food and water to supply them for at least a  week;  Antas  still  isn’t  fertile  enough  to  support  that  large  of  a population.” 

“What  about  the  –  less  savory  elements?”  the  Guildmaster asked.  “The Thieves’ and Assassins’ Guilds?” 

Aranos  grimaced.    “I  don’t  really  want  to  introduce  crime  to Antas,  but  I’d  rather  that  than  have  them  here  where  they  might disrupt  or  even  sabotage  our  defense.”    Ryder  nodded,  and  Aranos looked at Trembath and Methild. 

“Once the populace is clear, move the armies inside and use the abandoned  buildings  to  quarter  them,”  he  instructed.    “While  we’re doing that, we need to start planning our defense of the city.” 

“Your  Majesty,  the  city’s  defenses  simply  were  not  designed  to repel  such  a  force,”  the  General  said  tentatively.    “If  it  were  just  the Shadowborn,  we  might  be  able  to  hold,  but  with  the  Nightmare Beasts…” 

“I’ve killed one of them already, General,” Aranos said firmly.  “All of us together can handle two more, I think.  And as for the defenses, you’re right.  They aren’t up to holding against that sort of assault – at least, not yet.” 

He turned toward Henrek.  “Send word back to the Skollhelds.  I need blueprints for the strongest defensive buildings they can find.” 

“Of course, Priest,” the dwarf nodded. 

Aranos  glanced  at  Warren.    “Is  there  some  sort  of  Engineering Guild that would have blueprints for top-tier defensive structures?” 

“The  Architects’  Guild,”  the  older  merchant  nodded.    “Normally, you’d  have  to  pay  an  arm  and  a  leg  for  them,  but  with  the  city  in danger, you could just offer them a City Defense Quest for their best defensive blueprints.” 

“I should probably offer a bunch of updated city defense Quests,” 

Aranos agreed.  “General, Prince, what do you suggest?” 

“You  will  wish  to  reward  those  who  stay  to  man  the  walls,  High Elder,”  Methild  offered.    “As  well  as  those  who  can  scout  the approaching armies.” 

“Don’t  forget  miscellaneous  Quests,”  Trembath  suggested.    “If you offer Quests for weapons and armor, for healers and cooks, and for people to bring arrows, food, and water to the walls, you’ll get a lot of takers, especially among the poorer folk.” 

“You should have people patrol the sewers, too, if you have any,” 

the female Traveler suggested a bit bitterly. 

“I’ll do all that,” Aranos nodded.  “I’ll also offer a Bounty Quest for any Travelers who want to hit either army as they march.”  He rose to his  feet,  and  the  others  rose  with  him.    “Let’s  get  moving.    If  we’re going to have any chance of holding this city, we need to make every minute count.” 

Three hours later, Aranos stood over the main gatehouse, staring at the open field of grass that stretched from Stoneleague’s southern wall to the distant edge of the forest.  Trembath, Methild, and Henrek stood beside him, along with a woman in elaborate gold armor.  All of them peered down at the total lack of defenses before the wall, and none looked particularly happy. 

“No  offense,  but  these  won’t  hold,”  the  woman  spoke  up  first, shaking her head. 

“They’ve  held  up  against  the  Shadowborn  for  two  thousand years, General Andina,” Trembath protested. 

“Not against the sort of attack you’re looking at,” she said firmly. 

“My guess is that you never face anything worse than urukkai raids, right?” 



“Well, mostly, but…” 

“That’s  what  I  thought.”    She  looked  at  Aranos.    “Highwater’s defenses are significantly stronger, primarily because we have to deal with attacks from the beasts of the Emerald Deeps.  We should return there and make our stand in a place with better defenses.” 

Queen  Melina  of  Highwater  had  seemed  surprisingly  amenable to  Aranos’  request  for  her  army  when  he  contacted  her  through  the Mages’ College’s scrying portals. 

“Our captains reported the armada that sailed on Avendale, King Aranos,”  the  raven-haired  Queen  told  him.    “They  estimated  the Shadowborn numbers at a quarter of a million.  Is that accurate?” 

“Sadly,  yes,”  Aranos  nodded.    “Although  it’s  probably  closer  to 400,000 with the bodakkai and kongolorns.” 

“My generals fear that if Stoneleague falls, an army of that size might split and march against both Antas and Highwater at the same time,”  the  Queen  said.    “It’s  in  all  of  our  interests  to  stand  together against this sort of enemy, rather than apart.” 

“I  appreciate  that,”  Aranos  replied  gratefully.    “A  victory  here would  break  the  power  the  Darkness  holds  over  all  the  Realms  of Light and allow us to take the initiative in this war.” 

“We agree, which is why we have issued a proclamation.”  She held  up  a  roll  of  parchment.    “For  the  duration  of  this  war,  let  it  be known  that  King  Aranos,  Lord  Evenshade,  High  Heart-Bonded,  is Warleader and High King of the Human Kingdoms, and that all shall obey his commands until the Darkness is defeated or we all fall to it.” 

As she spoke, a notification popped up, and he glanced at it quickly before closing it. 

Title Gained: High King

You are the acknowledged ruler of all the Human Kingdoms. 

Benefits: You are Bonded to all human cities, and all citizens of those  cities  gain  your  Leadership  bonuses.    All  human  cities  under your rule are considered a single region for the purposes of travel and communication.    All  human  cities  share  50%  of  their  inherent bonuses with one another, as well as 50% of any building-generated bonuses to Skills, Skill training, and morale. 



He stared at her, stunned.  “Y-your Majesty, I don’t know what to say…” 

“Then say nothing, Warleader, and seem wiser for doing so,” she smiled.    The  expression  fled  from  her  face.    “In  truth,  High  King Aranos,  had  this  occurred  some  days  ago,  it  might  have  gone differently.    Our  father  ruled  then,  and  he…”    She  hesitated.    “He would not have willingly joined you. 

“However,  he  fell  during  an  attack  two  days  ago  by  the segengraw, when the sea-people entered the city by night and slew many.”  Her face saddened.  “It is time that the truce ends, and that we  either  stand  or  fall  as  one.    In  fact,  it’s  long  past  that  time,  and we’re simply glad that we’re here to see it.” 

Aranos had traveled to the distant city and raised a High Portal there,  allowing  the  armies  of  Highwater  to  travel  to  Antas  and  from there  through  the  Arcane  Doors  to  Stoneleague.    The  human  city might have been filled to overflowing with the addition of almost thirty-thousand  humans  and  fifteen  thousand  dwarves,  but  the  Guilds organized  a  fairly  orderly  evacuation  of  the  citizenry.    As  troops flowed into the city, citizens poured out, leaving Stoneleague full but not  bursting.    Now,  he  and  his  commanders  simply  had  to  create  a plan to defend that city. 

“If we’re thinking of retreating to a better defense,” Henrek spoke up,  “we  might  as  well  send  everyone  to  Skollheld  Heill.    It’s  more defensible than any human city.” 

“Or  the  citadel  of  Cendarta,”  Methild  offered.    “Either  decision would require the sacrifice of both Stoneleague and Antas, however.” 

“We’re  holding  Stoneleague,”  Aranos  spoke,  ending  the discussion.    “Instead  of  talking  about  why  Stoneleague  isn’t  good enough, let’s talk about how to make it better.” 

“There’s no time, Warleader,” Andina shook her head.  “We have less than a day…” 

“The  High  Elder  can  raise  the  needed  fortifications  in  minutes, General,”  Methild  interrupted  her  gently.    “I  have  seen  him  do  so myself.” 

“Really?” she asked Aranos, her eyes wide.  He nodded, and she glanced down at the field.  “In that case, the first thing we need is a ditch  before  the  gate.    In  fact,  a  series  of  ditches  across  this  field would slow down any advance and keep siege engines from getting too close.” 

“A  good  start,”  Methild  agreed.    “However,  the  Shadowborn  will simply  bridge  those  obstacles  with  trees  from  the  forest  beyond  the field.    We  must  hold  them  at  each  trench  and  make  them  pay  for every foot of ground.  The farther out we can engage them, the less damage the city itself will take during the inevitable bombardment.” 

“Dwarven  walls  and  battleholmes  are  your  answer,”  Henrek spoke,  pointing  below.    “Put  a  wall  behind  each  trench,  with  linked battleholmes  across  this  field,  staggered  so  that  anyone  trying  to cross between them enters a killing ground.” 

“Elven High Forts would also serve,” Methild noted.  “They may also  be  easier  to  build  in  short  time  compared  to  heavy  stone fortifications.” 

“As  would  the  Grand  Redoubts  we  got  from  the  Architects’

Guild,” Trembath added.  “And they come with artillery platforms, so they could be placed behind the main defensive line.” 

“If you can build that Grand Dwarven Barbican you showed us, I think  it  should  anchor  everything,”  Andina  suggested.    “Put  one behind each ditch, with high forts and battleholmes spread out beside it,  a  couple  of  redoubts  behind  it,  then  use  the  passages  inside  the dwarven walls and the barbican’s tunnels to link each fortification to it and  to  the  barbican  behind,  so  we  could  reinforce  and  fall  back easily.” 

“The  barbican’s  tunnels  might  be  vulnerable  to  kongolorns,” 

Henrek  shook  his  head.    “I’d  only  include  them  if  you  can  reinforce them somehow so the spiders can’t dig into them and come up at us from below.” 

“What about the Artillerist Spire the Architects’ Guild provided us the  plans  for?”  Trembath  spoke  up.    “We  could  put  some  of  those along the city walls, where the sight lines are best, and use them to break up enemy charges.” 

“True,” Andina nodded.  “The walls are the best place for those.” 

“Speaking  of  the  walls,”  Henrek  said,  stomping  on  the  stone beneath  them.      “These  are  just  granite,  and  the  gate’s  high  steel. 

Any way you can make them into a proper dwarven wall?” 

Aranos nodded.  “I think so.  However, I’m going to need some energy reserves for all this.” 

“Energy reserves?” Andina asked.  “What do you mean?” 

“I can raise all this using nothing but mana – but it’s going to take a  lot  of mana, and I have to get it from somewhere.  Hold on and let me  find  something  I  can  use.”    He  descended  into  Stoneleague’s Heart,  questing  around  the  city,  looking  for  piles  of  rubble  and buildings on the verge of toppling over.  Sadly, almost the entire Low Ward  met  his  needs.    Most  of  the  buildings  there  barely  stood,  and trash  filled  the  streets.    He  opened  his  eyes  and  turned  to  his  left, looking over the slum-like poor section of the city. 

 I don’t want to just destroy their homes,  he thought grimly.  The buildings  are  crappy,  but  the  poor  need  a  place  to  sleep,  too.  He sighed.  I’ll  just  have  to  raise  something  in  their  place.    I’m  sure  I could  work  out  some  apartment  buildings  for  them  with  my Architecture skill. 

“Okay, I’m going to head down to the Low Ward and get the SP I need,” he told the others.  “You might want to clear everyone off the walls while I’m doing this.” 

“As you command, Warleader,” Trembath saluted, then turned to a nearby officer and issued commands.  Aranos tuned them out as he cast  his  flight  Spell  and  sped  over  to  the  abandoned  Low  Ward, settling in the middle of a street that reeked of urine, blood, and rot. 

 At least, I hope it’s abandoned,  he thought ruefully, reaching out and  finding  nothing  larger  than  a  rat  with  Lifesense.  If  it’s  not, someone’s in for a rude awakening. 

He closed his eyes and dropped into the city’s Heart once more. 

The Heart’s influence extended out to the edge of the cleared fields and well beyond, and he quickly began to alter it, pouring SP into the Heart  and  guiding  it  into  the  patterns  he  needed.    As  he  did,  he allowed  strands  of  all  his  Primal  mana  types  to  flow  into  the  Heart, melding them into his work as he crafted new defenses. 





Digging  ditches  took  practically  no  effort  on  his  part;  he  simply had  to  shift  the  dirt  to  the  sides  and  compact  it  into  stone.    The resulting fifteen-foot-wide trenches yawned ten feet deep, and just for good  measure,  he  lined  the  bottom  with  polished  stone  spikes. 

Larger or more agile Shadowborn might be able to leap those gaps, but  the  vast  majority  of  the  Shadowborn  army  would  have  to  find  a way  across.    They  could  be  bridged,  of  course,  but  that  would  take time, and while the attackers laid their bridges, the defenders would make them pay. 

To help with that, Aranos used the first of the two blueprints he’d gotten from the Architects’ Guild. 

Grand Dwarven Barbican

Defensive Structure

A Grand Dwarven Barbican is meant to be the keystone of a dwarven outpost beyond a Skollheld.  Not only does it give impressive benefits to its defenders, it boosts nearby lesser fortifications, as well. 

Rarity: Exotic

Upkeep: 12 Stone, 5 Ore

Benefits: Houses 500 Soldiers.  Defense for all within +200%.  Magic Resistance  for  defenders  +25%.    Morale  for  those  within  +15%. 

Attack +50% for all defenders. 

Special:  The  Grand  Barbican  includes  stone-lined  tunnels  that connect  it  to  up  to  six  lesser  fortifications  within  ½  mile.    These fortifications each receive a boost of 25% to their existing defensive bonuses. 

The  resource  requirements  for  the  building  were  ridiculous  –

13,500 stone, to start – but thanks to his Heartweaving skill, Aranos could raise it with nothing but mana.  He’d already gone through the blueprints and made the changes he wanted, adding archer’s towers along the walls and raising the top wall higher, inserting arrow loops and  overhanging  machicolations  to  allow  defenders  to  attack  from greater  safety.    He  put  in  a  drawbridge  that  could  be  extended  to bridge the ditch before each one with a portcullis behind it to reinforce





it.    He  also  added  four  rectangular  towers,  one  at  each  corner,  that jutted out and looked along the walls to eliminate blind spots.  Finally, he’d  added  his  House  crest  to  each  tower  and  gave  every  wall  a gentle curve that should help it resist incoming siege projectiles. 

To each side of the barbican, he raised a single Elven High Fort and  Dwarven  Battleholme,  then  placed  two  of  the  Grand  Redoubts behind the main line. 

Grand Redoubt

Defensive Structure

The Grand Redoubt is a human defensive outpost, often used to support other, larger emplacements. 

Rarity: Rare

Upkeep: 3 Stone

Benefits:  Houses  75  soldiers.    Defense  +100%  for  all  defenders, defense  against  siege  or  archery  attacks  +150%,  Archery  attacks from defenders gain +25% Attack bonus. 

Special: The  Grand  Redoubt  contains  a  single  artillery  platform, allowing up to two siege engines to be placed atop it.  These engines gain +10% to Attack and damage. 

Aranos modified these, as well, allowing the artillery platform to rotate  and  reinforcing  the  outer  walls  and  gates.    He  linked  all  of these  to  the  barbican,  but  didn’t  connect  one  barbican  to  the  next. 

While  that  would  make  falling  back  easier,  it  would  also  provide attackers a path into the next set of fortifications if they took one.  He knew that his forces wouldn’t be able to hold any one defensive line; he  planned  to  create  a  series  of  killing  fields  that  would  whittle  the attackers  down  enough  that  they  lacked  the  numbers  and  power  to get into the city itself. 

As  he  worked,  he  allowed  the  Primal  energy  of  his  Domains  to flood  the  weavings  he  crafted.    War  strengthened  stone  and  metal; Redemption  purified  earth  and  wood;  Liberation  empowered defenses  and  allowed  his  crafting  to  reach  beyond  its  limits; Ascension  touched  everything  and  lifted  it  past  those  shattered





boundaries.    The  buildings  around  him  shuddered  and  collapsed inward  as  he  cannibalized  them  for  power,  shaping  that  energy  into the  changes  he  needed  to  make  in  the  city.    The  walls  surrounding Stoneleague  rose  and  thickened,  growing  silvery  and  seamless. 

Metal sheathed those walls and crystallized within the blocks, joining them together, and he added a trace of celestial mana that reforged the gate into starsteel.  Finally, he studded the walls with the design from  the  other  blueprint  he’d  gotten  from  the  Architects’  Guild  and one that the Mages’ College gave him. 

Artillerist Spire

Siege Structure

The Artillerist Spire provides an excellent perch for siege weapons, improving their accuracy, range, and damage. 

Rarity: Rare

Upkeep: 2 Stone

Benefits: Siege  weapons  gain  +50%  to  range,  +25%  to  Attack  and damage, and +30% Defense.  Allows siege weapons to fire in a 180-degree forward arc.  Can hold up to four medium, two large, or one huge siege weapon. 

Mana Cannon

Large Siege Weapon

The Mana Cannon fires a burst of pure spell energy at a target.  It has fantastic range and accuracy but low damage output against physical targets. 

Rarity: Uncommon

Base Damage: 50-70

Effects:  Fires  a  beam  of  mana  at  any  target  within  sight  range. 

Attack  +100%,  Damage  against  magical  barriers  or  shields  +50%. 

Damage against physical barriers -50%. 

Charged Weapon: Each shot costs 10 energy. 

Once  he  completed  upgrading  the  walls,  his  power  surged  into the  city’s  wards,  flooding  them  with  energy.    The  air  above





Stoneleague glowed gold and silver as the city’s shields rippled with War  and  Redemption,  bands  of  Ascension  streaking  through  those barriers  and  improving  them.    Redemption  flowed  through  the  earth itself, burning away the last vestiges of Corruption within the Heart’s influence and leaving the ground shimmering faintly with power. 

At last, he rose from the Heart and examined his efforts, pulling up his city screen. 

City of Stoneleague

Heart Type: Gathering

City Rank: 5

Active Radius: 37,187’ from Tree-heart

Population: 45,119

Inherent Heart Ability: 10%  bonus  to  all  resources  gathered  within the active radius.  20% bonus to all resource-gathering Skill training within the active radius. 

Offensive  Benefits:  +145%  to  Attack  and  damage  versus  enemies outside  the  walls.    +65%  artillery  and  siege  damage  to  enemies outside the walls.  +75% damage to Shadowborn outside the walls Defensive Benefits: 100% resistance to Dark-based Spells, Abilities, or  attacks.    +55%  Magic  Resistance  to  defenders.    City  defense

+345%.    Walls  are  immune  to  damage  from  less  than  Legendary Sources. 

Miscellaneous Benefits: Fresh water for 55,000 people /day.  Food production for 53,500 people /day.  Martial Skill training +5%.  Arcane Skill training +5%.  Merchant Skill training +5%.  Morale +89%. 

Current Energy Stores: 82,000 /82,000 (+8,742 /day) Current Draws: 7,164 /day

Aranos  took  a  deep  breath,  then  soared  back  over  toward  the others,  whom  he  found  standing  in  the  square  before  the  walls, staring at the shimmering white starsteel gate and grayish, seamless wall surrounding it.  Fashioning the defenses took every scrap of SP

he  could  wrench  from  the  buildings  around  him,  leaving  an  entire block as crumbled wreckage, and he quickly reached into the Heart



and finished demolishing the buildings there, leaving a large yawning, empty space.  He’d fill it with much nicer buildings later; for now, the group  needed  to  get  to  the  other  walls  and  place  more  defenses. 

That  would  probably  require  him  to  obliterate  more  city  blocks,  but when  he  scanned  the  resulting  fortifications  he’d  raised,  he  couldn’t bring himself to be unhappy with the loss. 

Grand Dwarven Wall

Defensive Structure

This is an Evolved version of a Dwarven City Wall. 

Rarity: Exceptional

Upkeep: 25 Stone, 6 Ore

Benefits:  This  wall  is  made  of  warforged  obsidian  with  warforged steel rebar and sheathed in warforged steel.  It is immune to Corrupt damage,  regardless  of  the  source,  and  all  damage  from  less  than Legendary  sources.    It  takes  only  25%  of  regular  damage  from Legendary or Mythical sources.  City Defense +300%, all defenders receive  +300%  Defense,  +50%  Magic  Resistance,  and  take  50%  of inflicted damage. 

Elven Great Rampart

Defensive Structure

This is an Evolved version of the Elven High Fort Rarity: Exceptional

Upkeep: None

Benefits:  Houses  up  to  120  soldiers.  Increases  Defense  of  all defenders by +125%, morale +15%

Evolved: This is an Evolved variant of the Elven High Fort.  It can house  240  soldiers  comfortably,  improves  Defense  by  +250%,  and boosts morale by +30%.  It also improves the range and damage of all ranged defenders by +25%. 

High Dwarven Citadel

Defensive Structure

This is an Evolved version of a Grand Dwarven Barbican



Rarity: Exceptional

Upkeep: 33 Stone, 11 Ore

Benefits: Houses 500 Soldiers.  Defense for all within +200%.  Magic Resistance  for  defenders  +25%.    Morale  for  those  within  +15%. 

Attack +50% for all defenders. 

Special:  The  High  Citadel  includes  stone-lined  tunnels  that connect  it  to  up  to  six  lesser  fortifications  within  ½  mile.    These fortifications each receive a boost of 25% to their existing defensive bonuses. 

Evolved:  This  structure  is  formed  of  warforged  steel  and warforged  obsidian.    It  is  immune  to  damage  from  less  than Legendary sources.  It can house 750 soldiers; increases defenders’

Defense  by  400%,  Magic  Resistance  by  50%;  Morale  by  30%;  and Attack by +100%.  It can link to six lesser fortifications within 1 mile and  boosts  the  defenses  of  those  fortifications  by  50%  of  their existing  bonuses.    The  linking  tunnels  are  sheathed  in  warforged obsidian  and  are  immune  to  most  damage  and  mining  attempts. 

Defenders  within  the  Citadel’s  linked  structures  receive  a  +15%

bonus to morale and are immune to damage from Corrupted Spells, abilities, or attacks. 

Great Bulwark

Defensive Structure

The Great Bulwark is an Evolved version of the Grand Redoubt. 

Rarity: Exotic

Upkeep: 7 Stone

Effects: Defense +100% for all defenders, defense against siege or archery  attacks  +150%,  Archery  attacks  from  defenders  gain  +25%

Attack bonus. 

Special: The  Grand  Redoubt  contains  a  single  artillery  platform, allowing up to two siege engines to be placed atop it.  These engines gain +10% to Attack and damage. 

Evolved:  The  Great  Bulwark  is  created  of  sunstone  and shademetal,  meaning  it  takes  no  damage  from  Corrupted  sources and  50%  damage  from  all  other  sources  of  less  than  Legendary strength.    Defenders  within  gain  +150%  Defense,  +225%  Defense



against ranged or siege attacks, and +50% to Attack and damage for ranged attacks.  Siege engines atop the artillery platform gain +15%

to Attack, damage, and range.  As well, defenders gain +40% Magic Resistance and immunity to Corrupt Spells or abilities. 

His Primal mana had done its work, and when the Shadowborn came,  he  had  a  feeling  they’d  be  more  than  a  little  taken  aback. 

Between being on Redeemed Ground and the city’s now formidable defenses, their massive numerical advantage wasn’t going to be the overwhelming  hammer  they  probably  hoped  it  would.    Their  losses would be dreadful; at least, he hoped they would.  The deaths in that battle  would  hopefully  give  him  the  Soul  Points  he  needed.    He  still believed that the real key to winning this war lay in the Arcane Doors; if  he  could  restore  them,  it  might  weaken  the  Darkness  enough  to level the battleground a bit. 

He  frowned  as  he  soared  toward  the  waiting  commanders. 

While he doubted the generals of the Shadowborn army had any clue what  they  were  heading  into,  he  was  certain  that  both  Morx  and Virnal knew his capabilities.  Morx was arrogant enough to think that sheer power might win the day – Aranos had used that arrogance to maim the god already – but he didn’t think the Darkbringer would be so easily fooled.  Virnal had to suspect he could build a defense like this, which meant she would have a plan to counter him. 

He  just  needed  to  figure  that  out  before  the  battle  began  –  or they might lose before they even had a chance at victory. 

Chapter 17

Lily  stared  out  through  her  eyes,  relaxing  after  another  bout  of helpless  rampaging  against  her  enforced  captivity.    She  didn’t  think the damn AIs were supposed to allow this sort of thing to happen to players  –  but  then,  the  fuckers  probably  didn’t  see  her  as  a  player anymore.    With  as  long  as  she’d  been  stuck  in  the  game,  she  was practically an AI herself.  Or maybe they just didn’t give a shit about her anymore, the same way she’d stopped giving a shit about them. 

The  enforced  waiting  tested  Lily’s  resolve  to  passively  wait  for her  openings  like  a  son  of  a  bitch,  and  she  had  lashed  out  at  the Darkbringer  a  few  times,  wildly  thrashing  and  clawing  for  freedom before giving up in abject surrender.  She hadn’t done it out of panic or  frustration,  though  –  well,  not  really.    Sure,  she’d  had  one  minor panic attack, but she’d gotten that because Virnal started to suspect something  was  up.    Lily  had  been  silent  too  long;  it  wasn’t  in  her character, and the goddess started paying too much attention to the Summoner.  Lily lashed out a bit after that, waiting until Virnal was in the middle of talking, like something as simple as conversation might distract a fucking goddess, and Virnal settled down right away. 

Lily found the situation pretty interesting, in a way.  While Virnal sat  in  Lily’s  body,  Lily  could  read  the  goddess’  thoughts.    Not  her deep  memories  or  anything,  but  she  knew  whatever  the  goddess thought  to  herself.    For  the  most  part,  those  thoughts  burned  with anger,  hatred,  bloodlust,  and  a  need  for  vengeance.    Blood  flowed constantly  through  the  Darkbringer’s  mind;  screams  rang  in  her thoughts,  and  flashes  of  pain  and  torment  filled  her  brain.    Some  of that shit even Lily thought was fucked up; Lily had done some serious torture before, both in the real world and in the game, but she’d never gone as far as Virnal’s thoughts seemed to suggest the god had. 

Lily guessed that anyone else sharing the dark god’s mind would end  up  seriously  scarred  from  it,  but  Lily  privately  enjoyed  it.    The screams  and  sobs  for  mercy  served  as  a  sort  of  background  music for  her,  keeping  her  from  getting  too  freaked  out  by  her imprisonment.    Even  better,  most  of  those  images  focused  around

Virnal torturing Aranos, and those images were better than a fucking movie for Lily.  She could watch that shit for days and not be bored; she  owed  the  damn  Sorcerer  a  bit  of  agony  herself,  and  seeing  it happen to him made her all warm and tingly. 

It  took  Lily  a  while  to  realize  that  apparently,  all  the communication went one-way.  She could see into the Darkbringer’s thoughts,  but  Virnal  seemed  blind  to  Lily’s  mind.    She  guessed  that was part of her Madness Domain; she still carried that with her, even in her imprisonment, and whenever Virnal got too close, she let it out a bit.  The goddess recoiled every time; Lily figured the bitch probably could  sink into Madness if she wanted to, but she might not get out unscathed.  Even gods had minds, and any mind was vulnerable to Madness. 

She’d watched as Virnal teleported into the air above a massive fleet of ships.  The captains of those boats reacted about the way Lily would have, meaning they cut loose and attacked Virnal right away. 

Crossbow bolts, Spells, even big rocks all flew toward Lily, but every attack  bounced  harmlessly  off  the  shield  Virnal  raised,  and  the Darkbringer  responded  with  a  cry  in  some  language  Lily  didn’t understand  but  that  sounded  thick  and  fluid,  like  the  woman  spoke through a throat filled with blood or mucus.  Whatever Virnal said, the attack stopped instantly, and she landed on the largest ship. 

Some asshole that looked kind of like an elf but with longer ears, a  narrower  face,  and  charcoal-gray  skin  rushed  up  to  the  god  and bowed  low  before  her.    Virnal  spoke  in  that  same  tongue  that  Lily couldn’t translate, and the Summoner slipped into Virnal’s thoughts to figure out what the fuck everyone was saying. 

“…far  too  long,  Commander,”  the  god  spoke,  her  voice  flat  and harsh.    “The  Lightborn  know  of  your  coming,  and  every  day  gives them time to prepare their defenses.” 

“Forgive me, Dark Queen, but our fleet moves at its best speed,” 

the  commander  said,  sounding  just  like  a  lowly  servant  should, groveling  and  pathetic.    “And  with  the  size  army  we  intend  to  land, can any defense the Lightborn intend to mount matter?” 

“Of course, it can, fool,” Virnal hissed, and the elf-thing flinched visibly.    “Give  the  Sorcerer  two  days,  and  you’ll  find  your  armies

facing  a  series  of  starsteel  walls  forty  feet  high  –  all  placed  on Redeemed ground, with defenders armed with celestial weapons.  Is your army prepared for that sort of siege?” 

The  creature  paled  slightly  and  shook  his  head.    “No,  Blood Queen.    Our  siege  engines  were  designed  to  work  against  stone, wood, and flesh, not Legendary materials.” 

“Then  we  will  need  to  speed  your  approach,”  the  god  spoke. 

“Choose a thousand volunteers, taken equally from every army, and tell them they are about to serve the Darkbringer.” 

The  commander  bowed,  his  eyes  gleaming  with  sudden, malicious glee.  “Of course, Dark Queen.  I will see it done at once.” 

Lily didn’t know how the damn dark elf – or whatever the hell it was – picked the group of people Virnal wanted, but she knew they weren’t fucking volunteers.  Volunteers didn’t need to be chained up and  dragged  forward,  kicking  and  screaming.    The  commander watched  with  dark  joy,  and  Lily  guessed  that  some  of  his  rivals  or enemies were in that group.  If Virnal cared, the bitch showed none of it  as  she  sucked  the  life  and  souls  from  the  fuckers  and  opened another massive portal, this one stretching halfway across the damn horizon. 

The  ships  sailed  through,  and  suddenly  a  giant  city  spread  out before  Lily,  sprawled  across  a  far-off  shore.    Stone  walls  towered above the city, with slender towers poking up to give the defenders a better view.  A stone road wound from a gate in the walls down to a harbor  where  hundreds  of  ships  sat,  while  distant  figures  moved along  the  shoreline,  tiny  specks  at  this  distance  even  to  Lily’s excellent vision. 

Bells  rang  across  the  water  as  the  city  reacted  to  the  fleet’s presence.  People rushed toward the gate or the moored ships in the harbor,  and  one  by  one,  the  boats  drifted  free  from  their  dockings, raised  sail,  and  headed  toward  the  incoming  fleet.    Lily  watched  in fascination as the ships arced across the water, cutting in front of the fleet and unleashing storms of flaming arrows or clay pots filled with flammable liquids. 

Magic  swirled  in  the  air  as  shields  formed  above  the  fleet vessels,  and  most  of  the  incoming  attacks  shattered  harmlessly

against  those  barriers.    A  few  struck  home,  and  those  ships’  crews scrambled  to  douse  the  flames  that  slowly  spread  across  their wooden  ships  or  charred  their  canvas  sails.    Slim,  narrow  ships detached from the fleet and darted forth, propelled by both sails and the  banks  of  oars  jutting  from  their  sides.    These  boats  moved  to intercept  the  ships  racing  from  the  city  toward  the  fleet,  and  in  a moment,  a  frantic  naval  battle  raged  in  the  harbor  as  the  warships struck at one another with fire, magic, and even ramming. 

The rest of the fleet’s ships split to the sides, avoiding the harbor and  heading  for  the  shorelines  south  of  the  city.    The  vessels slammed  aground,  creaking  and  groaning  as  their  timbers  buckled and cracked from the impact with the shore, and gangplanks dropped to allow the soldiers on board to file off and form up on solid ground. 

Lily  could  only  watch  as  Virnal  looked  around,  examining  the  forces that  gathered.    She  recognized  the  orc-like  urukkai,  with  their  gray-green  skins  and  porcine  faces,  but  she’d  never  seen  the  elf-like creatures, a bunch of scaly humanoids who reminded her of various reptiles  walking  on  two  legs,  or  the  short,  stone-skinned  things  that made her think of gnomes without the beards or pointy hats. 

Virnal  barked  out  orders,  and  the  creatures  formed  into  ranks, moving  onto  solid  ground  and  assembling  on  the  roads  leading toward  the  city.    Arrows  and  Spells  streaked  forth,  crashing  into  a shield surrounding the city and splattering helplessly against it.  Lily snorted in derision as this continued; the shield would hold for some time,  and  while  it  did,  she  knew  the  bastards  in  the  city  would  find some  way  to  contact  Aranos.    Once  the  Sorcerer  arrived,  things would  get  hot  fast,  and  Lily  would  see  how  quickly  Virnal’s  plans would fall apart. 

At  least,  that’s  what  she  thought  would  happen,  until  the  damn ohtruks in the urukkai forces got their shit together.  Lily hated the big-headed monsters.  They resisted her enslavement abilities, and while they  controlled  nearby  urukkai,  she  couldn’t  enslave  their  asses, either.  She understood their utility, though, as they sucked up mana from  all  the  nearby  kerruks  and  unleashed  massive  blasts  of  void energy at the city’s barrier.  A few dozen of those blasts shattered the barrier, and the armies began to march toward the city’s walls. 

As they tromped forward, Lily wondered what the fuck they were doing; without magic, siege engines, or some sort of treachery, they weren’t  getting  past  the  walls  and  gates.    It  felt  like  Virnal  marched this huge, fucking army up to the city just to die at its walls. 

 The Darkbringer has plans within plans, always,  her manir hissed in her mind.  Never underestimate her – and wait for your moments. 

 Once  battle  is  joined,  you  will  likely  have  a  chance  to  improve  the linkage. 

Lily supposed that was possible, but as the army marched north, catapults  on  the  walls  fired,  raining  stones,  bundles  of  arrows,  and vats of fiery liquid down on the hapless soldiers.  The attacks struck magical barriers, of course, but those couldn’t hold forever, and soon enough, the projectiles fell among the army.  Dozens died, and twice as  many  fell,  wounded,  and  perished  beneath  the  boots  of  their relentless comrades.  Lily couldn’t help but laugh delightedly; this had all the makings of a slaughter, and she loved slaughter. 

To  her  shock,  as  the  army  neared  the  walls,  the  fucking  gate suddenly swung open, revealing a horde of spider people behind it. 

The  army  rushed  through  the  open  portal  and  charged  into  the  city, splitting to the sides and rushing up staircases along the walls.  The defenders  fought  back  fiercely,  but  the  Shadowborn  outnumbered their asses ten to one, and without walls to protect them, they stood zero  chance.    The  Lightborn  commanders  figured  that  out  quickly enough,  and  the  assholes  abandoned  the  walls  and  fled  toward  the palace, seeking to make another stand there. 

Virnal  sent  her  armies  into  the  city,  surrounding  the  palace  but also  capturing  every  Lightborn  they  could  find.    She  gave  a  few thousand of those to the spider-people – why they wanted them, Lily didn’t know, but she had a few ideas.  The spiders probably needed to  eat,  after  all,  and  she  thought  she  remembered  that  spiders  laid their  eggs  inside  other  creatures.    She  shivered  at  that  thought; having  something  hatch  inside  you  and  eat  its  way  out  would  make for one hell of a torture.  She wondered if she could enslave some of the spiders and play around with that; she could use Aranos’ tame elf bitch to experiment, keeping the woman alive with magic and letting things knock her up then eat their way out of her over and over again. 

That  thought  so  enraptured  her  that  she  almost  missed  her moment.    Virnal  gathered  the  captives  in  a  big,  open  square  and executed  about  half  of  them,  sucking  their  souls  into  herself  and gathering their power.  Lily sipped at that flow as always, releasing a bit more of her linked essence into the Darkbringer and widening the chink in the god’s armor even further.  She watched in awe as Virnal took  all  that  stolen  power  and  began  crafting  a  massive  ritual,  one that spread across half the damn square. 

Lily  created  a  few  rituals  in  her  time  in  the  game,  and  she  got pretty  good  at  them.    Rituals  were  awesome;  they  let  you  create  a Spell effect way the hell bigger than you normally could.  They took a shitload of time to make since even the tiniest flaw could make them fail or explode.  They usually required weird materials that either cost a lot of gold or were just hard to find, and they took so much SP that one person couldn’t usually power them alone.  Lily fueled her rituals with blood and death, basically sucking out a bunch of assholes’ LP

and using them as an energy source, and that worked great for her. 

With  those  rituals,  she’d  captured  monsters  like  the  rakshasa  that were  really  too  strong  for  her,  haunted  the  dreams  of  people  that thought  themselves  protected,  and  opened  the  Arcane  Doors  to  let the bodakkai out. 

Compared  to  Virnal,  though,  Lily  felt  like  a  fucking  noob.    The god swept through the most complicated ritual Lily had ever seen with no more effort than doodling on a piece of paper.  She powered it with pure  soul  energy,  but  first,  she  twisted  and  tormented  those  souls, inflicting  hideous  agony  on  them.    As  the  power  flowed  through  the Darkbringer,  Lily  deepened  her  link  to  the  god  once  more,  and  a surge  of  excitement  flooded  her  as  she  felt  a  tiny  trickle  of  divine energy flow back up the link, plunging into her essence and exploding like a bomb. 

Lily  exulted  as  the  power  flooded  her  body,  more  energy  than she’d ever felt at once.  Pain seared her mind, and she welcomed it; the  torment  felt  better  than  sex,  better  than  liquor,  even  better  than sweet,  hot  blood  running  down  her  throat.    She  shook  with  the ecstasy of it surging into her veins, feeling more potent and powerful than she ever had.  She could shatter mountains, boil oceans, pluck

stars  from  the  sky  –  or  tear  control  of  her  body  back  from  the Darkbringer. 

 Perhaps,  the  manir  whispered  quietly  in  her  mind.  However, perhaps not, and if you fail, Virnal could regain what you have taken in an instant.  You have been patient, and now you see the reward: with  every  drop  of  essence  you  feed  into  the  Blood  Queen,  you  will gain  more  of  her  essence  in  return.    In  time,  you  will  be  able  to shatter her bonds with ease and tear the rest of her divine spark from her body.  Would it not be better to wait until victory was assured? 

The asshole had a point, and Lily forcibly restrained herself from trying  once  more  to  kick  Virnal’s  teeth  down  her  throat.  Soon, though.    Soon,  I’ll  be  the  one  in  charge,  and  you’ll  be  trapped  and helpless, you bitch. 

Lily  returned  her  focus  to  the  Darkbringer’s  ritual  and  quickly realized  why  the  god  inflicted  such  agony  on  the  souls  she’d captured.    The  powerful  Spell  reached  out  –  and  punched  a  hole  in the fucking world.  That hole opened into a place of pain, death, and misery, a place Lily had never been but that she recognized at once. 

A flood of Darkness poured from the portal, washing over the city as the sphere of blackness widened into a globe a hundred feet across. 

The energy flooded Lily’s body, and tendrils of it poured into her in a rush.    Lily  drank  from  them  like  a  greedy  bitch,  sucking  down  the essence  of  pure  pain  and  despair,  giving  her  even  more  power  to hoard.    A  moment  later,  though,  she  froze  as  the  biggest  fucking things she’d ever seen appeared in her vision, and she realized just what Virnal had done. 

Two  massive  Nightmare  Beasts  stepped  out  of  the  portal, towering  above  the  cheering  army  of  Shadowborn.    Lily  felt  another surge  of  excitement;  the  god  just  performed  the  most  powerful summoning Lily ever saw, and she felt pretty sure she could replicate it – eventually.  She could summon Nightmare Beasts and command them!  She wanted to see the look on Aranos’ fucking face when they met, and she faced him with the powers of not only a god but with a shitload of Nightmare Beasts at her back…

Virnal  rose  into  the  air  and  spoke  to  the  Beasts  in  the  same language  she’d  used  before.    Lily  didn’t  understand  it,  but  she

guessed  it  was  some  kind  of  language  of  the  Darkness  itself;  she couldn’t  imagine  anything  less  being  able  to  command  those  two giant mother fuckers.  The Nightmare Beasts attacked the palace with a roar that literally shook the ground.  One that looked like a sixty-foot cockroach with a scorpion tail and a dragon’s head and neck melted a hole in the wall with a breath of black flame, while the other, some sort of hydra thing with seven heads, crashed through the wall with a sweep of its tail. 

The  defenders  fell  back,  but  the  Shadowborn  pursued  them, driving  the  Lightborn  into  the  palace.    A  couple  hundred  of  them  –

mostly  Travelers  –  made  a  stand  in  the  throne  room  while  the  rest escaped through portals, but the Shadowborn slaughtered them with ease.  Virnal herself killed the guy wearing a crown who Lily assumed was  the  king,  and  the  Darkbringer  took  over  the  city,  sending  her troops out to find and capture every Lightborn they could. 

The army set out north within a few hours, dragging the captives along in wagons and carts.  The army stripped the city of everything of  value  they  could  easily  find,  including  all  the  weapons,  siege engines, food, and water they could carry, then set out on the trade road.    The  crappy  road  didn’t  let  the  army  move  very  quickly,  but every so often, Virnal slaughtered a few dozen of them and created another  portal  through  the  Ways  of  Shadow.    The  army  practically flew  north  that  way,  getting  closer  and  closer  to  Stoneleague  with every passing mile. 

Lily  couldn’t  help  but  grin.    Aranos  hadn’t  made  it  to  Avendale, but  Stoneleague  was  his  city.    He  wouldn’t  let  anyone  take  it,  not even  Virnal.    He’d  finally  face  the  bitch  goddess,  and  when  he  did, Lily would get all sorts of chances to steal her essence.  She’d kick the  goddess  out,  suck  her  dry  of  her  divinity,  and  then  she’d  face Aranos  as  a  god  herself.    She’d  take  command  of  the  Shadowborn army,  raze  Stoneleague  to  the  ground,  and  grind  the  Lightborn beneath  her  feet.    And  all  she  needed  for  that  to  happen  was  for Aranos to be better and stronger than Virnal expected.  Virnal’s entire plan  hinged  around  the  fact  that  she  could  take  the  Sorcerer  in  a straight-up fight.  Lily’s depended on the idea that Virnal wouldn’t. 

Lily had a feeling that in the end, she’d be right – and she’d make sure  that  fucking  bitch  knew  it  before  she  consigned  Virnal  to  an eternity of torment.  Lily would be the new Queen of Darkness, and she’d  make  the  Feast  seem  like  happy  fun  times.    The  entire  world would run red with blood, and eventually, the AIs would have to act –

or that asshole Newsome would.  They’d shut down the game, and at last, it would all be over. 

She just wanted the whole thing to end, and she had no problem taking this entire world into oblivion with her. 

Chapter 18

After completing his defensive upgrades, Aranos went looking for his  party.    He  expected  them  to  be  in  the  Adventurers’  Guild,  but when  he  reached  out  to  Geltheriel,  she  guided  him  to  the  palace, instead.    He  flew  to  the  towering  structure  and  followed  the  trail  his Tracking  skill  clearly  showed  him,  up  a  grand,  sweeping  staircase, down  several  richly  appointed  hallways,  and  into  the  ornately decorated sitting room just outside his royal bedchamber. 

“Oathbinder,” Geltheriel greeted him as he entered, gesturing to a chair that sat next to her.  “Come, join us.” 

“Thanks,” he smiled, taking the seat next to the honey-blonde elf warrior.    The  padded  chair  felt  a  little  stiff,  but  he  sat  comfortably enough.  He looked around the room curiously.  “What are we doing here instead of the guildhall?” 

“The Guild’s a bit crowded with all the adventurers from Avendale and Highwater there,” Phil replied with a laugh. 

“Highwater?“ Aranos echoed. 

“Yep,” Martina spoke up.  “They realized where the action is and came through your portal to help out.” 

“Can the Guild handle all those people?” 

“Not even close,” McBane laughed.  “Ryder’s making a killing on liquor,  though,  and  so  long  as  they’ve  got  something  to  drink,  the Travelers don’t care how crowded it is.” 

“Reminds  me  of  clubbing  back  in  college,”  Meridian  offered. 

“Nobody gave a damn about being packed in like sardines as long as the drinks were cheap and plentiful.” 

“And watered down,” Neela laughed. 

“Okay, but why here?” Aranos asked.  “Why not someplace like the Golden Lion?” 

“Because  the  Golden  Lion’s  shut  down  along  with  every  other tavern in the city,” Phil reminded him.  “The evacuation, remember?” 

Aranos nodded.  He hadn’t thought about that, but he was glad Dylan and Connie were out of the city.  He didn’t intend to lose it – but things didn’t always happen the way he intended. 

“Your  companions  wished  to  gather,  and  I  suggested  our  suite, Oathbinder,”  Geltheriel  explained.    “It  is  quiet,  and  the  guards downstairs  have  been  instructed  to  let  none  bother  us  but  your closest advisors.” 

“Plus, we can pretend we’re all posh royalty,” Longfellow added, lifting up a glass of wine in an obviously expensive crystal goblet.  He took a sipped and sighed ostentatiously.  “This is the life, mate.  Now, you just need to grant us all patents of nobility, and we can do this in our own estates whenever we’d like.” 

“I suppose I could do that, couldn’t I?” Aranos laughed. 

“You  probably  could,”  McBane  agreed.    “You  could  name Longfellow the Baron of some swampland somewhere and then exile him to his estates.” 

“So long as I had good food, lots of alcohol, and pretty women to take care of me, I’d be happy with that,” Longfellow shrugged.  “Better to  rule  in  Hell  and  whatnot,  right?”    He  winced  as  Neela,  who  sat beside him, smacked him on the chest. 

“You want to see Hell?” the Wizard asked.  “Keep talking about pretty girls around me, and I’ll show it to you.” 

“No,  see,  that’s  a  totally  different  saying,  love,”  Longfellow grinned at her.  “That’s, ‘Hell hath no fury…’”  He paused at the dark look  she  gave  him,  then  added,  “How  strange,  I  seem  to  have forgotten the rest.  What are the odds of that?” 

 Well,  that’s  interesting,  Aranos  examined  the  pair  curiously, noting  how  they  casually  touched  one  another  in  passing  and  how Neela  seemed  to  lean  possessively  toward  the  Archer.  Looks  like Longfellow  finally  found  someone  who  likes  his  flirting.    Good  for them! 

“How  did  the  preparations  go?”  Martina  asked  curiously, disrupting his train of thought.  “Oh, and I want to be at least an Earl.” 

She  frowned.    “What  do  you  call  a  female  Earl?    Earless?    That sounds wrong.” 

“You call her ‘my Lady’,” Longfellow replied slyly.  “And hope that she’s flattered enough not to behead you.” 

“Female  Earls  are  Countesses,”  McBane  clarified,  rolling  his eyes at the Archer.  “There’s no such thing as an Earless.” 

“I like that.  ‘Countess Martina’ has a ring to it.”  She grinned at Aranos. 

“It does,” he agreed, looking at Geltheriel.  “Do you want a title, too?” 

“I  have  the  only  Title  I  desire,  Oathbinder,”  she  replied  with  a smile.  “I am Elder and True Champion of Evenshade.  Any other Title would  pale  in  comparison…”    She  looked  archly  at  Martina. 

“Especially one that was given, rather than earned.” 

“Ouch,”  Martina  winced,  then  sighed.    “But  damn  it  if  she’s  not right.    If  I’m  going  to  be  a  Countess,  I’ll  have  to  earn  it  myself. 

Otherwise, I wouldn’t appreciate it.” 

“I’ll  take  a  free  title,”  Avalyn  spoke  up.    “I  think  titles  come  with income, and I could always use extra money.” 

“I  wouldn’t  mind  being  a  Baroness  myself,”  Neela  added  with  a little laugh.  “It sounds so exotic and dangerous!” 

“Only  to  a  Yank,”  Longfellow  pointed  out.    “To  anyone  from Europe, Barons are about as rare as rain – and almost as annoying.” 

“The  defenses  are  as  good  as  I  can  make  them,”  Aranos answered  Martina’s  question  before  Neela  could  smack  the  Archer again.    “I’ve  Redeemed  the  ground  for  a  mile  around  the  city,  dug trenches and raised fortifications, and upgraded the walls.  When the Shadowborn arrive, they’ll have quite the surprise waiting for them.” 

He  sighed.    “And  I  have  a  feeling  they’ll  be  bringing  their  own surprises along, as well.” 

“What do you mean, Sorcerer?” Mutroda asked. 

“I  mean  that  Virnal  has  to  know  I  can  create  defenses  like  this, and she wouldn’t just throw away an entire army.  She has to have a plan to counter my defenses – and I can’t think of what it might be.” 

“She  used  the  Nightmare  Beasts  in  Avendale,”  Hector suggested.  “She might be counting on them here, too.” 

“Maybe, but she knows I killed one already – and I was weaker then.  I might be able to handle two on my own, now, and if I can’t, I’ll bet  all  of  us  together  can.”    He  shook  his  head.    “No,  she’s  got something else planned, I’m sure.” 

“You’ll  figure  it  out,”  Phil  said  confidently.    “And  we’ll  be  able  to handle it, one way or another.” 

“I hope so.”  The Sorcerer shook himself; he’d laid the best plans he could, tried to anticipate how things might go wrong, and now all he could do was wait.  He looked up at his friend.  “So, when all this is over – and we’ve won – what’s everyone going to do?” 

Silence  reigned  for  a  moment,  a  quiet  broken  by  Rhys’  quiet cough.  “If no one else would speak, Liberator,” he said diffidently, “I plan  to  return  to  Eredain  and  gain  permission  to  forge  a  team  to restore the elven forests.”  His eyes grew unfocused, and Aranos saw the longing within them.  “With the Shadowborn gone and the Feast ended,  we  could  drive  back  the  Blight  permanently  and  restore  the Blightlands  to  their  true  state.    The  forests  could  be  green  and  lush once more, and I would enjoy traveling within them.”  He looked over at the resting Miwango with a smile.  “We  would enjoy such travel,” he corrected with a laugh.  “Miwango reminds me that where I go, he will follow.” 

Aranos  nodded.    “That  seems  like  a  great  way  to  spend  your days,  Rhys.    You’d  be  doing  just  what  you  wanted  –  reclaiming  the land  from  the  Darkness  –  and  you  could  grow  as  a  Druid  in  the process.” 

“That  is  my  thought  as  well,  Liberator.”    The  elf’s  eyes unfocused.  “There are worse ways to spend one’s days.” 

“Well, I hope you enjoy that,” Mutroda snorted.  “Me, I’m thinking I might do the same thing, but down in the Deeps.  There are still two kongolorn  hives  out  there  that  need  destroying,  and  without  the spiders, we could rebuild our nations and connect them once more.  I might even be able to reclaim a lost Skollheld or two – I could be a Champion of Light  and  a Priestess of the Heartstone.” 

“If anyone can do it, it’s you,” Aranos agreed with a smile. 

“I’m planning to make Antas my permanent home,” Avalyn spoke up  slowly.    “The  Tower  of  Sorcery  and  Weaver’s  Factory  are  both there, and so is the Library.  I’m going to keep training and working until  people  think  of  me  the  same  way  they  do  you,  Aranos  –

assuming  you  help  me  work  out  Enhanced  mana  and  a  Domain,  of course.” 

“I’d  be  happy  to,”  he  laughed.    He  glanced  over  at  Martina. 

“What about you?” 

She sighed.  “Well, assuming we still get to keep coming here…” 

She  hesitated  and  looked  at  the  others.    “I’d  like  to  keep  the  party together,”  she  said  firmly.    “There  are  still  cities  to  retake, Shadowborn to fight, and Quests to complete.  We can become the best team in the Guild, period, the one that everyone looks up to and that they send for the biggest, baddest, most world-shaking Quests. 

What do you guys say?” 

“I’m in,” Phil agreed immediately, looking at the others.  “We work well together, and I’ve had a lot of fun adventuring with you guys.” 

“Same  here,”  McBane  said,  nodding  and  raising  a  crystal  mug filled with amber beer.  “Count me in.” 

“I will if I can,” Longfellow hedged.  “I’ll have a lot of work to do back  IRL  thanks  to  the  natives  of  this  world  –  I  have  to  completely redesign our tests to see if I can catch them.” 

“Catch  us?”  Geltheriel  asked  a  bit  suspiciously.    “What  do  you mean, Archer?” 

Longfellow  looked  thoughtful  for  a  moment,  obviously  trying  to figure out how to phrase what he did for a living, but Aranos quickly stepped in to rescue him. 

“Just  as  we  come  and  visit  your  world,  sometimes,  people  like you from other worlds enter ours,” he said easily.  “They don’t always tell  us  who  they  are;  sometimes,  they  try  to  pass  themselves  off  as natives of our world and trick us.  Longfellow is one of the people who tries to figure out who they are, so we know who’s a native and who’s a  Traveler.”    Aranos  felt  fairly  pleased  with  the  explanation;  it  came close enough to Longfellow’s real job of identifying AIs pretending to be human to not really be a lie. 

Geltheriel simply nodded.  “That is understandable.  Just as we labor  to  know  who  the  Travelers  in  this  world  are,  you  work  to discover the Travelers in your own.”  She looked at Aranos, her eyes curious.    “Perhaps,  Oathbinder,  I  could  come  visit  your  world someday and see it for myself.” 

Aranos hesitated, and this time, Longfellow rescued him.  “That’s not impossible, actually,” the Archer said slowly.  “I mean, it might not be.  You wouldn’t be able to take a body the way we do here, but it might  be  possible  to  bring  you  out  of  this  world  into  ours,  and  we

have devices that would let you see and hear the world.”  He grinned at Aranos.  “You could show her where you work, Aranos!  Wouldn’t that be exciting?” 

Aranos  snorted.    “Not  really.”    He  looked  at  Geltheriel.    “Our world  doesn’t  have  magic  the  way  yours  does.    There  are  no monsters or gods – or if there are, they don’t visit our world anymore. 

Instead, we use science to do a lot of what you’d consider magic, like traveling faster than a person can run, flying, talking to people across the world, or generating light and heat.” 

“That  sounds  amazing,”  Mutroda  breathed  in  astonishment. 

“Think I could come, too?” 

Aranos  smiled.    “I  don’t  even  know  if  I  could  get  permission  for Geltheriel to visit – I’m not that important in our world.”  He shrugged. 

“I  suppose  I  could  try,  though.”    He  understood  Longfellow’s suggestion;  it  should  be  possible  to  download  the  neural  net  that comprised  Geltheriel  into  a  sufficiently  powerful  quantum  computer, one equipped with a microphone, camera, and speaker allowing her to  communicate  with  the  outside  world.    He’d  have  to  start  looking into  that  when  he  returned  to  work;  if  he  could  create  a  program  to not  only  contain  the  NPCs’  elaborate  networks  but  that  could  keep them  growing  and  connect  them  to  a  virtual  terminal  –  perhaps  a mobile one that the NPC could move around – then someone really could bring an NPC from Singularity into the real world, at least for a while. 

“Well, obviously, I can’t make any promises,” Hector said slowly. 

“I mean, once they get me fixed up, I don’t know if they’ll let me back in here.  If they do, though, I’m game.”  He grinned at Phil.  “You know I just came here to find a solid team, and I think it’s safe to say I did.” 

“That means I can’t make any promises either,” Meridian added. 

“Y’all  know  how  Hector  and  I  feel  about  each  other…”    She  gazed fondly  over  at  the  bearded  man  sharing  a  loveseat  with  her.    “Well, I’m planning to move out to be closer to him and see if we can make this  work  when  we  aren’t  always  on  the  verge  of  dying.    If  he  can’t come back in, I might not be in as much, myself.” 

Aranos nodded with a grin.  “That’s awesome – I mean, that the two  of  you  are  going  to  try  and  get  together  IRL,”  he  corrected

quickly.  “I hope it all works out for you.” 

“Me,  too,”  Meridian  laughed.    “Of  course,  if  it  doesn’t,  Hector promised to hook me up with some of his army buddies.  Apparently, I’m a sucker for military men.”  She shrugged.  “Who knew?” 

Everyone  laughed  quietly,  and  Aranos  looked  at  Neela.    “What about you?” 

“I’d  like  to  keep  together,  if  we  can,”  the  Wizard  said,  smiling fondly  at  Longfellow  and  reaching  out  to  take  his  hand.    “I’m  not planning to move anywhere anytime soon, though.” 

“Good thing, too,” the Archer nodded.  “I’d have to kick my mum out to make room for you – and it’s her house, so that might not go so well.” 

That brought another round of chuckles, and Martina raised her glass  of  blood-red  wine.    “Whatever  happens,”  she  said  grandly, 

“here’s to the best damn time any of us have ever had outside of our world…”    She  glanced  at  Aranos  slyly.    “And  to  the  world-breaking, almost-cheating,  green-skinned  asshole  who  made  it  all  possible. 

Cheers!” 

“Cheers,” the others echoed, lifting their glasses and drinking. 

“So,  when  will  our  guests  arrive  to  start  our  little  party?” 

Longfellow asked after a moment, leaning back with a sigh.  “Not that I’m eager or anything, just curious.” 

“Well, normally I’d say the bodakkai will be here tomorrow night, and  the  Shadowborn  will  get  here  in  a  few  days,”  Aranos  replied. 

“However, it should have taken the kongolorns and that fleet both at least  two  days  longer  to  reach  Avendale,  so  either  both  groups  are faster than I imagined, or they’re using magic to get around.” 

“Is it possible to do that?” Avalyn asked curiously.  “I mean, I’ve seen  you  open  portals,  obviously,  but  can  you  make  a  portal  big enough for an entire army or fleet to march through?” 

“I might be able to make one big enough, but I don’t think I’d be able  to  keep  it  open,”  he  shook  his  head.    “Portals  are  inherently unstable, and every person passing through has a chance to disrupt and  collapse  one.    Even  if  I  got  that  chance  down  to  a  tenth  of  a percent,  moving  the  Shadowborn  army  would  require  me  to  open

hundreds  of  portals,  and  the  amount  of  SP  I’d  need  would  be ridiculous.” 

He  snorted.    “Of  course,  generating  a  large  enough  and  strong enough wind to push the ships would probably take almost as much SP  –  if  not  more,  considering  that  you’d  have  to  keep  it  going  for days.  So would speeding up tens of thousands of kongolorns.  Either way, using magic to make an entire army move faster is super mana-intensive.” 

“Maybe  the  Shadowborn  casters  are  working  together  to  open lots of smaller portals,” Neela suggested.  “Or maybe they’re linking up  to  pool  their  SP.    There  have  to  be  thousands  of  them  in  each army; together, they’d be able to cast some pretty powerful Spells.” 

“Or  perhaps  they  do  not  use  magic  at  all,”  Rhys  suggested. 

“One  might  imagine  that  the  Darkness  sends  its  best  generals  to march on us, and these might have abilities or skills that allow them to move their armies swifter than may be expected.” 

“That’s  possible,  too,”  Aranos  agreed.    “In  any  case,  I’d  expect them all here sometime tomorrow.” 

“If our defenses are as impressive as you hoped to make them, Oathbinder,  they  will  likely  see  them  and  settle  into  a  siege,” 

Geltheriel  said  in  the  silence  that  followed.    “It  is  unlikely  that  there will be much battle tomorrow, as typically, the first day or two is spent setting  up  siege  engines,  digging  emplacements,  and  arraying  your forces.” 

“I’m not sure about that, Geltheriel,” Hector spoke up.  “Normally, you’d be right, but this isn’t a typical siege where they can starve us out.  Every day that passes is a chance for us to gather more forces and resources.  Thanks to the Arcane Doors, we can’t be trapped in the city, and our supply lines can’t be cut off.  A standard siege won’t work on us.” 

“Not  to  mention,  every  day  they  give  Aranos  is  another  day  for him to come up with some Spell that will destroy their entire army and turn them into flowers or something,” Martina added. 

McBane looked thoughtful.  “Could you do something like that?” 

he asked curiously. 

Aranos  nodded.    “Technically,  I  can  do  it  now.    I  could Overchannel one or two of my damaging Spells so that they cover the ground for miles around, and I could sculpt the Spell to exclude the city.” 

“So, why don’t you?” Phil asked curiously. 

“Two  reasons.    One,  it  would  take  a  LOT  of  mana.    My  Fog  of War  Spell  is  perfect  for  it  –  it  creates  a  cloud  of  death  mana  that pierces barriers and rolls outward the longer I channel it.  To make it cover an area of a mile around the city would cost…”  He did some quick mental math.  “About one and a half million SP.” 

Longfellow whistled.  “Not very efficient, then,” he noted. 

“Not at all, and even I don’t have that much SP; I’d have to drain my cities’ Hearts of Energy to cast it.  Now, I could do the same thing with another Spell, Devastation Field – that one just does damage in an area for a few seconds – and that would cost about 700,000 SP. 

That’s doable, but just barely – and it would leave me with no SP to support the army or participate in the battle after.” 

“And the second reason?” Martina asked. 

“I  don’t  know  what  the  Shadowborn  are  capable  of  yet,”  he shrugged.  “They might be able to raise barriers that could keep out my Fog of War or Devastation Field, and if they do, I’ll have tapped myself dry for nothing.” 

He  shook  his  head.    “If  I  wanted  to  do  something  like  that,  the only way to make it realistically possible is to create a new Spell, one designed  to  kill  everything  in  a  ring  around  me  –  but  it  would  take days at least to build one, and it still might take everything I’ve got to cast it.”  He shrugged.  “This battle won’t be won with a single Spell. 

It’ll  be  won  by  our  people,  by  their  blades  and  courage,  and  by  our plans and defenses.  In the end, the Light will stand as one to defeat the Darkness – which is the way it should have been all along.” 

Silence  fell  over  them,  a  silence  broken  by  Longfellow’s  sigh. 

“Damn, mate.  Now, I’m all riled up for this, and I’ve still got hours to wait.    Nice  inspirational  speech  and  all  that,  but  couldn’t  you  have saved it for right before the battle?” 

The  others  laughed,  breaking  the  solemn  moment,  and  Aranos grinned.    “I’ll  just  try  and  remember  it  and  say  it  again  then,  I

suppose.” 

“Nah,  it  won’t  be  as  good  a  second  time.    The  second  time’s never  as  good  as  the  first…ow!”    The  Archer  winced  as  Neela smacked  him  again,  and  Aranos  couldn’t  help  but  laugh.    “What  I meant  to  say  is  that  it’s  better,”  Longfellow  added  hastily.    “Much, much better.” 

“Nice save,” the Wizard muttered, but Aranos saw the twinkle in her eyes. 

“What  about  the  Redeemed  Ground  around  the  city,  Sorcerer,” 

Mutroda asked, bringing them back on track.  “You really think they’ll attack through that?” 

“I could Redeem the ground for miles in every direction if I have the time and the SP,” Aranos shrugged.  “In fact, if they settle in for a siege,  I’ll  do  just  that,  and  I’m  guessing  they  know  it.    They  can’t afford to sit around and wait; it’ll hurt them more than it does us.” 

“Not to mention, every day they wait is another chance for you to fix more Arcane Doors,” Martina pointed out.  “You still think those are important to all this?” 

“I  do.    I  think  that  restoring  all  of  them  will  either  reconnect  the Pantheon of Light to this world or significantly weaken the Darkness –

or  both,  if  we’re  lucky.    It  might  even  destroy  the  bodakkai  and Nightmare Beasts, although I’m not counting on that.” 

“Their  only  real  chance  then  is  to  break  through  our  defenses quickly  and  force  us  to  retreat,”  Hector  mused,  his  face  going thoughtful.  “If I were in charge over there and had that many assets, I’d split up into four armies with a fifth one in reserve and hit the city from every side at once.  I’d take heavy losses, but I could lose three people  for  each  one  I  killed  and  still  have  enough  troops  to  overrun the  city  and  press  on  to  Antas  or  Highwater,  knowing  I’m  probably going to fight them with only token opposition.” 

Aranos  nodded.    “That’s  what  I’d  do,  too,  and  I’m  prepared  for that.”    He  grimaced.    “I  tried  to  prepare  for  every  possibility  I  could imagine,  including  the  gates  failing,  them  figuring  out  a  way  around the wards, or the Nightmare Beasts smashing down the walls.  It’s the thing I can’t imagine that worries me.” 

“That’s how it always is in battle, brother,” Hector agreed with a bark of laughter.  “You make your best plans, and the moment the shit starts  flying,  they  all  go  out  the  window.    That’s  when  training  and experience kick in – and good communication lines help.” 

The bearded warrior looked around at the others.  “We’ve done everything  we  could  to  prep  for  tomorrow.    We’re  outnumbered,  but we’ve got a shit-ton of advantages, too, not the least of which is that we’re fighting for something we believe in.” 

He  gestured  out  toward  the  city.    “Those  Shadowborn  are attacking  because  they’re  being  told  to,  but  they  can  retreat  if necessary.    They  don’t  have  to  win  this  battle.    We  do,  and  our soldiers  know  it.    They’ll  fight  harder,  stand  longer,  and  they  won’t give up.  They know that if they lose, it’s the beginning of the end for everything  they  know  and  love,  and  that’s  a  powerful  weapon,  one the Darkness doesn’t have.  I think the Shadowborn are going to be in for a hell of a shock when they get here and find us armed to the teeth, ready to fight to the last man…” 

“And woman,” Meridian volunteered. 

“Right,  and  woman.”    Hector  shook  his  head.    “We’re  fighting from  a  heavily  fortified  position,  on  favorable  ground,  with  soldiers who can’t afford to retreat or surrender.  The most dangerous enemy is one who’s fighting for a cause they believe in.” 

“So, you think we’ll win?” Martina asked. 

“I think we’re going to kick some ass,” he corrected with a grin. 

“I’ll drink to that,” Longfellow agreed. 

“With  what,  honey?”  Meridian  asked  archly,  lifting  up  her  empty bottle.  “We’ve already gone through what we brought from the Guild tavern.” 

“This is a palace, isn’t it?  There has to be alcohol somewhere.  I know if I were king, I’d be getting sloshed on a nightly basis.  That’s the only way I’d be able to deal with all the idiots.”  The Archer looked at Aranos.  “Any chance that super-sniffer of yours can track down a keg or three, mate?” 

Aranos  laughed  and  rose  to  his  feet.    “I’ll  see  what  I  can  do. 

Geltheriel, Phil, you want to join me so we can carry more?” 

“Of course, Oathbinder,” the elf rose smoothly to her feet.  “In this way,  I  will  also  be  able  to  choose  what  I  wish  from  the  royal  wine cellar, rather than whatever swill the Travelers might prefer.” 

“Swill?” Phil protested as he stood up. 

“Swill is perhaps harsh,” Rhys agreed with a smile.  “One might rephrase  it  as,  ‘Travelers  seem  to  drink  whatever  is  placed  before them, with no thought for its quality.’  Do you find that less offensive, Paladin?” 

“Not  really,”  Phil  replied,  then  grinned  at  the  Druid.    “It  sounds accurate,  though.    Let’s  go  find  some  swill  and  drink  to  our  victory tomorrow!” 

The impromptu party continued late into the night.  Aranos’ nose led him the royal wine cellars, and he and Geltheriel raided it heavily, bringing up a couple dozen bottles of various types of wine and two kegs  of  beer,  remembering  how  high  most  of  the  party’s  Endurance had  gotten.    They  raided  the  kitchen,  as  well,  and  brought  back loaves of bread, blocks of cheese, and a cold bird of some kind that smelled delicious. 

Everyone participated except the animals, who quickly found the noise  unbearable  and  found  quieter  places  to  nap.    He  watched  as Avalyn snuck a few drinks for herself; he didn’t know if the laws about underage  drinking  really  applied  in  the  game  or  not,  but  he  couldn’t see any harm in her trying a few glasses.  Both Rhys and Meridian could  heal  her  if  she  got  too  incapacitated,  and  the  girl  couldn’t  get into very much trouble with so many watchful eyes around.  Everyone drank, ate, and laughed, swapping stories from other games or from their  actual  lives.    At  one  point,  Hector  and  Meridian  began  to  sing karaoke without any accompanying music, though, which seemed to signal the point where Geltheriel and Rhys decided to call it a night. 

 I do not care what this is called in your world, Oathbinder,  the elf woman  told  him  as  she  slipped  out  of  the  room  while  every  eye watched the warbling pair try and fail to hit multiple notes.  I call it an affront to the ears, and I would prefer not to have it inflicted upon me. 

 I  don’t  blame  you,  Aranos  laughed  quietly.  Are  you  heading  to our room? 

 I  do  not  believe  it  far  enough  to  render  me  safely  deaf  to  this. 

 This  seems  to  be  a  guest  wing.    I  am  certain  I  will  find  an  empty room. 

 Sounds  good.    Good  night,  Geltheriel.    I’ll  see  you  in  the morning. 

At  one  point,  Martina  came  and  sat  next  to  Aranos  with  a  sigh, shaking her head.  “You know the worst part about my racial upgrade, Aranos?”  she  asked  tiredly.    “I’m  immune  to  poison,  so  I  can’t  get drunk.”    She  looked  around  at  the  others.    “Drunk  people  are  pretty obnoxious when you’re sober.” 

“They are,” he agreed with a laugh.  “I’ve got the same problem, thanks  to  my  Fortitude  Skill.    Being  drunk  apparently  counts  as  a mind-affecting debuff, so I can’t get more than the tiniest buzz.”  He pointed  at  Avalyn,  passed  out  on  Hector  and  Meridian’s  loveseat, snoring contentedly.  “I should really teach her that skill.” 

Martina  glanced  at  him,  her  face  curious.    “You  keep  talking about things long-term, as if the testing wasn’t ending in a few days. 

Do you really think that they’ll let us all keep our characters and levels and such when the game goes live?” 

“I don’t know, but after seeing that promo they made, I hope so,” 

he shrugged.  “I’m more concerned about the time lapse between the beta test and rollout.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well,  I’m  pretty  sure  that  the  passage  of  time  in  the  game  is limited by the players being in it,” he explained.  “Our brains can only process sensory data so quickly, so time in the game has to be more or less the same as time outside.” 

“Don’t you train your skills in accelerated time?” she protested.  “I remember you saying something like that.” 

“Not  exactly.    I  don’t  actually  experience  more  than  fifteen minutes  of  time,  then.    The  rest  is  memories  that  the  AIs  generate and give me to make it seem like I did all that extra training.” 

She nodded after a moment.  “Okay, I see that.  But if no players are inside the game…” 

“Then the AIs can evolve it a lot faster,” he said.  “We could come back and find that centuries in game have passed and that everyone

we know now is either dead or really ancient.”  He looked at the door Geltheriel left through and felt a sharp pang in his heart.  He hadn’t really allowed himself to consider that possibility, but he had to face it. 

 In a couple days, this beta test will end.  When it does, I’ll leave this world – maybe for months – and when I get back, everyone I’ve met  and  befriended  might  be  gone.    It  makes  sense  for  the  AIs  to speed up the world’s evolution in our absence; the beta testers have obviously  affected  the  world  significantly,  and  a  couple  centuries  of time will erase a lot of what we’ve done and let everyone start with a fresh slate.  Geltheriel might be dead, or too old to adventure.  Even worse, I’m sure that me being out of the game like that will sever our Bond; what’ll happen to her without that? 

“You  look  pretty  upset  about  that,”  Martina  observed  quietly, looking  the  same  direction  as  Aranos.    “You  really  care  about  her  a lot, don’t you?” 

“Yeah,  I  do,”  he  sighed.    “I  know  she’s  just  an  NPC,  something the AIs made up, but – but she feels as real as you or I do, and she’s probably the best friend I’ve ever had in my life.” 

Martina nodded.  “She does seem pretty realistic.  They all do.” 

She  looked  at  the  others,  and  Aranos  felt  the  sadness  emanating from  her.    “I  think  everyone’s  feeling  the  same  way  you  are,  to  be honest.  This place kind of became our world, and we’re all upset that it’s being taken away from us.” 

She  gestured  at  Hector,  who’d  stopped  crooning  and  sat  with Meridian,  snuggling  her  close.    “I’ve  gotten  closer  to  Hector  in  the past few weeks than I have to anyone IRL in years.  Hell, all of these people are my friends – but once the test ends, most of us won’t see each other until the game goes live, and even then, who knows?  We might have to start with all new characters, in an entirely new world. 

We might not run into one another again. 

“That’s kind of the point of all this, I think,” she added.  “It’s a sort of farewell party, just in case.  We all know the end is looming, so we might  as  well  enjoy  what  time  we  have  together,  you  know.”    She looked over at him, her expression suddenly intent.  “And speaking of that…” 

Aranos froze as she grabbed his robe and pulled him toward her, pressing  her  lips  against  his.    Her  lips  felt  warm  and  soft,  and  her hand gripped the back of his neck, holding him close for several long seconds  before  she  pulled  back,  her  eyes  bright  and  her  cheeks flushed. 

“I’ve  been  wanting  to  do  that  for  a  while,”  she  admitted  a  bit breathlessly. 

“Really?” he said, hoping his green skin covered his blush. 

“Oh, yeah.”  She leaned forward again, and once more, Aranos felt  her  lips  pressed  against  his.    Part  of  him  wanted  to  pull  back  –

he’d  never  really  thought  of  Martina  that  way,  after  all  –  but  after  a moment, he wrapped an arm around her and pulled her toward him. 

 She’s  right.    After  a  few  days,  we’ll  probably  never  see  one another  again.    Might  as  well  enjoy  what  time  I’ve  got  left  in  the game. 

She  pulled  back  and  rose  to  her  feet,  grinning  at  him,  her  hair tousled  and  her  eyes  sparkling.    “That  was  more  like  it,”  she  said, smoothing  her  clothing  and  brushing  back  her  hair.    She  looked  at him  seriously.    “I’m  not  much  for  relationships,”  she  admitted.    “I’ve never  really  made  time  for  them  in  my  life,  and  I’m  not  looking  to complicate things, now.” 

“I  haven’t  had  many  either,”  he  replied.    “I  don’t  seem  to  have much of a knack for them.”  As he spoke, Karla’s face flashed in his mind, and he felt a stab of guilt.  Was he cheating on her?  He wasn’t sure, and that uncertainty cooled any rising passion he felt. 

She  nodded.    “I  can  see  that,  if  you  approach  everything  in  life with  the  same  intensity  that  you  game.”    She  hesitated.    “I’m  not looking for anything serious, and I have a feeling that ‘serious’ is all you do.” 

“Pretty much, yeah.” 

She gave him a sad smile.  “Then I won’t push and make things weird.    Still…”    She  reached  down  and  touched  his  face.    “It  would have been fun.” 

“It would have,” he sighed.  He watched her as she turned and walked  back  to  the  others,  his  body  responding  to  the  sway  of  her

hips.    He  took  a  long  pull  from  his  goblet  of  wine,  wishing  that  he could get drunk from it. 

 I have a feeling that I won’t want to remember this decision come morning. 

As he leaned back, the air suddenly rocked with loud blasts that seemed  to  shiver  the  entire  room.    He  leaped  to  his  feet,  his  eyes wide. 

“What  –  whazzat?”  Longfellow  asked,  blinked  blearily, disentangling himself from an amorous Neela.   “That’s loud!” 

“Is  that  what  I  think  it  is?”  Martina  asked  grimly,  staring  at  the intoxicated Meridian slumped in Hector’s arms. 

“Here,” Aranos said, tossing the Ranger a slim glass vial that she caught adroitly.  “That’s an antidote.  It should clear the alcohol from her,  and  she  can  get  everyone  else  sobered  up.”    He  glanced  at Silma, who nodded at him and padded out of the room to fetch Rhys, assuming the alarms hadn’t woken the Druid already. 

“I’ll  meet  you  all  at  the  walls,”  he  said  grimly.    “It  looks  like  the Shadowborn  moved  even  faster  than  we  thought.    The  battle  starts tonight, not tomorrow.” 

Chapter 19

Aranos  stared  through  the  scrying  window  he’d  opened  at  the hordes  of  Shadowborn  marching  through  a  huge,  black  portal  that stretched  completely  across  the  road,  a  deeper  darkness  in  the moonlight.    From  the  height  he’d  placed  the  window,  the  seemingly endless ranks of enemies looked almost like toys or insects, but even at  that  height  their  numbers  filled  the  entirety  of  his  vision.    The creatures almost flowed forward in an unstoppable tide, their advance covering miles of road as they trooped toward his waiting city. 

“That’s a lot of urukkai,” he muttered as he looked at the rows of uruks,  dabruks,  and  ogrins  marching  in  neat  ranks  along  the  road. 

Kerruks  surrounded  covered  palanquins  that  undoubtedly  held ohtruks,  carried  on  the  shoulders  of  towering,  blue-skinned  farruks. 

Aranos saw no less than five of the reddish anqaruks soaring above the army, as well as thousands of pouka-mounted aerial cavalry and just  as  many  amarok  riders  ranging  along  the  sides  of  the  column. 

“That’s  probably  what  was  the  entire  population  of  Cendarta  in  a single army.” 

“And they do not march alone,” Methild spoke, pointing to lines of what looked like humanoid lizards holding spears and oval, wooden shields.    The  brown-skinned  creatures  marched  in  not-quite-perfect ranks, followed by shorter, wider creatures with greenish skin holding larger  shields  and  better  polearms.    Massive  reptilian  monsters trudged slowly along the sides of the column, draped in some sort of armor and bearing litters that held a dozen of their smaller kin each. 

“Lizardfolk,”  Trembath  said  softly,  shaking  his  head.    “I’ve  only heard about those things in legends, but the stories say they’re fierce warriors who move and strike swiftly.” 

“We call them ormsiggir,” Henrek offered. 

“Which means what, Rigmen?” Trembath asked. 

“Reptile warriors, more or less,” the dwarf shrugged. 

“Then  that’s  pretty  much  what  I  said,  isn’t  it?”  the  general chuckled.    “Can  you  tell  us  any  more  about  them  than  what  I  just said?” 

“Not  really.    They  didn’t  venture  belowground;  the  tales  say  it’s too cool for them down there.” 

“We  call  them  locemekt,”  Methild  smiled.    “It  means  something similar, but our legends also tell that they prefer to use poison upon their  weapons,  and  that  they  come  in  many  subraces  that  are specialized for different roles in battle.” 

“That  seems  useful,”  Mandla  spoke  from  the  other  side.    “We’ll need  to  make  sure  we’ve  got  plenty  of  Priests  and  Druids  with whoever’s facing them.” 

“Beyond  the  locemekt  come  the  morindhin,”  Methild  continued quietly, pointing to a race of tall, slim beings with grayish skin, sharply angled  features,  and  exceptionally  long,  sharp  ears  that  looked almost like horns.  Ranks of cavalry mounted on horses rode in their vanguard,  and  more  horses  pulled  numerous  siege  engines  behind them. 

“The night-elves,” Andina spoke softly. 

“So  humans  call  them,  but  they  are  not  of  elvenkind,”  Methild said with mild reproof.  “In our stories, they are creatures of torment and inflictors of pain for the sake of suffering.  Do not let yourself fall into their clutches.” 

“I  recognize  the  ones  who  just  came  out  of  the  portal,”  Henrek indicated a mass of short, wide creatures with glossy skin that varied from dull brown to shining black and gray.  The monsters trudged in nearly perfect unison, and ranks of them dragged what looked almost like  cannons  behind  them.    “Byargburrn,  the  stone-skinned.    We fought  them,  long  ago.    Their  hides  are  tough,  but  they’re  slow  and not  particularly  bright.    Those  siege  engines  they  have  are  nasty, though.” 

“Speaking  of  the  portal,”  Trembath  said,  “is  it  possible  to  close it?  If we could cut them off from the rest of their forces, that would give us a big advantage.” 

“I do not believe so, General,” Dirue spoke from beside Methild. 

“At least, I do not believe we of the House of Stars could do so.  To fashion a portal of that size and stability requires not only incredible skill  but  also  extraordinary  power.    Our  Void  Wizards  have  always

been few in number, and even joined, I doubt they could undo such a working.”  She glanced over at Mandla.  “Headmaster?” 

“We  have  the  same  problem,”  the  dark-skinned  Wizard  agreed slowly.  “We’ve never had many Wizards who could handle the void –

it’s so dangerous that most of them either kill themselves early on or give it up for safer magic – and the few we have wouldn’t be able to touch that portal.  What about you, your Majesty?” 

Aranos  frowned  at  the  portal.    “It’s  possible,”  he  finally  said slowly.  “I have all sorts of bonuses to disjoining Spells.  However, I’d need to be in direct sight of it – the closer the better – and it would take  time  and  most  of  my  SP.    I  doubt  the  Shadowborn  would  just leave  me  alone  to  do  it,  and  if  I  didn’t  have  enough  SP  to  defend myself…”    He  shrugged.    “Besides,  I  don’t  think  that’s  a  regular portal.” 

“What do you mean, High Elder?” Methild asked. 

“I  mean,  if  it  were  a  regular  portal,  that  many  people  using  it would have made it collapse already, no matter how carefully it was made.    Considering  its  color,  I’m  guessing  it’s  something  like  the Arcane Doors – a path through the Ways of Shadow.  I could close it, but only from inside, and that would take me out of the battle.” 

“Then we must accept that the portal will remain open and allow the  remaining  armies  to  enter,”  Methild  said  decisively.    He  turned away  from  the  scrying  window  and  looked  at  the  other  leaders gathered  in  the  palace’s  council  chamber  to  discuss  the  coming battle.    “And  be  grateful  that  it  opened  so  far  from  our  defenses, rather than immediately outside the walls.” 

“That’s  not  luck,  Prince,”  Mandla  chuckled.    “King  Aranos  put forbiddance mana into the city’s wards.  No one can teleport into the city’s  boundaries  –  or  out  of  them,  most  likely.    Apparently,  it  works against that astral construct the Shadowborn made, as well.” 

“It was designed to,” Aranos nodded.  “The Arcane Doors aren’t affected, but anyone else trying to teleport into or out of the city – or use  astral  mana  to  enter  it  –  will  have  to  beat  me  in  an  Opposed Check.    That’s  possible  but  unlikely  unless  a  whole  lot  of  casters band together, and even then, it’ll probably drain them of SP, and I’ll know they’re doing it, so we’ll have time to prepare.” 

“If you can ward against magical transport, why not just make a barrier that keeps out everything?” Henrek asked curiously. 

“It would take too much energy.  Warding against a specific type of magic isn’t that hard; holding out every type of magic plus physical objects  takes  about  ten  times  the  power  just  to  place  the  barrier around  the  city  itself.    The  city’s  influence  spreads  around  seven miles  in  every  direction;  enclosing  that  would  take  more  than  two hundred times the mana to shield just the city – and under this kind of assault from all sides, it would maybe last a couple minutes.” 

“We  have  plentiful  defenses  in  any  case,  Rigmen,”  Methild spoke.  “The city’s barrier will serve to shield against long-range siege weapons.  Our own steel must hold back the invaders.” 

“Speaking  of  which,”  Andina  moved  over  to  a  map  of  the  city pinned to a large, wooden table. Someone drew in the newly raised defenses  on  the  incredibly  detailed  map,  and  they’d  placed  round glass  discs  that  looked  like  flattened  marbles  on  it  to  represent  the incoming  troops.    A  jumble  of  black  discs  to  the  north  of  the  city denoted  the  bodakkai,  who  still  hadn’t  reached  the  battlefield  but probably  would  the  next  day,  while  gray  counters  showed  the Shadowborn coming up from the south. 

“We’ve  moved  to  occupy  the  outer  layer  of  fortifications,”  she spoke a moment later.  “We don’t have all the artillery platforms filled yet, but we will before they arrive.” 

“How long do you think we’ll have?” Henrek asked, rubbing the short beard on his chin.  “I’m not used to topsider distances yet.” 

“At their best march, they’ll have their siege engines within range of  our  outer  defenses  in  maybe  two  hours,”  Trembath  said confidently.    “However,  they  still  have  to  erect  those  engines,  which will take them most of a day.” 

“It  is  customary  to  stop  your  army  outside  of  bowshot  and encamp before beginning a siege, as well,” Methild spoke.  “They will see  to  the  dispensation  of  their  forces  and  move  them  about  to prepare for an assault.  I do not foresee our defenses being tried until at least late tomorrow, perhaps after nightfall.” 

“I wouldn’t count on that,” Aranos shook his head.  “I think they’ll test us with cavalry – and aerial cavalry – tonight.  They might even

stage  a  full  assault,  hoping  to  break  through  our  defensive  line through sheer numbers.” 

“No  sane  commander  would  charge  a  defensive  emplacement without  first  testing  its  strength  and  resolve,  High  Elder,”  Methild contradicted. 

“One  who’s  on  a  strict  schedule  would,”  Andina  countered. 

“These people seem to be pressed for time.  Otherwise, they wouldn’t have wasted all that magic getting their troops here in such a hurry.” 

“I agree,” Henrek said.  “We face the same situation in the Deeps all the time.  Our enemies know that every day they give us to dig in makes  it  harder  to  dig  us  back  out,  so  they  hit  hard  and  fast,  not caring  about  their  losses.    I  think  we’ll  see  the  same  thing  here. 

They’ll try us in force before they settle in.” 

“The  real  question  is,  how  long  will  our  defenses  hold?” 

Trembath asked. 

“They  should  last  through  that  first  attack,  at  least,”  Aranos replied.  “No matter how fast they want to get their army here, they’re limited by the speed of their slowest attackers – unless they want to send their cavalry out in front to hit us in advance.” 

“If they’ve got a brain among them, they won’t,” Andina smiled. 

“Cavalry’s meant to attack people in an open field, not defenses.  If they charge our forts, they’ll be slaughtered.” 

“From what I’ve seen of urukkai tactics, I think they’ll send in their aerial  troops  first  to  scout  our  defenses  and  harass  us,”  Aranos mused.    “I’m  certain  the  ohtruks  can  see  through  the  eyes  of  their scouts,  so  having  them  in  place  will  give  them  a  big  advantage  in planning tactics.” 

“Then  we  shall  harass  them  in  return,”  Methild  smiled  grimly. 

“They  will  learn  the  power  and  range  of  the  Elven  war  bow  to  their own cost.” 

“Then,  they’ll  just  fly  higher  to  get  out  of  that  range.    And  from above, their crossbows don’t really have a range limit; they can drop them  on  top  of  us  whenever  they’d  like.”    Aranos  shook  his  head. 

“No,  we  need  to  draw  them  in  and  keep  them  from  fleeing.”    He looked over at Dirue and Mandla.  “Which means we all have to work together.” 

“Of course, Master of Battle,” Dirue bowed her head.  “We stand ready to assist.” 

“As does the College,” Mandla agreed. 

“Good.  Let’s consider what we might be facing tonight, and what we’ll do if that happens…” 

An hour later, Aranos and his party left the city, heading through the open city gates toward the farthest barbican. 

“Do  you  really  think  they’ll  hit  us  tonight,  Sorcerer?”  Mutroda asked a bit dubiously.  “They’ve just finished a long march.  Don’t you think they’ll rest, first?” 

“They  might,  but  not  for  long,”  Aranos  shook  his  head.    “They need  victory  as  quickly  as  possible.    If  they  can  crush  us  with  a single, brutal assault, all the better for them.” 

“In  that,  they  will  fail,”  Geltheriel  said  grimly.    “And  when  that happens, what will they do?” 

“Probably  spread  out  and  try  to  hit  us  from  all  sides.    We  can’t defend forever against an assault like that, and they can afford to lose a lot more people than we can.” 

“It seems to me that there is a limit to that ability to throw away your  people,”  Rhys  pointed  out.    “Certainly,  to  pierce  our  defenses, they  will  need  either  greater  numbers  or  greater  skill  –  or  powerful magic that we cannot easily counter.” 

“You’re right, Rhys.  That’s the point of tonight.  They can afford to  throw  away  a  chunk  of  their  army  to  find  out  how  strong  our defenses are, but once they do, they’ll work to crack those defenses without taking inordinate losses.” 

“Can  they  do  that?”  Avalyn  asked  curiously.    “I  mean,  it  seems like your forts are pretty solid.” 

“Any  fortification  can  be  breached,  child,”  Geltheriel  shook  her head.    “There  are  many  ways  for  such  to  happen.    An  attack  in numbers  so  vast  the  defenders  cannot  contain  them  before  they overwhelm  the  walls;  bombardments  that  crack  the  defenses;  even treachery from within can open a sealed gate at the wrong time.” 

“That’s  why  in  the  long  run,  an  attacking  army  has  the advantage,”  Mutroda  added.    “They  only  have  to  win  once;  the defenders have to win every single time.” 

“I never thought of it like that,” the teen admitted.  “It sounds like there’s no real way for defenders to win.” 

“Normally, a besieged force must hold until a greater force comes to relieve it,” Geltheriel explained.  “That is how the defenders claim victory.” 

“But  there’s  no  one  coming  to  relieve  us,”  Avalyn  pointed  out. 

She looked at Aranos.  “Is there?” 

“No,  but  we  have  other  ways  to  win.    We  can  fix  the  Arcane Doors, weaken the attacking army and either get rid of the bodakkai or at least cut off their reinforcements.  We can hurt them to the point that  they  can’t  break  our  defenses,  and  they  have  to  retreat.”    He laughed.  “We might even be able to destroy them entirely, although I’m not counting on that.” 

“What  happens  when  we  do  win?”  the  girl  asked.    “If  they  do run?  Won’t they just go back to Avendale and hole up there?” 

“Probably, yes.  But if the Arcane Doors are fixed, we can bypass the city’s defenses and hit them from the inside, the same way they used  the  bodakkai  against  us.    We  can  do  that  to  every  fallen  city whose  Doors  still  stand,  in  fact,  and  use  that  access  to  retake  the Realms  of  Light.”    He  smiled  at  her.    “Like  I’ve  been  saying,  the Arcane Doors are the key to victory.  If we restore them, then I believe we win this war, once and for all.” 

“What if…”  She hesitated.  “What if you’re wrong, though?  What if fixing the Doors doesn’t do anything?” 

“Then  I’ll  find  another  way  to  win,”  he  said  firmly.    “But  we  will win,  Avalyn.    One  way  or  another,  we’re  going  to  win  this  war.”    He looked at the others intently.  “I’ve said this before, but the only way the Darkness can win is if the Light fails.  We will not fail.” 

They stepped through the rear gate of the Dwarven Citadel into a hive  of  bustling  activity  and  preparation.    They  passed  down  a  long hallway  filled  with  dwarves,  elves,  and  humans  all  heading  for  their positions or carrying supplies.  Unlike in the simpler battleholme, an arched  roof  shielded  the  Citadel’s  defenders  from  artillery  fire,  and catwalks beneath that shelter swarmed with more defenders.  Spiral stone  staircases  rose  from  the  floor  and  connected  to  bubble-like turrets that bulged from the ceiling and provided convenient archery

platforms to strike at aerial attackers, most of the platforms filled with elven archers and human crossbowmen. 

A  wide,  circular  common  space  dominated  the  center  of  the Citadel,  the  walls  lined  with  doorways  that  led  to  kitchens, bunkrooms,  and  storage  areas.    Aranos  led  the  party  up  another staircase  and  through  a  minor  maze  of  tunnels  to  the  command center,  guided  by  his  recollection  of  the  building’s  blueprint.    He stepped  inside  and  found  himself  in  a  twenty-foot-wide  room  with observation  slits  that  overlooked  the  main  wall.    As  he  entered,  the various  soldiers  within  snapped  to  attention  and  offered  him  salutes that varied based on their race. 

“At ease,” he said, waving at them and hoping that the command he  remembered  from  various  movies  and  holo-TV  shows  was  the right  one.    Fortunately,  the  soldiers  seemed  to  grasp  his  intent  and returned to their tasks. 

“High Elder,” a tall female elf in pale blue armor spoke, brushing aside a strand of brilliant orange hair that came loose from her tightly wound  braid.    She  walked  over  to  stand  before  him,  her  steel-gray eyes serious and grim.  “I am Captain Keishara of House Faeryn, and I greet you as commander of the elven forces of this citadel.” 

“Captain  Keishara,”  he  inclined  his  head,  looking  past  her  to  a pair of men, one a blonde-haired human in high steel armor, the other a brown-headed dwarf in purplish deepsteel. 

“Colonel Derrik Whitesparrow,” the human nodded to Aranos, his voice  pitched  higher  than  Aranos  had  expected  from  such  a  large man.  “Commander of the human forces here.” 

“And  I’m  Almen  Thorhud  of  Skollheld  Ginak,  commander  of  the dwarven legion of this citadel, Priest,” the dwarf grunted.  “Now, can we  get  back  to  discussing  our  defense?    As  I  was  saying,  the byargburrn  have  started  setting  up  their  siege  cannons  –  and  that concerns me.” 

“Won’t the barrier hold them out?” Whitesparrow asked.  “That’s what it’s designed to do, after all.” 

“I’m  not  worried  about  the  barrier  –  although  if  our  stories  are correct,  it  might  not  last  long  against  them.”    The  dwarf  shook  his head.    “The  byargburrn  cannons  fire  magical  projectiles  with  more

power and accuracy than a catapult.  If they concentrate them on a gate…” 

“Then their shots will probably bounce off,” Aranos cut in.  “Well, unless they’re firing something like bloodsteel, and if they are, we’re probably  in  a  lot  of  trouble.    If  their  projectiles  are  less  than Legendary materials, though, the gates won’t even notice them.” 

The Almen grunted.  “That’s something, but what if they do have bloodsteel projectiles?” 

“Then  we’ll  target  their  cannons  with  our  own  artillery,” 

Whitesparrow shrugged. 

“And if they’re behind a barrier?” 

“Then we utilize the mana cannons upon the city walls to breach that  barrier,”  Keishara  replied.    “That  is  their  purpose,  after  all,  is  it not?” 

The  dwarf  nodded,  looking  at  the  map  contemplatively.    “Okay, that  sounds  like  a  workable  plan.    Now,  let’s  talk  about  the kongolorns…” 

“Kongolorns?”  Aranos  echoed.    “I  didn’t  see  them  coming through the portal.” 

“None of us did,” Whitesparrow sighed.  “The Almen’s convinced they’re here, though, just underground.” 

“Our  scouts  watch  the  southern  city,  Almen,”  Keishara  spoke. 

“We have no reports of the spiders leaving their new nest.” 

“If  they  left  through  underground  passages,  you  wouldn’t  have seen them, would you?” the dwarf said firmly. 

“It’s  possible,”  Aranos  mused,  tapping  his  chin.    “I  mean,  they might have snuck out that way.  Do you really think there’s a tunnel system  connecting  Avendale  to  Stoneleague,  though?    That’s  an awfully long way.” 

“No,  but  if  they  used  a  portal  like  the  topsiders,  they  could  be beneath us right now.” 

“Could  they  have  teleported  right  into  our  tunnels?” 

Whitesparrow asked, his face slightly alarmed. 

“No,”  Aranos  shook  his  head.    “The  wards  prevent  that.    Their portal would have placed them outside the city’s boundaries.” 

“How far are those?” Thorhud asked. 

“About seven miles from the palace in all directions.” 

“Are  there  any  natural  tunnels  or  caves  in  the  ground  around here?” 

“No,” Whitesparrow shook his head.  “At least, none that are not hundreds of feet below the surface.” 

The dwarf fingered his bare chin thoughtfully.  “Hundreds of feet down isn’t as far as you might think, human.  A single barget can dig a mile of tunnel per day; if the kongolorns are in existing tunnels, they could get beneath us and dig upward in a couple hours.” 

“It won’t be that easy,” Aranos said, walking over to stand beside the trio.  “First of all, after what happened in Avendale, I made sure that  my  wards  extend  in  a  globe  around  the  city,  including underground.    They  won’t  be  able  to  use  any  tunnels  to  bypass  my defenses without me knowing. 

“I  also  designed  our  fortifications  with  the  kongolorn  threat  in mind.  The bargets’ acid won’t eat through the bottom floor of any of them or the tunnels that link them.  They might come up right outside the walls, though.” 

“I’ll  put  listeners  in  the  storage  cellars,  then,”  Thorhud  replied. 

“They’ll hear anyone digging and let us know that we’re about to have company.” 

“Perhaps  it  would  be  wiser  to  have  elven  listeners,  Almen,” 

Keishara  suggested.    “Elven  hearing  is  naturally  superior  to  most other races’, after all.” 

“Except  that  your  elves  don’t  know  what  they’re  listening  for, Captain.    A  tunneling  barget  sounds  a  lot  like  trickling  water  and blowing air, two sounds that are really common in the depths, and the passage of kongolorns sounds like rocks clicking together.”  He shook his head.  “It takes years of practice for dwarven scouts to learn to tell the difference.  Trust me when I say that it’s better to let us handle it.” 

“That’s  fine  with  me,”  Whitesparrow  said.    “On  to  the arrangement of the forces along the walls, then.” 

“We  elves  are  used  to  defending  high  walls  from  Shadowborn assaults,” Keishara spoke up.  “We are forced to do so with regularity in our forests.” 

“So  are  we,”  the  human  grunted.    “I  suspect  we  all  are.    The question is, how are we used to dealing with them?” 

“That’s  simple,”  Aranos  said.    “Place  the  elven  archers  in  the Artillerist  Towers  and  ceiling  turrets  and  spread  out  their  other soldiers as reserves.  Put the dwarves behind the gate and along the walls  to  deal  with  anyone  who  reaches  the  walls  or  breaches  the gate, and put the human archers along the main wall, with their heavy soldiers  behind  the  dwarves  as  a  second  line  of  support  and  their regular infantry to the sides of the dwarves behind the gate, holding the flanks.” 

The three commanders stared at him.  “It would be interesting to know  how  you  decided  upon  such  a  strategy,  High  Elder,”  Keishara said at last. 

“Easy.  I know how all three races fight.”  He turned toward the elf.  “Elven defensive strategy relies heavily on powerful wards rather than  physical  defenses.    Your  cities  are  so  high  that  only  flying creatures  can  attack  the  walls,  so  you  defend  those  with  arrows designed to knock attackers from the sky.  In close combat, you rely on  maneuverability  and  skill  rather  than  defensive  emplacements because you tend to be faster and better trained than your enemies.” 

“That  –  is  true,  High  Elder,”  the  elven  woman  said  after  a moment. 

He  looked  over  at  Thorhud.    “Whereas  dwarven  combat  is  all about building a strong place and letting the enemy dash themselves to  pieces  on  it.    You  don’t  have  a  lot  of  ranged  fighters  because distances  are  short  in  the  tunnels,  and  you  all  carry  polearms  and shields to offset your lack of height and thus reach.  A dwarven shield wall  is  almost  immovable,  but  it  doesn’t  do  a  lot  of  damage  to attackers, either.  You’re all about holding the line and enduring.” 

“You’ve  got  the  right  of  it,  Priest,”  the  dwarf  nodded appreciatively.  “And the humans?” 

“Human  armies  rely  on  a  combination  of  elements  rather  than focusing  on  one  tactic.    They  have  different  units  that  specialize  in different  roles  on  the  battlefield,  so  they  can  take  any  role.    That’s why they should be spread out to do a little bit of everything.” 

“I’ve also got two cohorts of cavalry in the citadel, your Majesty,” 

Whitesparrow offered. 

“Keep  those  in  reserve,”  Aranos  instructed.    “If  we  have  to  fall back…”    He  grimaced.    “No,  when  we  eventually  have  to  fall  back, they can keep the Shadowborn off us.”  He looked at the assembled commanders gravely.  “Our goal here is simple.  Hold as long as we can  without  taking  significant  losses,  then  retreat  to  the  next  line. 

Bleed them for every inch of ground they take.” 

He  gestured  toward  the  unseen  army.    “This  fortification  is  the strongest  we  could  make.    It’ll  hold  out  magical  and  regular  artillery almost indefinitely.  The real danger is in their sheer numbers.  They can lose five people to every one of ours and still come out ahead. 

We have to use our defenses wisely, fight carefully and skillfully, and not make any mistakes.  The time will come when we abandon this line and fall back to the next; we can’t get caught up thinking that we have to hold them right here or we’ll fail.” 

He looked around the room and saw every eye fastened on him. 

“We won’t win this battle today,” he said solemnly.  “We won’t win it here, from these walls.  We will win, though.”  He allowed a trickle of Redemption to flow into him, illuminating the room in a glow of golden fire. 

“The  Darkness  only  wins  when  the  Light  fails,”  he  repeated  the words  he’d  told  his  party.    “And  we  will  not  fail.    The  Darkness  will break  against  us  and  flee  screaming  back  to  the  Pit.    The Shadowborn will run back to their homelands and spread the word to all  of  our  triumph.    The  Light  will  hold,  and  so  long  as  we  hold,  the Darkness will never win!” 

Cheers  erupted  around  the  room,  and  Aranos  felt  Geltheriel’s hand  rest  on  his  shoulder,  sensing  her  pride  and  exultation  through their mental bond.  He quickly fashioned his War Party, including the three commanders in it.  He could command up to 6,500 units or so in battle,  with  his  Leadership  being  Expert  5,  and  that  included  every unit  along  the  main  battle  line.    Thanks  to  his  Expert-ranked Leadership  and  Battlesense  skills,  each  unit  got  a  bonus  of  almost 300% to their Attack and Defense.  He couldn’t do any more – even granting every unit on the line a single rank of any of his Leadership

Perks would take more SP than he had.  As the first warning horns blew, announcing the arrival of the Shadowborn scouts, he just hoped that his bonuses – and his defenses – would be enough. 

Chapter 20

The flight of poukas swept by, a hundred of the huge, ravenlike birds winging past the defenders at high speed.  The uruks riding on their  backs  unleashed  a  hail  of  crossbow  bolts  that  clattered ineffectually against the obsidian shelter of the wall, not a single bolt finding  flesh.    Aranos  knew  that  wasn’t  the  point;  the  barrage  was meant to test the defenders and force them to seek shelter so the line of  dabruks  advancing  across  the  field  could  attack  unmolested. 

Aranos  didn’t  bother  to  duck  for  cover,  letting  the  bolts  ping harmlessly  off  his  Eldritch  Armor.    The  upgraded  armor  shimmered next to his skin, swirling with the odd, impossible colors of Ascension, and the half-dozen bolts that struck him didn’t even drop its strength by a single point. 

“The creatures probe our defenses, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel said from his side.  He glanced at the elf, who stood encased in her True Champion’s Armor.  The shademetal coated the woman like a second skin, a glossy one that gleamed an oily blue-red color that didn’t have a  single  hint  of  purple  somehow.    It  covered  every  inch  of  her  body except her eyes and mouth, with holes for her ears and nostrils that allowed her to see, hear, talk, and breathe through it, and the shafts that  struck  it  shattered  just  as  harmlessly  as  they  did  against  his armor.  “What point is there to such attacks this early in the battle?” 

“There’s a skirmish line of dabruks moving this way,” he told her, gesturing out toward the opposing army where his Battlesense clearly showed him the approaching creatures.  “They’re giving them cover and seeing how many defenders we have here.” 

Her head turned toward the battle line.  “Should I destroy them?” 

she asked calmly. 

He  almost  protested  that  she  couldn’t  simply  destroy  the  three hundred or so dabruks marching toward the Citadel, but a moment’s thought made him pause.  In truth, she probably  could  kill all of them without any real difficulty.  The monsters’ blades couldn’t get through her  armor,  nor  could  the  kerruks’  Spells.    She  could  wade  into  that army,  and  the  only  real  limit  to  how  many  creatures  she  could  kill

would be her Stamina – which he’d yet to see her truly run out of.  If she  unleashed  her  Presence,  that  wouldn’t  even  limit  her,  and  she could slaughter a big chunk of the urukkai army all by herself. 

“No,” he shook his head.  “You and I will keep our abilities hidden as  much  as  possible.    Once  we  show  up  on  the  battlefield,  it’ll escalate  things,  and  we’ll  probably  start  seeing  Nightmare  Beasts appear.  I’d like to kill as many of the Shadowborn as possible before we have to deal with that.” 

“Wise, Oathbinder,” she nodded.  “I will only fight as necessary, then, and will use my bow and a lesser blade for as long as possible.” 

Aranos  watched  as  the  next  flight  of  poukas  soared  overhead, wheeling to turn toward the defensive line and then flashing along it, raining  bolts  down  on  the  fortifications.    Elven  arrows  lanced  forth from  all  along  the  wall,  striking  wings  and  feathered  breasts.    The arrows seemed like pinpricks against the birds with their twenty-foot wings, but the injured creatures dropped from the sky and crashed to the earth below.  The elves battled the giant birds regularly, and they knew  how  to  bring  them  down  using  arrows  tipped  with  special paralytics or designed to sever the long wing tendons. 

He  swept  the  field  with  his  Battlesense,  examining  the  forward elements  of  the  urukkai  army.    In  addition  to  the  poukas,  dabruks, ogrins,  and  uruks  marched  forward,  two  thousand  strong.    None  of the  units  advancing  toward  the  battle  lines  really  posed  much  of  a threat  to  the  defenders  –  at  least,  not  individually.    Together,  they outnumbered  the  Lightborn  in  the  forts  two  to  one,  and  if  they  got their  scaling  ladders  against  the  walls,  they’d  swarm  over  the defenders and inflict significant casualties before being cut down and driven back.  Fortunately, Aranos had no intention of letting them get that close to the wall. 

 I think on the next pass,  he sent a silent message to Raibyn, the elven Wizard leading the twenty members of the House of Stars here in the Citadel. 

 Of course, Master of Battle, the man answered swiftly .    We  are prepared and but await your order. 

He  sent  the  same  message  to  Jenzel,  the  human  Wizard  in charge of a similar contingent from the Mages’ College.  We’re ready, 

the woman replied tersely. 

Aranos  waited  until  the  poukas  committed  to  their  dive  and strafed  the  defenders.  Now,  he  sent  to  both  Wizards.    Instantly, strands of air mana shot up from the defensive forts, lashing out and wrapping  around  the  giant  birds  as  the  elves  cast  their  Spells.    The individual strings of air did little to no damage, but they wove together and formed a massive net that entangled the poukas, slowing them to a crawl through the air and forcing them to flap madly just to maintain their altitude.  A moment later, lightning mana crawled up the strands of air, buzzing and snapping as it raced through the net and shocked each trapped bird. 

More  arrows  arched  up  from  the  forts,  tearing  into  the  nearly stationary poukas and felling them by the dozens.  Uruks shot back, unleashing their crossbow bolts on the defenders, but one by one, the aerial  cavalry  fell  from  the  sky.    The  uruks  crashing  to  earth  either died on impact or fell to arrows soon after, and the small percentage of the birds that escaped quickly winged higher into the air, trying to outrace the incoming arrows. 

Fingers  of  gray  void  energy  arced  out  from  the  urukkai  lines, tearing into the web of air and lightning and shredding it effortlessly. 

The  freed  aerial  cavalry  winged  rapidly  away,  but  only  half  of  those remaining managed to regain enough speed to reach the skies before crashing  to  earth.    A  quarter  of  the  nearly  thousand  pouka  riders reclaimed  the  heights,  and  those  stayed  well  out  of  reach  of  arrows and  Spells,  circling  high  overhead.    Aranos  considered  hitting  them with a group of Devastation Fields but discarded the idea; as he told Geltheriel, he wanted to hide his presence as long as possible. 

Instead,  he  watched  as  the  steady  dabruk  advance  became  a charge,  the  armored  creatures  racing  forward,  carrying  long  ladders and planks that they could use to bridge the trench before the wall. 

When they came into range, a sheet of arrows and bolts flew out from the walls, cutting into the attackers like a scythe.  Dabruks and uruks dropped,  but  the  charge  never  faltered  for  an  instant.    A  second volley  streaked  forth,  felling  more  of  the  assaulting  creatures  and opening large gaps in their lines.  The urukkai stumbled and trampled

their  own  fallen,  further  disrupting  their  charge,  and  ragged  gaps appeared in the advancing line. 

Aranos felt power rising from the back lines of the urukkai army, and he sent a mental warning to his commanders.  A moment later, arcs  of  lightning,  streaks  of  flame,  and  blasts  of  gray  death  energy shot from the distant ohtruks, scouring the walls of his defenses and cutting off the rain of arrows.  A moment later, though, the defenders responded, as a dozen catapults snapped forward with a loud thrum. 

Stones  flew  through  the  air,  slamming  into  an  invisible  barrier  that shielded the urukkai casters – and shattering, releasing liquid fire that poured over the shields and steadily ate at the barrier’s integrity. 

 Hold the second volley,  Aranos instructed silently, pulling up his Leadership  screen  and  quickly  assigning  five  ranks  of  Energy Weapons  to  his  artillery  units.    Doing  so  took  over  a  hundred thousand SP, but it also added thirty points of spirit damage to each unit’s weapons.  Fire!  he ordered a moment later, and another hail of rocks  lifted  into  the  air,  these  glowing  and  sparkling  with  iridescent spirit  mana.    The  rocks  struck  the  barrier  with  a  flash  as  the  spirit mana shredded the magical shielding, then plunged through to strike the ground below.  Aranos couldn’t see the results of those hits, but his  Lifesense  felt  the  wave  of  death  that  rose  from  the  back  of  the line, even as he used Soulweaving to placate and draw power from as many of those deaths as possible. 

The  blasts  of  power  cut  off  abruptly.    While  Aranos  doubted they’d  gotten  any  of  the  ohtruks  –  the  diminutive  creatures  usually layered  extra  protections  over  themselves  –  he  hoped  that  they’d killed a decent chunk of their supporting kerruks.  Without the threat of  magical  attack,  the  defenders  renewed  their  arrow  storm  on  the now-closer  charging  urukkai.    Holes  formed  in  their  advancing  line, and  the  charge  faltered  as  they  tripped  and  tumbled  on  their  own dead.  The advance slowed as dabruks dropped ladders and planks to raise shields overhead, allowing the weaker uruks behind them to scoop up the fallen siege equipment. 

The  arrow  storm  shifted  instantly,  targeting  the  lightly  armored uruks  but  allowing  the  dabruks  to  rush  forward  unmolested.    The creatures made it all of a dozen steps before darts of fire, flashes of

lightning,  and  shards  of  ice  slammed  into  them  all  along  the  front line.  The dabruks moved their shields to block the magical assault, but  as  they  did,  the  earth  beneath  them  erupted  with  climbing  roots and spears of stone.  The charge broke up once more, and the entire advance faltered as if hesitant to push forward. 

A  roar  sounded  over  the  battlefield  as  one  of  the  red-skinned, demonic  anqaruks  rose  into  the  air  with  a  shout.    The  bat-winged monster  swooped  toward  the  defenders,  magic  gathering  on  its clawed  hands.    Arrows  and  crossbow  bolts  streaked  toward  the monster  and  shattered  against  a  magical  bubble  enclosing  it. 

Greenish  lightning  arced  from  its  hands  toward  the  Citadel,  and Aranos felt more than one of the defenders drop as the lightning cut through the fort’s defenses.  In the distance, he saw four more of the creatures rushing forward, preparing to strike all along the battle line. 

He  gathered  his  power,  preparing  to  unleash  his  Spells  on  the monster, but before he could, a barrage of magic raced upward and slammed  into  the  monster.    Marble-sized,  grayish  globes  of  power struck the anqaruk’s barrier, the void mana chewing rapidly through it and striking the beast beyond.  The demonic thing roared in pain and fury,  rushing  toward  the  fort,  seeking  its  assailant,  but  before  it reached the defenses, Glorferdir’s ear-shattering roar burst from the walls, slamming into the thing and hurling it back through the air. 

Gray  lightning  streaked  from  the  citadel  and  arced  into  the creature’s hide.  It quickly raised another shield and responded with a blast  of  bright  white  flames  that  seared  the  wall.    The  Spell  ended abruptly  as  an  iridescent  shape  streaked  down  from  above  and  a wave  of  kinetic  force  smashed  into  the  anqaruk,  Miwango’s  blast knocking it from the sky to crash into the earth below. 

Aranos watched with his Battlesense as the anqaruk responded with  a  blast  of  lime-green  energy  that  the  turaloke  nimbly  dodged. 

Miwango  responded  with  a  jet  of  arctic  mana  that  covered  the monster’s shield with a layer of frost, then slipped around a volley of flaming, black darts that streaked toward him.  Another volley of void mana  shredded  the  anqaruk’s  new  shield,  and  Miwango’s  thermal blast scorched and seared the monster’s flesh, causing it to shriek in pain and fury. 

The  anqaruk  rose  back  into  the  air,  only  to  be  swatted  to  earth once  more  as  Glorferdir’s  roar  crashed  into  it  again.    The  leonal leaped from the walls a moment later, landing before the monster and lashing  out  with  his  claws.    Black  armor  enfolded  the  urukkai  as  it danced away from the lion’s attack, and it hurled a cone of green fire that  Glorferdir  nimbly  dodged.    Shimmering  globes  of  lava  that Aranos recognized as Avalyn’s streaked forth to strike the creature at the same time that a blast of artic energy coated its armor in frost and slowed  its  movements.    A  lash  of  lightning  struck  its  chest,  further hindering  its  mobility,  and  Glorferdir  sprang  at  it,  knocking  the creature  to  the  earth  and  ripping  into  its  armor  with  his  claws.    The leonal’s  teeth  tore  at  the  thing’s  face,  and  the  anqaruk  cried  out  in rage and pain. 

Glorferdir flew backward as the monster swept a mighty arm out, knocking  him  sprawling.    The  creature  turned  and  hurled  a  blast  of wind at Miwango that sent the six-foot turaloke spinning through the air,  then  raised  a  glimmering  shield  to  intercept  the  volley  of  ice shards  that  Avalyn  hurled  down  at  it.    It  sprang  back  into  the  air, magic  gathering  in  its  hands  –  and  screamed  as  Avalyn’s  void-empowered  ice  tore  through  the  barrier  and  ripped  into  its  face, blinding it momentarily. 

The  creature  faltered  as  Miwango  swept  back  around, hammering  the  monster  with  a  blast  of  kinetic  power.    The  urukkai smashed  to  earth  and  rose  to  its  feet  just  in  time  for  a  line  of  gray death mana to tear into the tatters of its shield and punch through into its flesh.  The monster staggered, and Glorferdir pounced on it once more, slashing at it before falling back. 

Aranos  watched  as  the  weakened  creature  battled  the  three party  members  while  both  sides  seemed  locked  in  paralysis, observing  the  ferocious  combat.    Miwango  circled  above  it, hammering  it  with  his  breath  weapons,  while  Avalyn  struck  it  with Spells  from  the  safety  of  the  walls.    Glorferdir  crouched  before  it, lashing  out  at  the  monster  whenever  its  attention  wandered  to  the others and keeping it grounded with his claws and roar.  The anqaruk struck  back  with  Spells  and  claws,  sending  lightning  and  fire  arcing toward  Miwango  and  Avalyn  and  battering  Glorferdir  with  its  blows. 

Miwango  swept  down  to  heal  the  leonal  with  Rhys’  Spells,  keeping Glorferdir  in  the  fight  and  frustrating  the  monster’s  attempts  to  flee back to its lines. 

While  nowhere  near  as  powerful  as  the  ruler  of  Cendarta,  the anqaruk  easily  outmatched  any  of  the  trio.    Their  time  adventuring together,  though,  forged  them  into  a  team  that  fought  as  one.    The anqaruk  couldn’t  quite  overcome  any  of  them,  and  as  the  battle progressed, its SP drained swiftly.  Its magical shields sputtered and died, exposing it to the turaloke’s blasts and Avalyn’s Spells.  Its dark blood flowed from its red skin in streaming rivulets, staining the grass nearby,  and  its  blows  faltered  as  its  LP  plummeted.    An  arc  of lightning  streaked  into  its  eye,  and  it  croaked  in  pain  as  its  muscles froze  up,  paralyzing  it.    Glorferdir  lunged  forward,  his  teeth  sinking into the beast’s throat and ripping into its carotid, then leaped back as a blast of arctic mana froze the urukkai’s skin and locked it in place to bleed out helplessly. 

As  the  creature  died,  a  second  anqaruk  swept  toward  the weakened,  wounded  team,  magic  gathering  in  its  hands  ready  to blast the damaged Miwango from the sky.  The creature screeched in pain  as  four  glowing  deepsteel  arrows  soared  from  Aranos’  Divine bow  and  plunged  into  its  chest.    Strands  of  necrotic  energy  poured from  the  shafts  and  raged  through  it,  eating  at  its  essence  and shredding  its  Wisdom  Stat.    It  raised  a  shield,  but  Aranos  flung another volley of necrotic-infused arrows that pierced the barrier with ease and slammed into its skull.  The creature dropped from the air, and  a  moment  later,  a  flurry  of  arrows  erupted  from  the  walls  and pierced  its  unshielded  flesh.    The  anqaruk  rose  unsteadily, desperately raising a new shield with its dwindling SP, but a loud hum sounded from the distant city walls.  Bolts of void-infused fire crashed into the creature, shattering its shield, and a moment later, a pair of three-foot long ballista shafts streaked forward, tearing into its chest. 

The monster screamed once as it tumbled from the sky, crashing to the ground and lying still as Aranos mended its departing soul. 

The  death  of  the  second  anqaruk  seemed  to  break  the  urukkai assault, and the attackers began to retreat beneath a rain of arrows. 

The  defenders  cheered  as  the  creatures  finally  slipped  out  of  bow

range,  leaving  fully  half  of  their  number  on  the  battlefield  behind them. 

 Well done,  he sent Avalyn silently.  That was pretty impressive, the three of you killing that thing. 

 It was cool, wasn’t it?  she replied, her voice excited.  That’s the toughest thing we’ve ever fought, for sure.  I got a buttload of XP for it, as well!  She hesitated.  I mean, I thought it was a big deal until you took the second one down in, like, three seconds. 

 Well,  I’m  a  lot  higher  level  than  you  are.    When  you  get  here, you’ll  be  able  to  do  the  same  thing  –  especially  if  you  have  a  party like the one you’ve put together with Miwango and Glorferdir. 

 Yeah,  we  work  well  together.    We  need  a  dedicated  healer, though,  and  maybe  someone  tank-y  so  that  Glorferdir  can  focus  on DPS and disrupting enemies with his roar. 


Aranos  paused  in  surprise.  Yes,  that’s  exactly  what  I’d recommend.  I never knew you were a gamer. 

 I  wasn’t,  she  sent  back  with  a  mental  grimace.  I’ve  just  paid attention and tried to learn fast.  This is sort of my entire life now, after all, and I need to be good at it. 

 I  suppose  that’s  true.  He  frowned  briefly  as  he  checked  her status in his party screen.  Speaking of that, you really did a number on your LP. 

 Yeah, void mana’s great for getting through shields, but it kind of sucks at the same time.  That’s why I try to mix it with other Aspects. 

 That seems to reduce the LP loss. 

 Just  don’t  get  so  carried  away  that  you  kill  yourself  using  it,  he reminded her. 

 Okay, Dad.     He  could  almost  see  her  eye  roll,  and  he  couldn’t help but chuckle.  I’m going to get healed and recover my SP.  Think they’re done for the night? 

Aranos looked out at the battlefield with his Battlesense, feeling the  urukkai  regroup  and  the  gathering  lizardfolk  beside  them.  No, definitely not.  I’d say we’ve got maybe thirty minutes before they try again. 

 Then I’m gonna chill and get back to good.  While I’m doing that, though, maybe lower the drawbridge and let Glorferdir back in?  He’s

 tough, but I don’t think he can handle the entire army out there all by himself. 

As  Aranos  predicted,  the  next  assault  came  a  half  hour  or  so later.    This  time,  the  lizardfolk  led  the  attack,  the  sturdier,  green-scaled  creatures  in  front  bearing  solid-looking  wooden  shields  and simple spears.  The monsters’ heads gleamed with a thick carapace that provided them with protection similar to high steel, and while they moved at a slower pace that the urukkai, they shed arrows far more readily.  The defenders quickly learned to target the creatures’ legs, slowing  their  advance,  and  that  ice  affected  them  strongly.    The towering,  saurian  lizards  following  the  warriors  presented  a  greater danger  as  they  were  large  enough  to  cross  the  trenches,  and  their heavy  bodies  absorbed  arrows  without  effect.    A  ballista  bolt wounded  them  effectively,  though,  as  did  fire  magic,  to  which  the things  responded  by  panicking  and  trampling  those  around  them. 

After three of the monsters died, the attack faltered and fell back. 

The  next  combined  assault  of  both  races  presented  a  far  more serious threat.  The attackers advanced beneath a cover of crossbow bolts, flung javelins, and magical bombardment, forcing the defenders to  seek  as  much  cover  as  possible  and  limiting  their  ability  to counterattack.  This time, the dabruks and lizardfolk managed to lay their  planks  across  the  trench  and  scurried  forward  with  ladders, while groups of ogrins and the tall, crocodilian lizard-people brought up rams and attacked the gates of the forts. 

Those assaults died as the elven Wizards cast a Spell that rotted the  wooden  planks  and  ladders,  causing  them  to  collapse  and dumping the assailants into the trench.  The attack shattered as the creatures  found  themselves  unable  to  cross  the  ditch,  and  they  fell back  once  more,  again  losing  hundreds  to  arrows  and  bolts  before their ranged and magical attacks forced the defenders to seek cover. 

As  the  sky  in  the  east  lightened,  the  defenders  stood  down, those  who’d  fought  through  the  night  seeking  their  beds  while  their replacements  took  the  walls.    Aranos  felt  the  quiet  exultation  in  the air, and while the night’s results certainly made him happy, he didn’t share in their growing hope.  The night hadn’t been about achieving victory, not really.  The Shadowborn tested their defenses, checking

their numbers, resolve, and abilities.  They’d faced less than a tenth of  the  total  Shadowborn  army,  and  they’d  killed  maybe  a  third  of those they battled.  In fact, the deaths of the two anqaruks probably injured the army more than anything else they’d done that night. 

 Oathbinder,  we  should  take  rest,  as  well,  Geltheriel  told  him silently.  The  chances  to  do  so  will  be  few  and  far  between  in  the coming days, and your commanders will alert you if you are needed. 

 True,  he agreed as he stepped away from the walls and headed down into the citadel.  I have a feeling today’s going to be a long day. 



Chapter 21

Rocks  flew  through  the  air  and  slammed  into  the  stones  of  the citadel, crashing to the ground without leaving so much as a mark on the  warforged  obsidian.    Aranos  stood  atop  the  walls,  Mutroda  and Geltheriel  at  his  side,  watching  the  sixty-pound  stones  soar  through the  air  from  the  byargburrn  cannons  at  the  rear  of  the  Shadowborn lines and crash against the walls with the crack of shattering rock. 

He spent his short rest in meditation, first training his Leadership and  Battlesense  skills  –  while  the  training  didn’t  give  his  Expert-ranked  skills  any  tangible  benefits,  the  advice  he  got  about  the upcoming battle was useful – then funneling his Ascension mana into more  of  his  unenhanced  Spells.    He  decided  to  boost  Elemental Weapon, hoping that the improvement to the Spell would also boost the relevant War Party upgrade, and Nova Blast, since it could affect any  target  in  sight  range,  had  a  fairly  large  radius,  and  did  extra damage to Shadowborn. 

Spell Boosts! 

The following Spells have Evolved:

Elemental Weapon has become Energetic Weapons^

Rank: Student 8

Empower the weapons of all nearby allies with mana Effect:  Choose  one  Aspect  of  mana  per  100  points  of  Wisdom you  possess.    Every  weapon  held  by  an  ally  within  20’  does  7-16

extra LP damage per Aspect on a hit (63 – 144).  Damage increased 2% per Spell level. 

Duration: 30 mins + 30 s / Spell level. 

Cost: 118 SP

Enhanced:  Affected  weapons  also  gain  a  bonus  equal  to  the Spell level to Armor Piercing. 

Nova Blast has become Supernova^

Rank: Novice 6 



Create an explosion of light and mind mana that damages, blinds, and stuns. 

Effect:  Choose  a  spot  within  sight  range.    A  burst  of  brilliant golden light explodes from this point, doing 32 – 44 LP damage to all creatures within 120’ [288 – 396 LP].  Creatures must also make an Opposed Check: your [(Int – 10) + Spell level] versus creature’s [(End

– 10) + Class level] or be blinded for 30 s. 

Cost: 163 SP

Enhanced: Any creatures who fail their check are stunned for 10

s in addition to their blindness. 

While  neither  Spell  seemed  inordinately  powerful,  he  saw  their utility  immediately.    His  Energy  Weapons  unit  upgrade  gained  an upgrade, as well, doing twice the extra damage and adding an Armor Piercing  component  to  it.    Supernova  wouldn’t  do  a  tremendous amount of damage – he thought it might kill the weakest soldiers on the  battlefield,  like  uruks,  but  nothing  stronger  –  but  the  resulting blindness  and  stunning  would  shatter  an  incoming  charge.    Plus,  it looked  like  a  Spell  that  any  Wizard  could  cast,  meaning  using  it wouldn’t  give  away  his  presence  on  the  battlefield.      At  least,  he hoped it wouldn’t; he was certain that the Shadowborn generals had a surprise planned for when he finally showed himself. 

He  rose  from  his  rest  to  find  the  Shadowborn  armies  gathering and  staging,  moving  through  the  forest  outside  of  bow  range.    The short,  stone-skinned  byargburrn  headed  west,  while  the  tall,  thin morindhin moved east alongside a vast force of creatures that looked vaguely human, save they had skin in shades of gray and moved in an  odd,  unsettling  fashion,  as  if  their  joints  didn’t  quite  connect correctly. 

Perhaps  to  cover  those  movements,  the  lizardfolk  and  urukkai attacked  the  walls  intermittently  throughout  the  day.    Bands  a  few hundred  strong  rushed  the  various  forts  while  urukkai  crossbowmen loosed  bolts  and  the  reptiles  used  long,  leather  thongs  wrapped around  their  javelins  to  hurl  them  against  the  walls  from  about  the same distance as a crossbow, but with much more force.  Bursts of

magical fire, acid, and ice splattered against the walls, and blasts of darkness or death energy occasionally erupted from the ohtruks and seared along the stones. 

The  defenders  responded  with  their  own  missiles  and  magical barrages  that  felled  the  charging  monsters  swiftly.    None  of  these attacks  did  any  real  damage,  but  they  kept  the  defenders  on  edge and unable to relax or stand down.  Aranos did note that no more of the  anqaruks  rose  to  challenge  the  fort,  however,  and  the  lizardfolk didn’t  send  any  more  of  their  massive  reptiles  into  bow  range.    He guessed  that  the  Shadowborn  hadn’t  expected  their  powerful creatures  to  be  slaughtered  so  easily  and  now  held  them  back  for some greater attack. 

The  artillery  barrage  began  as  the  sun  sank  low  in  the  sky, before  Aranos  expected  it.    Dozens  of  foot-wide  rocks  rose  into  the air from the middle of the Shadowborn army.  Most of these fell short, thudding  into  the  ground  or  rolling  into  the  trenches,  but  a  few cracked against stone or hardened oilairie wood and shattered.  Once the  artillerists  and  cannoneers  found  their  range,  the  bombardment slipped  into  a  steady  rhythm,  with  rocks  crashing  against  the fortifications  every  ten  seconds  or  so.    Hails  of  fist-sized  rocks clattered against the walls, trying to catch exposed defenders, while larger stones smashed into the base of the walls, attempting to crack them open. 

Aranos  didn’t  worry  that  the  warforged  obsidian  would  break; unless  the  Shadowborn  started  flinging  hunks  of  bloodsteel  at  the walls,  the  barrage  couldn’t  even  scratch  the  stone  walls,  much  less shatter  them.    He  felt  a  lot  more  concern  for  the  hardened  wood  of the elven forts, and apparently, the attackers agreed.  Most of the first attacks slammed into the pair of wooden forts, and Aranos winced as hundred-pound boulders smashed into wooden planks at tremendous speed.  The oilairie held solidly, however, the stones not seeming to even mar its surface. 

That  wasn’t  really  the  point,  though,  he  knew.    The  constant bombardment kept the defenders on edge and prevented them from gaining any rest during the lulls between attacks.  Even those soldiers off duty couldn’t really sleep through the sound of foot-wide boulders

cracking  against  impenetrable  obsidian.    The  tension  in  the fortifications  slowly  escalated  as  the  defenders  waited  for  the  next major  attack  to  come.    Soldiers  couldn’t  turn  their  minds  to  other things  when  each  crash  of  stone  reminded  them  of  the  next  battle, and the more they thought about the coming combat, the more fear could worm its way into their minds and sap their willingness to stand and fight. 

Fortunately,  Aranos’  Leadership  and  Diplomacy  skills  directly countered  that  sort  of  mental  assault.    He  traveled  from  fort  to  fort through the hidden tunnels, meeting with the commanders there and offering  encouragement  to  the  assembled  soldiers.    He  watched  for signs  of  flagging  morale  or  creeping  despair  and  found  none.    The Armies of Light stood ready to oppose whatever the Darkness threw at them. 

 Everyone, get ready,  he sent the command silently as he felt the ranks  of  urukkai  and  lizardfolk  shifting  position  just  beyond  bow range.  They’re  coming  in  a  wedge  formation;  looks  like  they’re serious this time.  Artillery, break up their shield formations.  Archers, bring them down when they’re in range.  Wizards, concentrate Spell fire on any units carrying ladders or bridge materials. 

The  constant  barrage  of  stones  slowed  and  stilled.    A  moment later,  dozens  of  spherical  projectiles  lofted  into  the  air  from  the Shadowborn  catapults,  flying  toward  the  line  of  fortifications.    The globes struck the walls and shattered, unleashing thick, sticky liquid that  poured  out  a  foul-smelling  gas  as  it  contacted  air.    Elves  and humans choked and gasped as the gas rolled into the walls through arrow  slits  and  blocked  all  view  of  the  battlefield  beyond.    The poisoned and blinded debuffs flashed on the status of hundreds of his units all along the line, crippling the defenders’ ability to counterattack even  as  the  Sorcerer  felt  the  wedge-shaped  lines  of  urukkai  and lizardfolk charge forward onto the battlefield. 

 Wizards, we need wind!  he thought desperately.  Blow away the fumes! 

A  moment  later,  he  sensed  air  mana  rising  all  along  the  lines. 

Gusts  of  air  suddenly  whipped  through  the  citadel,  pushing  out  the clouds  of  poison  and  breaking  up  the  toxic  fog.    Druids  and  Priests

rushed  forward,  applying  healing  magic  to  those  in  need,  restoring the defenders. 

Even  as  the  spellcasters  worked,  though,  another  power  rose from  the  distant  lines  of  lizardfolk,  mana  of  a  type  Aranos  didn’t recognize  but  suspected  was  divine  rather  than  arcane.    A  wave  of magic washed over the battlefield, unseen by the Sorcerer but feeling greasy and oily.  Wizards and Priests cried out in pain as the magic washed over them, and Aranos watched a dozen casters drop to their knees, clutching their skulls, any thoughts of spellcasting forgotten as the  Mana  Burn  debuff  appeared  on  most  of  their  statuses.    Aranos couldn’t  help  but  admire  the  Shadowborn  plan;  the  generals  knew that  he’d  respond  to  the  poison  cloud  by  breaking  it  up  with  magic and used some Spell that attacked those actively casting.  Now, he’d have to repel the next assault without magical backup.  At least, not unless he wanted to take the field himself – which was probably part of what the enemy general hoped would happen. 

 Artillery, open fire!  he commanded.  Archers, stand ready! 

Thrums sounded along the line as ballistae and catapults hurled forth their deadly cargoes.  Bushels of fist-sized rocks soared through the air and fell among the charging creatures, while yard-long, inch-thick  bolts  punched  through  shields  and  flesh  with  equal  ease.    In response,  dabruks  and  turtlelike  lizardfolk  raised  their  shields  for protection.  Ten pound rocks slammed into upraised shields at terrific speeds,  shattering  the  arms  beneath,  while  dust-reinforced  ballista shafts tore through wood and steel with equal ease. 

Holes  appeared  in  the  attackers’  shield  walls  as  they  entered arrow  range,  and  Aranos  ordered  his  archers  to  loose  their  shafts. 

Arrows  and  bolts  rained  down  on  the  assaulting  creatures,  many bouncing  off  upraised  shields  but  plenty  slipping  past  to  find vulnerable flesh beneath.  The charge faltered but didn’t flag, and a moment  later,  arcs  of  magical  fire  and  lightning  erupted  from  the distant  ohtruks,  bathing  the  walls  and  forcing  the  defenders  to  take shelter from the storm of magical fury. 

As more mana rose from the lines of the lizardfolk, Aranos took out  his  bow  and  rose  to  the  top  of  the  walls.    He  couldn’t  see  the lizardfolk  casters  or  ohtruks,  but  he  could  feel  them  with  his

Battlesense.  He closed his eyes and forged a simple truesilver arrow, packing  it  with  a  thousand  SP  of  necrotic  mana  and  aiming  for  the center of the lizardfolk mages using only his Battlesense.  His arrow arched  into  the  air  and  suddenly  began  to  multiply  as  he  activated Arrow Storm, but he didn’t wait to see the results.  Instead, he forged a  deepsteel  arrow  and  targeted  the  nearest  ohtruk  he  could  feel, pushing three hundred kinetic SP into the shaft before he released it while using Piercing Shot. 

A  rain  of  arrows  descended  on  the  lizardfolk,  punching  through the hazy barrier sheltering them and falling among their ranks.  Each arrow  exploded  with  a  blast  of  necrotic  mana  that  tore  through  the creatures,  and  he  sensed  hundreds  of  them  dying  from  that  one attack.    His  second  arrow  streaked  forth  like  a  laser,  punching through  the  magical  and  physical  shields  sheltering  the  ohtruk  with ease.  He felt the creature vanish from his Battlesense, and he turned to  loose  another  arrow  at  the  next  creature  he  could  sense.    The arrow lanced through a black shield of energy that rose to surround the monster, and he felt it die a moment later as the arrow exploded into a storm of arctic, thermal, and kinetic energies that slaughtered the monster, its guards, and the nearest kerruks. 

The  magical  assaults  cut  off  as  he  hurled  another  Arrow  Storm into the lizardfolk casters, this one striking with blasts of gravitational mana  that  slammed  the  lizards  to  the  earth  and  crushed  them  into paste.  He felt power gathering from the ohtruks, and he leaped from the walls into shelter just as five beams of mana flashed overhead. 

He  cast  Teleport  Field  and  willed  himself  to  appear  on  the  walls opposite where he stood.  He unleashed a Chaining Shot at an ohtruk that  obliterated  it  with  kinetic  and  radiation  mana,  then  split  into  a dozen  arrows  that  tore  through  its  nearby  guards  and  kerruks.    He loosed another Arrow Storm at a fourth ohtruk, the arctic-empowered shafts  freezing  everything  within  a  hundred  feet  of  the  ohtruk  and killing the creature in the process. 

Freed of the threat of magical attacks, the defenders fired upon the attacking force once more.  The wedges of urukkai and lizardfolk held  against  the  ranged  assault,  though,  ignoring  their  losses  and driving  closer  to  the  walls.    They  reached  the  trench  and  laid  down

bridges,  then  brought  ladders  up  to  and  rested  them  against  the forts.    Dabruks  and  turtle-shelled  lizards  scrambled  up  the  ladders, heading for the tops of the walls. 

 Melee to the front!  Aranos ordered.  Hold them off the walls! 

Dwarves  and  humans  rushed  forward  as  the  attackers  crested the walls, meeting the Shadowborn with steel and truesilver.  Dabruks and  siamekts  –  the  name  for  the  turtlelike  creatures  according  to Aranos’  Mass  Inspection  skill  –  swarmed  up  to  the  top  of  the  walls and  found  themselves  cut  down,  their  bodies  hurled  backward  to knock  their  kin  off  the  ladders  into  the  trench  below.    More  of  the creatures  rushed  to  replace  those  that  fell,  though,  and  heavier ladders slammed into place, allowing the more dangerous ogrins and crocodilian nammekts to lumber up to face the defenders. 

Even  worse,  Aranos’  Lifesense  felt  swarms  of  the  slim, serpentine  lizardfolk  rush  past  the  defenders  even  though  his  eyes saw  nothing;  apparently,  the  creatures  had  a  camouflage  ability  of some sort.  The invisible monsters struck the defenders from behind, disrupting the shield wall and allowing the attackers to gain a foothold atop  the  walls.    More  of  the  creatures  swarmed  forth,  and  Aranos realized that if he didn’t act soon, the defenders would risk losing the fort. 

He gathered his mana, but before he could cast a single Spell, a shadowy  blur  tore  into  one  of  the  nearest  groups  of  hard-shelled siamekts.  Geltheriel didn’t use her Shadow Walk ability; she simply moved faster than most of the attackers could even see.  Her simple deepsteel blade flashed and cut, carving through the knot of siamekts without  even  using  her  abilities.    Her  keen  eyes  picked  out  the invisible snake-creatures with ease, and she stabbed into them with equal ferocity. 

A roar on another part of the wall caught his attention as Mutroda crashed into a mass of dabruks.  Her heavy shield flung the attackers back, literally hurling them from the walls, and her halberd lashed out, cutting through ogrins and uruks alike.  Another, deeper roar heralded Glorferdir’s  appearance,  as  the  leonal’s  sonic  blast  sent  siamekts flying  off  the  walls  to  their  deaths  below.    Miwango  swooped overhead,  bathing  the  wall  in  thermal  mana  that  set  even  the

waterlogged  wood  of  the  ladders  alight,  while  whipping  strands  of flame  and  lava  sprung  from  Avalyn’s  hands  as  the  young  Sorcerer trapped a dozen dabruks in a web of molten rock, blocking access to that ladder. 

Even  with  his  party’s  aid,  though,  Aranos  knew  he  had  to  act. 

Ladders  went  up  all  along  the  line  of  fortifications  as  each  strong point suffered the same attacks that rendered the citadel vulnerable. 

Teams  of  ogrins  and  nammekts  attacked  the  gates  with  battering rams  that  glittered  with  the  power  of  Corruption  in  his  sight,  and  he knew that eventually, the bloodsteel rams would open his gates. 

He took out his Scepter and reached out into the earth below the citadel, gathering more SP and refilling what he’d lost.  He closed his eyes and cast Forge Mana, one of the first spells he’d ever created and  one  of  the  few  that  stood  at  the  Expert  ranks.    Power  flowed through him as his SP plummeted, and he tore more mana from the soil  around  the  citadel  to  replenish  it  as  it  drained.    Earth  and  fire mana rippled out from him along with a strand of Ascension that rose unbidden,  binding  the  two  energies  in  a  new  pattern  that  Aranos hadn’t used before. 

A stream of glowing white lava erupted from his Scepter, arcing over  the  wall  and  pouring  into  the  trench  below.    Urukkai  and lizardfolk  shrieked  as  their  ladders  and  the  bridges  supporting  them both burst into flame.  Waves of heat rolled visibly upward, searing all those  on  the  ladders  before  they  plummeted  into  the  flowing  lava below.  Still, the lava flowed forth, rolling out along the trench, slowly filling it. 

Blasts of ice and water shot from the distant lines, arcing out to smash  against  his  lava  river.    Steam  rose  as  the  jets  of  water  and blizzards of ice vanished before even reaching the superheated rock, the  brilliant  glow  of  the  lava  not  dimmed  in  the  slightest.    The  lava flowed  swiftly  along  the  trench,  and  all  along  the  battleline, Shadowborn screamed as their access to the forts erupted in flames and swiftly burned to ashes. 

At last, Aranos cut off the flow, leaving a three-foot deep river of lava  filling  the  trench.    The  remaining  Shadowborn  fell  back  as  the defenders cut those atop the walls down swiftly and ruthlessly, but to

Aranos’  concern,  they  didn’t  fully  retreat.    The  creatures  reformed their  shield  walls  and  endured  the  rain  of  arrows  streaking  toward them,  holding  their  positions.    Aranos  frowned;  the  creatures  would only  endure  an  arrow  barrage  like  that  if  they  planned  to  make  an immediate assault on the wall, but without their siege equipment…

Power rose from the lizardfolk, the same greasy, oily mana that Aranos  felt  before,  and  suddenly,  strands  of  darkness  erupted  from the  ground  on  the  other  side  of  the  trench.    The  strands  coiled upward, looking like worms questing blindly, then lashed outward and connected to the wall.  Wherever they touched the obsidian, golden flames rose and burned them, searing them loose of the stones, but the  webs  of  darkness  stayed  aloft,  twisting  together  like  dark  vines until  they  suddenly  shivered  and  hardened,  leaving  a  half-dozen bridges directly to the top of the wall. 

Aranos swore as the attackers clambered up the steeply inclined black paths, heading for the waiting defenders.  He tore more mana from the ground and stretched a tendril of magic to the closest bridge, feeling  the  power  flowing  through  it.    The  energy  felt  strange  in  his mind, a type of mana he’d never encountered and one that struck him as particularly repulsive.  Still, he recognized the pattern of the Spell creating  the  bridge;  the  mana  might  be  strange,  but  the  spell-form shone clearly in his thoughts.  He found the initiation site, the place where  the  Spell’s  unused  power  recycled  back  into  it  to  maintain  it, and grabbed that with his will, pulling hard on it to shift it out of place. 

It felt like trying to bend a steel girder with his hands.  The power of hundreds of lizardfolk seemed bound into the Spell, and that much inertia resisted his attempts to disrupt it.  He added more power to his effort,  but  still  the  Spell  held,  unyielding  in  his  mind’s  grip.    He reached  down  into  himself,  preparing  to  grab  a  strand  of  War  to smash the construct, but hesitated as he saw the multihued energy of Liberation  practically  begging  for  release.    He  let  go  of  War  and grabbed his newest Domain, drawing a strand of that power up and feeding it into his disjunction Spell. 

The  dark  bridge  exploded  into  tatters  of  shadowy  webbing  as Liberation  sliced  cleanly  through  the  spell-form.    The  Spell’s unleashed energy tore through its construct, ripping it to shreds and

hurling  the  Shadowborn  atop  it  into  the  lava  moat  below.    Aranos slashed  out  at  the  next  bridge,  destroying  it  just  as  swiftly,  then moved to a third.  Less than a minute later, all six bridges vanished, their  power  fading  into  the  air,  leaving  the  attacking  forces  stranded outside  the  defenses  –  and  apparently  announcing  to  the Shadowborn that the First Sorcerer stood atop the walls. 

A  massive  roar  rolled  across  the  battlefield  as  the  twin  armies rushed  forward  en  masse.    Aranos  felt  a  hundred  thousand  boots charging  across  the  ground  as  the  Shadowborn  general  sent everything  he  had  against  the  line.    Artillery  and  arrows  smashed against the stones, and blasts of fire, ice, and darkness scoured the walls,  seeking  the  defenders’  lives.    Ten  massive  lizards  plodded forward,  bristling  with  wooden  armor  and  bearing  hundreds  of lizardfolk  on  their  backs,  and  hastily  built  siege  towers  creaked forward, pushed by enormous farruks. 

The defenders struck back as hard as they could.  Catapult-flung firepots splashed amidst the charging monsters, and fist-sized stones crashed  into  their  upraised  shields,  shattering  arms  and  caving  in helmets.  Arrows and bolts rained upon the masses of Shadowborn in a  sheet,  piercing  flesh  and  light  armor  with  equal  facility.    Magic sprayed  out  at  the  monsters  as  the  elven  and  human  Wizards recovered  and  counterattacked.    Plants  beneath  the  creatures’  feet shot  up  and  entwined  them;  spikes  of  stone  and  ice  jutted  from  the ground  to  impale  them;  fire  and  acid  fell  upon  them.    In  that  first minute, Aranos felt more than two thousand Shadowborn die, but the rest rushed heedlessly on. 

His  cover  blown,  he  rose  into  the  air  and  began  channeling  his mana.  Five blasts of white light streaked out from his hands, chest, and  eyes,  scattering  across  the  battlefield.    The  Supernovae  burst into  flares  of  brilliant  radiance  that  seared  Corrupted  flesh  and  tore gaping holes in the charging battle lines.  A moment later, five more scintillating  globes  of  mana  arced  into  the  mass  of  creatures.    His Devastation  Fields  erupted  in  blasts  of  every  type  of  element,  each doing around two thousand LP damage and leaving nothing behind in their  wake  but  scorched,  frost-coated  earth.    Dark  clouds  swirled above the urukkai and lizardfolk casters as he cast multiple Lightning

Storms,  and  thick  arcs  of  lightning  crashed  down  on  their  magical shielding  even  as  the  city’s  Mana  Cannons  tore  into  them  from behind  him.    The  barriers  held  for  a  few  seconds,  then  shattered, allowing the lightning to plunge into the spellcasters below. 

The  urukkai  and  lizardfolk  responded  to  his  presence  instantly. 

Aranos flung up three Mage Shields as blasts of green fire and ebony lightning  arced  from  the  ohtruks,  slamming  into  his  barriers.    The shields  flexed  and  cracked  but  held  thanks  to  the  boosts  from  his Liberation Domain.  He pulled out his bow and targeted an ohtruk, his Piercing  Shot  tearing  through  its  magical  shielding  and  killing  it instantly,  but  his  Shields  shuddered  and  finally  broke  as  six  more magical  blasts  crashed  into  them.    He  darted  out  of  the  way  as  the blasts tore past him and dissipated into the air. 

Still  the  urukkai  and  lizardfolk  charged  forward,  trampling  over the  bodies  of  more  than  ten  thousand  slain  and  wounded  as  they rushed at the fortifications with rage in their eyes.  A team of ogrins reached the trench before the citadel first, tossing down heavy planks and rushing to the gate holding a black-tipped ram.  The ram struck the warforged gate with a crash, and Aranos sensed the metal of the gate dimpling slightly as the bloodsteel ram smashed into it.  All along the  line  of  fortifications,  defenders  rushed  into  position  as  ladders went up and assailants charged up to the top of the walls. 

Humans,  elves,  and  dwarves  met  the  attackers  with  steel, truesilver,  and  deepsteel.    Shield  walls  formed  atop  the  walls,  while spears  and  polearms  drove  the  creatures  screaming  into  the  cherry red  lava  river  below.    The  creatures  rushed  fearlessly  forward, practically  flinging  themselves  into  the  defenders’  weapons.    Slowly, the  Lightborn  gave  ground,  allowing  the  monsters  to  gain  a beachhead atop the walls once more. 

Aranos reacted instantly, pulling up more mana and channeling it into an Arcane Barrier.  He shaped the glowing, translucent barrier to be ten feet tall and ninety wide, then poured SP into it, causing it to swiftly  stretch  out  along  the  edge  of  the  trench.    Dabruks  and siamekts  screamed  as  they  struck  the  shimmering  wall  and rebounded  from  it.    He  winced  as  the  pressure  of  thousands  of

Shadowborn trying to cross the barrier pressed against his mind, but he held it firmly as he extended it across the battlefield. 

Bereft  of  reinforcements,  the  remaining  Shadowborn  atop  the walls  fell  swiftly,  driven  back  by  the  defenders.    Dwarves  used  their polearms  to  knock  aside  the  scaling  ladders,  hurling  them  into  the lava  trench,  while  archers  and  Wizards  slaughtered  the  creatures trying  to  ram  through  the  gates  and  then  turned  to  rain  more  death upon the monsters packing tightly behind Aranos’ barrier. 

 My  barrier  won’t  last  forever,  Aranos  sent  grimly  to  his commanders.  Begin the withdrawal to the next line of defenses. 

Flags rose from the walls, signaling the order to the distant forts. 

Arrows and Spells still rained down on the monsters behind Aranos’

barrier,  but  he  felt  the  passage  of  his  reserves  moving  through  the tunnels toward the citadel, even as the soldiers resting in the citadel opened the rear gate and began moving wagons filled with supplies toward  the  next  line.    Aranos  watched  somewhat  anxiously;  they’d been prepared for a quick withdrawal, so it wouldn’t take hours to fall back to the next citadel, but they’d need more than ten minutes or so, as well. 

Power gathered in the back ranks of the Shadowborn armies as tendrils of void mana lashed out and ripped at his glowing wall, trying to  tear  it  apart  through  brute  force.    The  impact  of  a  hundred thousand SP slammed into the Spell, and Aranos felt it shudder and flicker  as  a  dozen  ohtruks  and  hundreds  of  lizardfolk  Wizards  or Shamans tried to disjoin it at once.  He hastily pulled up a strand of Ascension  mana  and  fed  it  into  the  construct,  allowing  it  to  flow through  the  tattering  spell-form.    The  wall  sparkled  briefly  as Ascension  swept  through  it,  repairing  tattered  edges  and  smoothing small cracks that allowed the enemy magic to pour into it.  The Spell stabilized  a  moment  later  and  held  –  although  Aranos  had  no  idea how long it would last. 

He  floated  back  over  the  walls  and  lifted  his  bow.    As  he  did, though,  the  three  remaining  anqaruks  rose  above  the  armies,  and Aranos watched as the creatures formed a circle in the air, facing one another.  He quickly loosed a Chaining Shot at the creatures, and the deepsteel arrow punched into one while two more shafts shot into the

pair  facing  it.    All  three  of  the  red-skinned  monsters  shivered  as  his arrows  penetrated  their  flesh,  but  they  didn’t  falter  as  they  gathered power into a spot equidistant from the trio. 

Aranos  fired  another  arrow,  this  one  a  Bursting  Shot  that whipped at the three with kinetic energy.  The anqaruks cried out as the blast pressed against them, but some power held them in place as if tethered to one another.  A black orb of power swirled into being between  them,  growing  swiftly  as  the  monsters  fed  it  their  mana. 

Aranos struck the monsters with two more chaining shots as the ebon globe  swelled  to  ten  feet  in  diameter,  shuddered  slightly,  and  then ruptured as a lance of black power tore from the side and shot toward Aranos’ barrier. 

The  ten-foot-wide  line  of  black  power  smashed  into  his  glowing wall  and  bored  a  hole  cleanly  through  it,  sending  a  lance  of  pain searing through his mind.  The blast continued onward and slammed into  the  warforged  steel  gate  of  the  citadel.    The  silvery  metal groaned  and  warped  alarmingly  as  the  energy  ate  at  it,  the  gate turning  cherry  red  as  it  tried  to  resist  the  blast  of  Primal  mana. 

Aranos  flew  toward  the  gate,  preparing  to  unleash  his  Domain  to intercept the blast, but Geltheriel reached it first. 

Brilliant  white  light  blazed  across  the  battlefield  as  the  elf  drew the  True  Blade  of  Evenshade.    The  ebony  blast  struck  her unsheathed  weapon  with  a  loud  chime,  then  splattered  to  the  sides as the woman parried it with her shining sword.  Arcs of black power sparked harmlessly off the skin of shademetal armor coating her, and to  Aranos’  shock,  the  brilliant  light  actually  drove  back  the  blast  of Primal Darkness.  Rays of glowing celestial mana surged against the blackness, pushing it aside and creeping toward the distant anqaruks as they ate at the Corrupted Spell. 

Aranos hurled a Devastation Field at the concentrating anqaruks, channeling it through his starsteel hand.  A massive blast of celestial power  exploded  in  their  midst,  and  the  dark  Spell  vanished  as  he finally managed to disrupt their concentration.  The trio fled from the raging  white  fires,  screaming  as  their  flesh  seared  and  burned,  but the  damage  was  done.    A  ten-foot  hole  gaped  in  Aranos’  barrier through which urukkai poured toward the battered, deformed gate.  It

still  stood,  but  it  wouldn’t  last  long  when  the  urukkai  recovered  the fallen bloodsteel ram and assaulted it.  Lightborn streamed out of the rear gate, and the arrow storm falling on the Shadowborn petered out as  more  and  more  defenders  slipped  through  the  tunnels  into  the citadel.    The  defenders  wouldn’t  all  escape  before  the  gate  fell, though,  and  if  the  Shadowborn  took  the  main  courtyard,  they’d  trap defenders in the tunnels below.  He flew down to the area before the gate, reaching out to his party as he did. 

 Everyone get down to the gate, ASAP.  We have to hold it when it falls, to give everyone a chance to escape. 

 On it, Sorcerer,  Mutroda growled in his mind. 

 I  will  deny  them  access  to  the  gate  while  you  assemble, Oathbinder,  Geltheriel replied. 

 Good.  If you can knock their ram into the lava, that’ll help. 

 I will attempt to do so, although I do not know if it will be possible. 

 I’m on my way,  Avalyn said quickly.  Glorferdir and Miwango are with me. 

As  Aranos  expected,  the  gate  fell  swiftly  once  the  urukkai reached it.  Geltheriel knocked the ram into the lava, but the urukkai simply  brought  up  another  and  attacked  the  weakened  portal.    Five minutes later, the bar sealing the gate finally failed, and the creatures poured  into  the  narrow  gatehouse  where  they  found  Mutroda, Gloferdir, and Geltheriel waiting for them.  The monsters crashed into the party, trying to break through them with sheer press of numbers, but  the  tunnel-like,  fifteen-foot-wide  stone  corridor  negated  much  of the monsters’ numbers advantage. 

Mutroda grunted as a pair of ogrins crashed into her shield, then hurled  the  beasts  backward  into  their  brethren  with  a  one-armed shove.    Her  starsteel  halberd  burst  into  white  flames  as  she  lashed out,  plunging  into  another  monster  that  rushed  forward.    The  blade swept  sideways,  cutting  through  three  more  of  the  creatures,  while her shield caught two others and knocked them sprawling. 

Geltheriel danced nimbly before the attackers, her sword piercing chests as she slipped past urukkai blades.  She blocked blows with her forearm, the shademetal coating her easily deflecting their strikes, then struck out with a thrust.  A dozen urukkai screamed as phantom

blades stabbed through them, as well, gleaming white as they ended the monsters. 

Glorferdir’s  roar  echoed  in  the  tight  space,  hurling  dabruks  and ogrins back with equal facility.  The creatures recovered quickly, only to  freeze  as  Miwango’s  arctic  breath  swept  over  them.    Strands  of lightning  shot  out  above  the  leonal’s  back  and  filled  the  passage  as Avalyn  cast  her  version  of  Aranos’  web  Spell,  and  the  stench  of burning  meat  rose  in  waves  as  electricity  seared  the  beasts  and paralyzed their muscles. 

Aranos  unleashed  a  pair  of  Energy  Barrages,  one  kinetic  and one  thermal.    The  globes  spewed  forth,  dozens  of  orbs  per  second crashing  into  the  urukkai  and  exploding,  chewing  through  the creatures  and  temporarily  clearing  the  tunnel.    The  urukkai  poured into it instantly, trampling the bodies of their dead and crashing onto the  party  once  more.    Again,  the  defenders  flung  them  back,  and again  they  charged  forward,  their  numbers  seemingly  endless  and their  ferocity  unabated  despite  their  losses.    The  corridor  became choked  with  bodies,  but  the  urukkai  clambered  over  them,  the  rear ranks  pulling  the  corpses  back  and  dumping  them  into  the  lava behind them to clear the space.  Tens of deaths grew into hundreds, which  became  a  thousand  before  at  last,  Aranos  felt  the  last  of  the defenders slip out of the gate and head toward the next citadel. 

 Okay, time to fall back ourselves,  he directed the others. 

 One  problem,  Avalyn  replied  a  bit  tiredly.  How  do  we  fall  back without getting overrun? 

 Like  this.     He  gathered  his  mana  and  hurled  another  pair  of Energy Barrages into the monsters through his Scepter, clearing the tunnel once more.  As they poured in again, he flung a Gravity Pulsar outward,  targeting  the  space  beyond  the  trench.    The  charging urukkai  slowed  to  a  crawl  as  the  altered  gravity  dragged  them backward,  barely  holding  their  balance  as  they  fought  against  the edges  of  the  Pulsar.    Aranos  looked  over  at  Glorferdir  and  sent  the leonal a quick mental command, and the lion stepped to the center of the  tunnel  and  unleashed  another  ear-shattering  roar.    The  blast  of sound  flung  the  advancing  creatures  backward,  and  they  slid  out  of

the  tunnel  as  the  momentum  of  the  roar  and  the  inexorable  pull  of gravity dragged them backwards. 

 Okay, let’s go,  Aranos said, and the party turned and raced from the tunnel, weaving through the citadel to the open rear gate.  They ran  a  hundred  feet  or  so  before  Aranos  stopped  and  turned  to  face his  abandoned  defenses.    He  couldn’t  leave  them  for  the Shadowborn, obviously, but he didn’t want to waste all that stone and lumber.    He  closed  his  eyes  and  dove  into  the  city’s  Heart,  quickly shifting  the  fortifications  around  to  the  sound  of  groaning  wood  and grinding stone.  When he finished, he opened his eyes and gazed at a  solid,  twenty-foot-high  wall  of  warforged  obsidian  topped  with spears of hardened oilairie. 

“That should slow them down,” he muttered as they turned and ran  back  toward  the  next  line  of  citadels,  moving  at  a  pace  that Avalyn, Rhys, and Mutroda, the slowest members of the group could match. 

As they raced ahead, though, Aranos slowed and stopped.  Dark magic swirled in the air, and he turned back to face the new wall.  He quickly recast his flight Spell and raced upward, clearing the wall and peering down at the last battlefield. 

The Lightborn made their foes pay indeed to take that first line of defenses.    Almost  a  third  of  the  Shadowborn  army  lay  still  on  the grass,  thirty  thousand  bodies  feeding  the  greenery  with  their  blood. 

Arrows  festooned  most  of  the  corpses,  although  many  appeared burned  or  crushed  by  the  artillery  bombardment.    While  that  left around  seventy  thousand  attackers  to  assault  the  next  line,  if  the defenders could kill another thirty thousand at each line, they’d hold, and the Shadowborn would lose. 

At least, that was what Aranos thought before he saw the figure hovering  over  the  battlefield.    A  single  woman  floated  over  the remains  of  the  urukkai  and  lizardfolk  armies,  her  curly,  black  hair waving in an eldritch wind, her black armor gleaming in the final rays of  sunlight,  and  wings  of  ebony  flame  holding  her  aloft.    Three creatures floated beside her: a huge, six-armed bodakkai dressed in fine  robes;  a  large  man  in  gleaming,  golden  armor  drenched  with dried blood; and a woman with long, dark hair wearing a robe etched

with  arcane  symbols.    The  three  remaining  anqaruks  circled  around the group, mewling somewhat pathetically. 

None of that bothered Aranos.  He’d expected Lily’s appearance on the battlefield at some point, and while he didn’t know who the two pale-looking humans serving her were, he assumed they were some sort  of  vampire  spawn  from  Northmoor  similar  to  the  ones  Martina killed  when  they  rescued  Ysabelle.    He  respected  Lily,  but  he  didn’t fear  the  woman;  her  strength  lay  in  her  minions,  and  while  the bodakkai  certainly  represented  a  threat,  a  few  thousand  of  them seemed  like  a  drop  in  the  bucket  compared  to  the  massive Shadowborn army. 

The  streams  of  dark  power  that  rose  from  the  gathered  armies below,  flowing  into  Lily’s  outstretched  hands,  though,  bothered Aranos a great deal.  Even as he watched, half the remaining urukkai and  lizardfolk  collapsed,  their  bodies  draining  into  desiccated  husks as the Summoner sucked the very life from them.  He knew Lily could do  that  to  her  summoned  creatures;  it  seemed  that  now  she  could draw on the lives of any creatures of Darkness around her, and that power filled her to overflowing, radiating from her in evil waves, more power than he thought even he could draw at once. 

The woman raised her hands overhead, and a gray line streaked up from the ground behind her, reaching thirty feet in the air.  He felt the pulses of dimensional and astral mana flowing into it, sensed the wrongness of that construct even as a massive wave of power flowed from the woman into her burgeoning Spell.  The line snapped into a wall of gray that rapidly darkened to charcoal and finally to jet black, and a freezing wind rushed from the fifty-foot-wide wall, bringing with it the stench of death and rot. 

Aranos’  heart  sank  as  understanding  flooded  his  brain.    Even before dark, twisted creatures surged from the wall in hordes, rushing forward to tear into the remaining urukkai and lizardfolk, ripping their bodies  to  shreds,  the  Sorcerer  knew  what  he  saw.    The  bodakkai poured from the portal, not the few thousand that he thought she had but  a  massive,  ravening  horde  whose  numbers  streamed  endlessly back through the gateway.  As he understood, he descended swiftly

to  the  ground  and  rejoined  his  party,  casting  Zone  of  Speed  as  he landed. 

 What  is  it,  Oathbinder?  Geltheriel asked, her thoughts tense as she undoubtedly sensed his rising fear. 

 Lily,  he said shortly.  She’s here, and she brought the bodakkai. 

 We knew they were coming, Sorcerer,  Mutroda pointed out in a puzzled tone. 

 No, she didn’t just bring her bodakkai.  She brought all of them. 

He looked at Geltheriel, allowing her to see his worry.  She opened a gate to the Pit, and hundreds of thousands of them are pouring out of it.  If we can’t stop them – then none of us will be here in the morning. 

Chapter 22

“How many did we lose?” Aranos asked the quiet room, breaking the  stillness  that  fell  when  he  reported  the  presence  of  Lily  and  the bodakkai on the southern battlefield.  He looked around at the faces –

Methild’s  pale  but  calm  demeanor,  Henrek’s  grim  expression, Trembath’s  quiet  fear,  and  Andina’s  grim  acceptance.    “Prince Methild?” 

The  elven  prince  seemed  to  rouse  as  he  blinked  and straightened.    “In  total,  High  Elder?    832  dead,  1,391  wounded severely enough that they will require greater healing than they could receive on the battlefield.” 

“And how many did they lose?” the Sorcerer pressed. 

“Before  the  Traveler  arrived?    Around  sixty  thousand  in  total,” 

Trembath spoke, also straightening. 

“The  Shadowborn  didn’t  rush  our  defenses  the  way  they  did yours, your Majesty,” Andina added.  “They attacked in numbers, but they fell back when their initial charges broke up.  Only the Rigmen’s stone-skinned actually climbed the walls, but the dwarves held them back impressively.” 

Henrek  grunted  and  inclined  his  head.    “As  I  said,  we  fought them before the Feast, and the stories live on.  Their hides resist high steel blades but not good dwarven deepsteel.” 

“Of  course,  once  the  Traveler  came,  their  death  toll  rose significantly,” Trembath went on.  “It sounds like she killed more of the urukkai and lizardfolk than anything else, but she did suck the life out of a large chunk of each surviving army.  Afterwards, they all fell back out of range of our siege engines and set up camp.” 

Aranos  nodded.    He  didn’t  understand  how  Lily  did  that  –  he could do something similar with his Lifesense and Soulweaving skills, but  not  at  the  kind  of  distances  she’d  drawn  power  across  –  but  it seemed  that  only  the  Shadowborn  had  been  affected.    If  he  didn’t know better, he’d guess that all the Shadowborn were her followers or creatures somehow, though he knew that couldn’t be the case.  Lily

simply didn’t have that kind of power; if she did, she’d have handed him his ass several times already. 

 Unless  she  went  and  got  that  kind  of  power.     He  hated  that thought, but he had to consider it.  If Lily suddenly became powerful enough to control this entire army, he faced a severely limited set of options.    Killing  her  wouldn’t  do  much;  she’d  be  back  within  a  few hours  at  most.    He’d  have  to  figure  out  a  way  to  bind  her  power  or weaken her to the point that she lost control of the army; how he’d do that, he wasn’t sure, but he’d find a way. 

“Priest,  are  you  sure  about  the  number  of  bodakkai  we’re facing?” Henrek finally asked cautiously, his voice a bit hesitant as he spoke. 

“Yes, I’m afraid I am,” Aranos sighed.  “I can feel them right now, in fact.  There are at least a couple hundred thousand outside of the city.  They’ve spread out, and they’ve driven the other armies to the north to try and escape their depredations, but even with how many the  Shadowborn  lost  today,  we’re  looking  at  over  half  a  million attackers around the city.” 

“Then  we  don’t  have  a  choice,”  Andina  said  resignedly.    “We can’t  hold  Stoneleague  against  that  kind  of  force,  especially  if  they can keep resupplying through that portal.” 

“Can  we  close  the  portal,  High  Elder?”  Methild  asked  curiously, looking at Mandla and Dirue as he spoke. 

“It’s  technically  possible,”  Mandla  said  thoughtfully.    “Any  Spell can be disjoined with enough power, after all.” 

“I don’t think we can gather that kind of power,” Aranos shook his head.    “If  I  unleashed  all  four  of  my  Domains  and  used  all  25,000

Soul  Points  I  gained  today,  I  might  –   might  –  stand  a  chance  at closing it, but I wouldn’t bet on it.” 

“I agree with the Master of Battle,” Dirue nodded.  “That gate was opened using the souls and life forces of tens of thousands of slain. 

That  could  equate  to  a  million  SP.    Even  all  of  us  joined  together could not create such a pool of mana.” 

“If we can’t close the gate, then the general’s right,” Henrek said quietly.    “We  can  use  the  Arcane  Door  to  fall  back  to  Antas  and

prepare  a  defense  against  a  force  like  this.    If  we  can  bleed  them along the High Road, then maybe…” 

“We’d still be overrun in Antas,” Trembath shook his head.  “It’s no more defensible than Stoneleague is, really, except that it’s harder to surround the city thanks to the mountains to the north and south. 

Cendarta, maybe…” 

“No,”  Aranos  cut  the  man  off.    He  looked  each  of  them  in  the eye.  “If we retreat, then we’re just picking a different place to die.  We could bring every soldier from every city of the Light to Cendarta, but the bodakkai would just surround us and slowly whittle us away.  If we don’t hold here, then we die here.” 

“We  can’t  hold  the  city,  Warleader,”  Andina  said  firmly.    “We might  last  for  a  couple  days  if  we  faced  half  a  million  Shadowborn, but if the bodakkai really are without number…” 

“Exactly,”  Aranos  smacked  his  hand  down  on  the  table.    “We can’t win unless we can cut off the bodakkai – so that’s what we’ll do.” 

“If  we  cannot  seal  their  entrance  into  our  world,  Master Aranos…,” Dirue spoke slowly, but Aranos shook his head. 

“I actually think we can, Master Dirue.” 

“I’ve examined the portal myself,” Mandla offered.  “Even more to the point, I’ve had my assistant examine it.  She’s a Master of Astral magic, and she says that while the Spell maintaining it is powerful, it’s also  extremely  simple.    If  we  had  enough  energy,  we  could  seal  it shut  with  a  Spell.”    He  grimaced.    “I  think  Master  Dirue’s  right, though.  We don’t have that kind of power.” 

“We  weren’t  ever  going  to  win  this  through  brute  force, Headmaster,”  Aranos  said  firmly.    He  looked  around  at  the  others. 

“We all knew that going into this battle.  We can’t meet their strength with  strength.    We  have  to  fight  with  skill  and  take  every  advantage we can, not just try to hit them harder than they hit us.  We can cut off the bodakkai the same way.” 

“How?” Andina demanded. 

“By  using  an  advantage  they  don’t  even  know  we  have.”    He looked  at  Trembath.    “General,  you  say  that  the  remaining Shadowborn are concentrated north of the city?  How many of them are left?” 

“Perhaps  a  hundred  and  fifty  thousand,  your  Majesty,”  the  man said  slowly.    “They  lost  thousands  when  the  bodakkai  hit  them.    Of those, a third are placed on the wings to guard against the creatures of the Pit.” 

Aranos nodded, then pointed to the map.  “Okay.  First, let’s pull everyone out of the eastern and western garrisons,” he began. 

“You want to abandon our flanks?” Trembath demanded.  “You’re giving the bodakkai a direct line to our walls!” 

“Those  defenses  were  designed  with  the  Shadowborn  in  mind, General.  The Shadowborn had siege engines, towers, and ladders. 

If we gave them free access to the walls, they’d have breached them and  entered  the  city.    Plus,  every  one  of  them  we  killed  while  they took that ground was one they couldn’t replace. 

“Neither  of  those  are  the  case  with  the  bodakkai.    They  don’t have  siege  engines,  and  I  don’t  think  their  magical  ways  of  getting into the city will work through our wards.  Each one we kill will just be replaced.  We’ll lose people for absolutely no gain.” 

“Then  we  use  those  troops  to  reinforce  the  north  and  south garrisons,” Henrek nodded.  “That makes sense.” 

“Just the north,” Aranos corrected, looking calmly at the dwarf.  “I want the southern walls manned entirely by Travelers.” 

“What?”  Methild  demanded.    “High  Elder,  while  I  agree  the Travelers  are  more  powerful  than  they  should  be,  against  such numbers, they will be slaughtered!” 

“And they’ll come back,” Aranos nodded.  “Just like the bodakkai, except that the longer the battle goes on, the stronger the Travelers will  become.”    He  pointed  to  the  north.    “I’m  going  to  upgrade  the northern and southern garrisons, reducing the number of fortifications to  the  south  and  increasing  the  number  to  the  north  to  handle  the extra people.  I want the Shadowborn fighting our entire army to gain any ground.” 

“If you build nothing but citadels along the front line in the north, we could fit a big chunk of the army in them,” Henrek said.  “We could hold against three times our number that way, easy.” 

“We’ll  still  be  swarmed  under  by  the  bodakkai,  Warleader,” 

Andina reminded them.  “How many Travelers are in the city?  A few

hundred?    They  can’t  hold  against  two  hundred  thousand  bodakkai, immortality or not.  They might last a few hours – maybe even half a day – but eventually, they’ll be pushed back to the gates.  While the bodakkai  don’t  have  siege  engines,  they’ll  be  able  to  breach  those gates somehow, and we’ll lose Stoneleague.” 

“If  they  can  hold  for  a  few  hours,  that’s  long  enough,”  Aranos said firmly, looking at Trembath.  “General, how many cavalry do you have available?” 

“Six cohorts, your Majesty, each a hundred riders strong.” 

“Good.    Get  them  saddled  and  ready  to  ride  against  the Shadowborn.” 

“At  night,  High  Elder?”  Methild  said  dubiously.    “There  is  great risk, as the mounts likely do not see well in the darkness.” 

“We  can  light  the  battlefield,”  Aranos  said  confidently.    “I  think  I can do it myself, if I have to.” 

“What’s  the  point,  Warleader?”  Andina  demanded.    “Those  six hundred  riders  won’t  do  more  than  sting  the  Shadowborn,  and  they might draw them to attack us.” 

“Exactly,  General.    I  want  them  to  attack  us.”    He  smiled  at  the shocked-looking woman.  “Remember that advantage I talked about earlier?” 

“Yes.  You never explained what it was.” 

“Not  what,  General,  who.    Queen  Ysabelle’s  our  advantage. 

With her, I can Redeem Northmoor and hopefully restore enough of the  Arcane  Doors  to  cut  the  bodakkai  off  from  the  Pit.”    His  smile turned grim.  “I need more power to do that, though, and that means I need the Shadowborn to die.” 

An  hour  later,  Aranos  walked  with  Phil,  Martina,  Mathias  the Lancer, and Mathias’ party co-leader, the Priestess Gwinivere, toward the  new  line  of  fortifications  he’d  formed  for  the  southern  garrison. 

The  players  stared  at  him  in  concern  as  he  explained  his  plan  to them, and when he finished, silence reigned over the group. 

“Wait, you want us to do what?” Gwinivere demanded, breaking the stunned atmosphere. 

“I want you to hold the southern garrison against the bodakkai,” 

he repeated calmly. 

“Forgive  me,  my  Lord,  but  –  how  many  bodakkai  will  we  be facing?” Mathias asked slowly, his face dubious. 

“About two hundred thousand,” the Sorcerer replied evenly. 

“J-Aranos,” Phil said gravely, “I don’t think we can do that.  How many Travelers will we even have?” 

“A bit over five hundred,” Aranos smiled. 

“So,  forty  to  one  odds?”  Martina  asked  quietly.    “What  are  the defenses like?  The ones we fought in today were good – but not that good, Aranos.” 

“These are better.  I’ve raised four citadels for you to defend, with a dwarven wall between them, so you should be able to have sixty or seventy  people  on  the  wall  at  a  time.    I  widened  and  deepened  the trenches, as well, and I added wards to each of the citadels to protect against flying creatures and magical assaults.” 

“Lily  obliterated  a  High  Road  Waystation  with  a  single  Spell, though, Aranos.” 

The Sorcerer nodded.  “She did.  These buildings are all infused with Primal mana, though.  She might be able to damage them, but her Spell shouldn’t be able to just blast through them.” 

“And if it can?” Gwinivere asked. 

“Then you fall back to the gates.  Those will definitely hold, but if they don’t, then flee through the Arcane Door to Antas.” 

Phil sighed.  “There’s no real way that we can win this, is there?” 

he asked. 

“If I can’t seal off the Pit?”  Aranos shook his head.  “No, probably not.  If I can’t, though, then we were never going to win this, anyway. 

The unleashed bodakkai will plow us under, no matter what defenses we have, sooner or later.  Even if their numbers aren’t endless, they seem to get reinforcements almost as quickly as they lose creatures, and we can’t hold forever.” 

“We  should  be  at  your  side,  my  Lord,”  Mathias  protested.    “We can protect you as you accomplish your task.” 

“Someone has to stay and lead the Travelers, Mathias, and that’s you  four.    I’m  giving  each  of  you  command  of  one  citadel.”    He stopped and looked at them seriously.  “Your job isn’t to win.  That’s probably  not  possible  until  I  seal  off  the  Pit.    Your  job  is  to  hold  the

bodakkai  as  long  as  you  can.    Every  minute  you  can  give  me  is  a better chance for me to fix the Doors once and for all.” 

“Then  we  will  hold  as  long  as  we  are  able,  my  Lord,”  Mathias said grandly.  “Whatever comes, we will endure and will not fail you.” 

“Unless it’s more Nightmare Beasts,” Gwinivere added morosely. 

“Will your defenses hold against them?” 

“For a little while, but – not very long,” he admitted.  “I seriously hope  that  Lily  can’t  control  the  Nightmare  Beasts,  though.    Even  if she can, I doubt she’d risk them – I’ve already killed one, and I’m a lot stronger  than  I  was  then.    She  can  replace  the  bodakkai,  but  she can’t  replace  the  Nightmare  Beasts.    Once  they’re  gone,  they’re gone.    Risking  them  to  breach  our  outer  defenses  isn’t  tactically sound.  She’ll probably save them until she’s right before the wall.” 

“Assuming  she  doesn’t  just  want  to  kill  us  all  as  quickly  as possible,” Martina pointed out.  “She hasn’t acted all that rationally so far.” 

“I don’t know,” Gwinivere said slowly.  “So far, she’s managed to take three cities and somehow gain control of hundreds of thousands of bodakkai and an entire army.  Seems like whatever she’s doing is working.” 

“Lily’s not totally irrational, I don’t think,” Aranos agreed.  “She’s got a twisted view of the world, but I think most of what she does is perfectly reasonable from her point of view – not to mention effective. 

She  throws  her  summons  away  without  hesitating,  sure,  but  I’ve never seen her do it without reason.” 

“So, what it boils down to,” Martina said archly, “is that you want us to hold the line for you while you go and save the world, right?” 

Aranos shrugged a bit sheepishly.  “I wouldn’t put it that way.  I’d say that you’re going to fight a heroic battle where you hold off more than forty times your number, probably gain some Titles and Perks for it,  and  convince  everyone  in  the  Realms  of  Light  that  Travelers  are heroes, not arrogant jerks.” 

“While you go save the world,” she concluded. 

“Well – I suppose so, yes.” 

“Good.”  She smacked him on the back and laughed.  “I’m cool with it, I just want to make sure we’re all on the same page, is all.” 

Aranos  escorted  his  friends  to  the  first  line  of  defenses  and placed  the  four  officially  in  command  of  the  citadels.    Some  of  the other  human  players  grumbled  a  bit  about  that,  but  Martina  and Mathias ended that easily enough. 

“Anyone  who  wishes  to  challenge  my  companions  or  I  for leadership  is  welcome  to  do  so,”  the  heavily  armored  warrior  said bluntly.    “Gwinivere  and  I  each  need  but  a  single  level  to  gain  our Evolved Classes, and perhaps slaughtering you will be the push that we need.” 

“Phil  and  I  are  the  same,”  Martina  added.    “More  to  the  point, though, you’ve all seen us in command.  Phil and I led the defense of Stoneleague  when  the  bodakkai  attacked,  and  Mathias  and Gwinivere  were  in  charge  of  the  walls  at  Cendarta.    Both  times,  we won  against  several  times  our  numbers.    Can  anyone  else  say they’ve commanded forces against the bodakkai like that?” 

The players grumbled, but no one volunteered themselves, and the  Duskstalker  nodded.    “I  thought  not.    This  isn’t  about  who’s  the strongest; it’s about who can do the best job.  I’ve got the Leadership skill at the Adept ranks, and I’m betting that Mathias does, too.  We have the skills and experience to lead troops against the bodakkai.” 

“You’re  going  to  be  facing  the  worst  odds  you’ve  probably  ever seen in this world,” Aranos added, quieting everyone instantly.  “That also  means  you’ll  be  drowning  in  XP,  and  there’ll  be  chances  for  all sorts of Titles and Perks.  You know the gods of this world give bigger rewards when you face bigger risks, and you’ve probably never faced this sort of risk. 

“The longer you can hold out, the better your chances are to gain those  rewards.    That’s  why  I’m  putting  these  four  in  charge;  not because  they’re  my  friends,  but  because  they’ll  give  everyone  here the  best  chances  of  survival  –  and  major  rewards  at  the  end  of  the battle.” 

The  others  nodded  thoughtfully  at  that,  and  Gwinivere  gave Aranos  a  grin.  Good  job  appealing  to  their  greed,  she  told  him silently through his Hivemind Spell. 

 The fastest way to a gamer’s heart is through their status sheet, he replied with a smile.  Especially since with the beta test ending in a

 couple days, this is probably their last chance for a really big reward. 

 It’s  also  our  last  chance  for  a  great  clip  in  the  official  promo. 

 Hopefully, we can use that to get Neo-dyne to sponsor a channel for us. 

 Well,  then,  I  hope  there’s  lots  of  chances  for  you  all  to  shine, Aranos laughed.  I’ll be in touch with you all through the link.  Let me know if you need me, and I’ll be there ASAP.  He glanced back to the north.  Until  then,  though,  I’m  going  to  go  and  pick  a  fight  with  the Shadowborn. 

Chapter 23

The  Shadowborn  army  flinched  almost  as  one  when  the  air above the battlefield suddenly filled with the glowing haze of Aranos’

Overchanneled  Illuminating  Mists  Spell.    The  gleaming,  white  fog stretched out in a line a half-mile long and fifty feet wide across the open space between the encamped Shadowborn and the first line of the city’s defenses, draining over ten-thousand SP to create.  Its haze illuminated  the  sprawled  bodies  of  fallen  Shadowborn  corpses beneath  it,  victims  of  the  day’s  earlier  assaults,  and  shone  dimly against  low  earthen  berms  that  shielded  the  bulk  of  the  army  from assault – or would have, had Aranos’ combined acid and dust Energy Barrage not streaked out to chew a series of holes through the front of the simple fortification along both edges. 

Cries of alarm rang from the camp as horsemen burst from cover at the edge of the field and raced through those gaps.  Sentries tried desperately to form a shield wall against the charging lancers, but the armored  cavalry  tore  through  the  creatures  and  plunged  into  the wings of the camp.  Shouts of panic and screams of pain rose swiftly from the enemy encampment as steel lances and spears stabbed into sleeping creatures.  The horsemen plunged toward the center of the camp  before  wheeling  and  disengaging,  racing  away  from  the Shadowborn before the creatures could rise to respond.  Even so, the cavalry  didn’t  escape  without  injury;  Aranos  sensed  fifteen  empty saddles  and  three  horses  slain  as  the  Shadowborn  roused themselves enough to counterattack. 

The camp rose swiftly, the Shadowborn chasing the cavalry back out of their embrasure.  Arrows and crossbow bolts fell in a steadily increasing  rain  among  the  horsemen,  and  spears  of  magic  lanced out,  seeking  their  lives.    Fortunately,  Aranos  spent  some  of  his  SP

granting the riders Arcane Armor and Barriers, so only another twenty or so fell before the remaining units exited the redoubt and galloped across the field, escaping the inevitable counterattack. 

The  roused  Shadowborn  swarmed  their  embankments,  forming into lines and readying themselves for battle swiftly.  Aranos decided

to  hurry  them  along  by  hurling  a  pair  of  Lightning  Storms  over  the camp,  the  arcs  of  electricity  shattering  against  the  barriers  the creatures  had  erected  for  shelter  before  crashing  through  and slamming into the ground beneath.  Four Supernovae lit the night as he flung the blasts of light mana out among the creatures, obliterating more  of  them  before  their  casters  and  generals  could  raise  new defenses. 

The Shadowborn responded swiftly to his assaults.  Three lances of fire and darkness shot from the rear ranks and splattered against the warforged obsidian walls of the citadel as the remaining ohtruks struck back at him.  Black, thorny vines rose from the ground, trying to  ensnare  the  retreating  cavalry,  while  fingers  of  void  magic stretched  upward  in  an  attempt  to  disjoin  his  light  Spell.    Secure behind the citadel’s walls, Aranos simply held the illumination in place and hit back with twin Energy Barrages that ripped into the rear ranks of the creatures with blasts of flame, ice, acid, and lightning, while the city’s  mana  cannons  tore  through  their  shielding  and  magical barriers. 

The  Shadowborn  rallied  quickly  beneath  this  assault.    Loud thrums  and  booms  echoed  from  their  lines  as  their  catapults  and cannons hefted boulders into the air.  The rocks smashed into the line of  citadels  he’d  strung  across  the  greatly  widened  and  deepened trench  and  the  metal-sheathed  dwarven  walls  joining  the fortifications.    Shield  walls  formed  across  the  field  as  warriors  of  all sizes  gathered  behind  them.    Creaking  siege  towers  rolled  from  the rear of the fortifications toward the gaps he’d made in the attackers’

earthworks, and ladders and planks moved forward as the creatures readied their assault. 

Aranos ignored the massing warriors and took out his bow.  Are you in position?  he  sent  silently  to  Silma,  who’d  used  her  incredible Stealth  skill  and  ability  to  disjoin  magic  on  contact  to  slip  past  the Shadowborn barriers and defenses into the heart of their camp. 

 Yes, pack leader,  she replied.  I’ve got the den of an enemy pack leader in sight. 

Aranos closed his eyes, willing himself to see through the fenrin’s far better eyes.  The world exploded into colors that he couldn’t even

describe, and everything rushed into his vision with incredible detail. 

He  could  see  individual  stitches  on  the  purple  and  black  tent  two hundred  yards  away,  smelled  the  bitter,  dry  scent  of  a  dozen morindhin  gathered  within  it,  and  heard  thousands  of  hearts thrumming all around him.  He reeled beneath the sensory overload for  a  moment  before  adapting  to  the  inputs,  then  raised  his  bow. 

Thanks to Silma, he knew the morindhin commander’s location, and thanks  to  his  Master-ranked  Manarchery  skill,  he  didn’t  need  to  see them to hit them. 

He  drew  a  single  warforged  steel  arrow  and  poured  three thousand  SP  into  it  before  releasing  it.    The  arrow  lanced  high  into the air, streaking overhead before splitting into five identically glowing arrows.  As these descended, each split again into dozens of arrows, all of which pierced a glowing dome of energy that appeared above the command tent and plunged to earth below.  As the hundred-plus arrows  struck,  each  erupted  into  blasts  of  thermal  and  arctic  mana that shredded almost everything within three hundred feet of the tent

–  everything  but  Silma,  who  teleported  to  safety  just  before  the arrows struck. 

Aranos  sensed  as  much  as  saw  the  deaths  of  the  morindhin leadership and a large chunk of its spellcasters.  Cries of despair and rage  rose  from  the  ranks  of  the  night-elves,  and  their  warriors charged forward, enraged by the deaths of their leaders and bereft of anything more than local oversight.  The byargburrn massing beside them  reacted  several  seconds  later,  also  beginning  their  charge, perhaps  unwilling  to  let  the  morindhin  participate  in  the  presumed slaughter  all  on  their  own.    The  urukkai  lines  remained  still,  as  the ohtruks  held  tight  command  over  them,  and  the  lizardfolk  beyond them shifted uneasily but kept their discipline. 

Explosions lit the night as some of the enemy artillerists lashed out  with  pots  of  flaming  liquid  that  splashed  against  the  walls  and roared  into  curtains  of  fire.    Other  clay  globes  shattered  against  the wall  and  unleashed  a  haze  of  toxic  gas  that  seeped  through  arrow loops  and  machicolations  into  the  walls,  only  to  be  blown  back  into the  flames  by  gusts  of  magical  wind  from  the  defenders.    Aranos once  again  felt  the  pulse  of  magic  rising  from  the  lizardfolk,  but  this

time, he sent a quick signal, and every Priest and Wizard on the walls ceased  casting  as  the  wave  of  disruptive  energy  rolled  past  them harmlessly. 

The Artillerist Towers he’d raised behind the line of citadels sung as  their  crews  unleashed  deadly  payloads  onto  the  charging monsters.    Hails  of  fist-sized  rocks  and  showers  of  flame  splashed across the morindhin and stone-skinned, opening gaps in their lines and ripping holes in their shield walls.  A moment later, arrows leapt forth  from  the  walls,  descending  on  the  Shadowborn  in  a  sheet  that killed  dozens  and  wounded  hundreds.    Another  volley  of  arrows sheeted  forth  from  seven  thousand  bows  and  crossbows,  dropping even more of the Shadowborn charging the walls. 

Several  groups  of  the  byargburrn  peeled  off  from  the  rest, sheltering beneath shields raised overhead as they rushed toward the gates.    Aranos  sent  some  orders,  and  another  round  of  artillery  fire crashed into those groups, shattering their shields and exposing them to arrow fire.  The dying creatures dropped the evil-looking rams they held,  but  more  of  their  kind  rushed  forward  and  scooped  them  up, only  to  be  obliterated  themselves.    With  each  round  of  deaths, though, the gatecrashers drew nearer the walls until they moved too close for his artillery to hit. 

The  stone-skinned  reached  the  edge  of  the  trench,  and  Aranos felt a surge of power from the massed creatures.  Arcs of stone jutted from  the  edge  of  his  trench  and  reached  toward  the  opposite  side, bridging the thirty-foot gap and allowing the monsters to slam ladders against  his  walls.    Booms  echoed  through  the  night  as  the  sappers crashed bloodsteel rams into his gates, dimpling the warforged steel, and  stone-skinned  and  morindhin  alike  swarmed  up  the  ladders toward the waiting defenders. 

Aranos  issued  another  command,  and  power  surged  from  the Guild  Wizards  as  they  activated  their  hanging  Spells.    Flames  shot from the walls, incinerating Shadowborn and siege ladders with equal ferocity.    At  the  same  time,  fingers  of  void  energy  reached  from  the House  of  Stars  Wizards  into  the  stone  bridges  and  unbound  them, dumping  the  attackers  upon  them  into  the  forty-feet-deep  trench below.    The  assault  stalled  as  the  Shadowborn  found  themselves

without a way to reach the walls, and the defenders lashed out with Spells  and  arrows  to  take  advantage  of  their  momentary  inaction. 

Two thousand more Shadowborn died to that rain of shafts before the creatures reformed their shield walls and moved back, taking heavy losses to arrow and artillery fire as they withdrew from the battlefield. 

 I’m at the next den, pack leader,  Silma sent Aranos silently, and he once again closed his eyes and found himself staring at a dome-shaped  granite  bulge  in  the  earth  forty  feet  wide.    Silma’s  sensitive nose  told  him  that  ten  byargburrn  sheltered  within,  and  his  own Sense  Mana  skill  informed  him  that  at  least  some  of  the  creatures channeled magical energy.  He raised his bow once more and loosed, targeting  the  dome  directly.    Four  shafts  arched  through  the  air  and slammed into the bulge, exploding in blasts of dust that ate through the stone shielding and revealed the startled stone-skinned beneath. 

Ten  of  the  diminutive  creatures  gathered  about  a  glowing,  pulsing emerald  that  reminded  Aranos  vaguely  of  a  dwarven  Heartstone. 

The  creatures  had  just  enough  time  to  look  skyward  before  Aranos’

second  Arrow  Storm  tore  into  them  with  blasts  of  acid  and  necrotic energy that scoured the command center.  The assault shattered the emerald, which exploded with a flash of green fire and hurled shards outward  into  the  already  torn  flesh  of  the  fallen  Shadowborn commanders. 

Aranos  watched  as  the  urukkai  and  lizardfolk  prepared  an assault,  racing  across  the  killing  field  and  rallying  the  retreating morindhin  and  byargburrn.    Arrows,  Spells,  and  stones  tore  into  the monsters,  but  they  pressed  forward,  finally  laying  planks  across  the trench  and  swarming  up  ladders  to  overwhelm  the  defenders. 

Another surge of mana lashed out, this one a blast of power from the gathered  Druids  that  rotted  the  planks  and  ladders  instantly,  hurling the  attackers  to  their  deaths  in  the  trench  below.    The  monsters withdrew  once  more,  gathered  more  siege  equipment,  and  flung themselves at the walls ferociously. 

Again  and  again  the  monsters  crashed  into  the  defenses,  and each time, the Lightborn hurled them back.  The attackers crested the walls  repeatedly  and  had  to  be  driven  off,  dwarven  and  human warriors hurling them back into the trench below.  Once, the urukkai

and  lizardfolk  cleared  a  section  of  wall  completely  as  a  siege  tower settled against the defenses and allowed its occupants to pour forth unmolested.    Mutroda  and  Geltheriel  broke  that  assault,  the  dwarf crashing through the urukkai shield wall while the elf appeared amidst the  lizardfolk,  her  white  blade  gleaming  and  flashing  with  power  as she  cut  them  swiftly  down  from  behind.    The  beachhead  collapsed inward  as  the  Lightborn  pushed  through  those  breaches  into  the attackers.  The assault failed utterly when a shower of lava suddenly drenched the siege tower, the superheated rock searing through the protective  wards  placed  on  the  structure  and  turning  it  into  a  raging inferno  that  cooked  all  those  within.    Aranos  felt  as  much  as  saw Avalyn  stagger  with  mana  depletion  after  casting  that  Spell,  but  the girl’s  efforts  allowed  the  remaining  defenders  to  clear  the  wall  with ease. 

Aranos  used  his  mana  sparingly  throughout  the  battle,  instead pouring it into his Soulweaving skill.  Energy rushed into him as the Shadowborn  and  Lightborn  alike  perished,  and  his  Soul  Points soared.    His  body  trembled  with  stored  energy,  but  he  drew  even more,  despite  the  growing  pain  of  holding  it.    His  Charisma skyrocketed  to  over  two  thousand,  boosting  his  Leadership  and Battlesense bonuses to more than 500, and the battle started to shift as his skills drastically weakened the attacking Shadowborn, leaving them as powerless as brand-new, level 1 noobs. 

The  urukkai  line  faltered  as  Silma  helped  Aranos  locate  and slaughter  the  last  of  the  ohtruks  and  another  of  the  remaining anqaruks.  The fenrin found the lizardfolk chieftains huddled beneath a  mass  of  thick,  slimy  vines  that  he  destroyed  with  decay  energy before killing everyone beneath the shelter.  Bereft of leadership and terribly  weakened,  the  Shadowborn  assaults  collapsed  farther  from the  walls  each  time,  and  Aranos  knew  that  soon  enough,  the creatures would break and flee. 

 It’s  time,  he  finally  sent  to  his  party  members.  Everyone  meet me  in  the  center  of  the  citadel.  He  quickly  teleported  to  the  main keep,  where  he  stood  beside  the  silk-wrapped,  sleeping  body  of Queen Ysabelle. 





He reached out a hand and touched the woman, wincing as he did  so.    Lily  Corrupted  the  queen  badly,  and  tendrils  of  Darkness surged  through  her  body  and  wrapped  around  her  mind,  more  than Aranos  could  probably  Redeem  with  his  Fires  of  Redemption. 

Fortunately, he didn’t need to Redeem the woman; he just needed to Redeem the Heart she Bonded with, and that was simply a matter of supplying enough power to the Spell. 

His  party  arrived  swiftly,  and  he  opened  a  portal  to  Northmoor that  deposited  the  group  in  a  large  square  that  stood  before  the Arcane  Door.    A  swarm  of  bodakkai  stood  before  the  Door  and rushed  at  the  party,  but  they  cut  the  hundred  or  so  creatures  down quickly  and  nearly  effortlessly.    Aranos  stood  before  the  Door,  but before opening it, he checked his notifications. 

Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up! 

Sorcerer Ascendant Level: 21

Current XP: 435,034 /465,000

Int +7, Wis +5, Cha +5, +5 Stat points

 I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…

He slipped his extra Stat Points into Charisma, as usual.  He felt tempted to take advantage of his boosted Wisdom to crank up his SP

–  he  guessed  that  he  could  hold  a  couple  million  points  of  mana easily with his Wisdom over 2,500 – but he realized that if he used up his Soul Points faster than he burned mana, he might explode and kill the entire party.  It was a real danger, and one he couldn’t afford to risk.  Instead, he brought his SP up to half a million, then reached out and touched the sleeping queen with his Lifesense skill. 

Her soul screamed and twisted within her as Corruption ravaged it, and he winced at the agony she felt.  Her essence bled constantly, her  life  force  draining  out  of  the  ragged  tears  in  her  spirit.    The Corruption  hungrily  drank  that  lifeblood,  pulling  it  into  itself  and channeling  the  energy  into  the  vast  Darkness.    Aranos  couldn’t  see that  Darkness,  but  he  sensed  it  and  knew  that  it  hungered  for  the living essence it sucked out of the queen.  That was the real goal of

the Darkness; it wanted to feed endlessly on the Light, not obliterate it.  If the Shadowborn and bodakkai won, they’d enslave the Lightborn and consume their essences for all eternity, just as the Darkness fed on the queen now. 

His  heart  ached  at  seeing  the  terrible  damage  done  to  the woman.    Only  part  of  that  damage  showed  in  her  ravaged  soul; whatever Lily did to the woman shattered the queen’s mind, as well. 

Aranos  felt  the  broken  pieces  of  her  thoughts  and  will,  sensed  the horrors that assaulted her constantly.  Part of him suspected that with Dreamstriding, he could see those horrors himself, but he didn’t feel the  slightest  temptation  to  try  it.    He  knew  Lily  well  enough  to understand that he never wanted to see the results of her tortures. 

Instead,  he  focused  on  Ysabelle’s  soul.    He  dimly  felt  her  bond with  the  Heart  through  it,  but  her  pain  and  madness  created  an impenetrable wall that his probes couldn’t breach.  He slowly trickled mana  and  Redemption  into  the  woman,  driving  back  the  fingers  of Corruption and gradually healing her wounds.  Fire raged in his body as  he  did  so;  he  felt  every  moment  of  her  torment  and  pain  as  if  it were his own.  Only his Fortitude skill gave him the strength to endure it, and even that merely shielded him from the worst of the agonies. 

At  last,  her  pain  eased  enough  for  him  to  plunge  past  and  into the Bond she held with the city’s Heart.  The pain and madness fell away  behind  him  only  for  rage  and  darkness  to  replace  them. 

Corruption filled the city’s Heart, blackness that oozed through it like viscous  oil  and  seeped  into  the  stones  themselves.    The  city  hadn’t yet  Fallen,  but  Lily  brought  it  close,  and  a  bit  more  death  and destruction  might  have  tipped  it  over  the  edge.    No  life  remained within  the  walls,  and  the  energy  beyond  the  city  felt  weak  and tremulous as the Corruption in the Heart and undead lining the walls slowly drained it away. 

The Heart raged at him as his thoughts intruded, but he quickly erected a shield of Primal mana to hold it out.  Golden and silver fires twined together, bound by strands of Ascension, but this time, Aranos fed  Liberation  mana  into  his  Spell  as  well.    Fires  of  Redemption roared  out  into  the  Heart,  far  swifter  than  before  as  Liberation shattered  the  Heart’s  barriers  and  sliced  through  the  shields  of

Corruption  the  Darkness  raised  to  hold  him  out.    The  flames  of  his Domains  seared  through  the  Heart,  burning  back  Corruption  and soaking  into  the  Heart’s  spell-form.    The  power  of  his  Spell  raged through him and into the city, burning the Corruption from it.  As the Spell progressed, he felt the undead still lingering within it collapse as Liberation  freed  their  trapped  souls  from  the  web  of  necrotic  mana that bound them, the unclean bodies consumed by flames of War and Redemption. 

At  last,  the  Spell  petered  out,  and  he  stood  within  the  glowing, golden Heart of Northmoor.  He felt warmth and gratitude flowing out from the Heart – as well as a deeper sorrow.  An image of Ysabelle rose before him, broken and tormented beyond repair, and he felt the Heart’s desire.  It feared her Corruption flowing back into it, the Bond between  them  twisting  it  into  madness,  and  it  desired  to  be  free. 

Aranos  responded  without  thought,  lashing  out  with  a  tendril  of Liberation  mana  that  struck  the  ephemeral  Bond  and  severed  it neatly.    He  felt  a  sense  of  gratitude  flowing  from  the  Heart  as  the shattered Bond also broke his connection to it, flinging him back into his own mind with a sharp stab of pain. 

He opened his eyes to the sound of painful wailing.  He looked down  to  see  Ysabelle  crouched  on  the  ground,  whimpering  and crying  out  as  she  no  doubt  felt  the  loss  of  her  Bond.    Even  as  he watched, the Corruption within her grew and spread, no longer held at bay by the power of her connection to the Heart.  Darkness swam down her limbs and flowed in her blood, and she shrieked in agony as it began to consume her. 

 Can  you  Redeem  her,  Oathbinder?  Geltheriel  thought  grimly, staring at the woman on the ground with a strange expression. 

 No,  he  replied  sadly.  She’s  too  far  gone.    She’d  need  a Cleansing  Quest,  but  she’ll  probably  turn  before  she  could  possibly complete one…

He  broke  off  as  a  slim,  white  blade  slashed  across  the  back  of the  woman’s  neck  with  a  burst  of  light.    Her  head  flew  free  of  her body, and the queen collapsed as thick, black blood poured from the stump  of  her  neck.    Unthinkingly,  Aranos  reached  out  and  touched

the  departing  woman’s  soul,  healing  the  rest  of  its  wounds  and allowing it to pass on to its rest free of pain and madness at last. 

The others stared at Geltheriel, who sheathed her blade grimly. 

“Damn, elf, you just executed her,” Mutroda spoke first, her voice a bit awed. 

“No,”  the  elf  shook  her  head.    “I  granted  her  the  only  peace  I could.”  She looked directly at Aranos.  “The same peace I wish if we fail at our task, Oathbinder.” 

Aranos  swallowed  hard  but  nodded.    Geltheriel  had  done  the right thing, he knew.  The Heart somehow kept Ysabelle from slipping fully into Corruption, but with her mind shattered, the former queen no longer had the will to hold back the Darkness within her.  She might not have Fallen completely, but she might – and in so doing become a creature of Darkness like Lily.  The Darkness rewarded those who embraced  it  with  great  power,  and  Aranos  knew  that  before  her Corruption, Ysabelle was a formidable Wizard. 

Geltheriel feared facing the same fate, feared it with every fiber of  her  being.    She  was  of  the  Light,  and  she  wanted  to  die  in  the Light, no matter what the Darkness inflicted on her.  If they failed in their Quest, all hope of restoring her died.  Only her hope for success

–  and  her  faith  that  he  could  achieve  it  –  kept  her  going  day  after day.    If  that  hope  died,  would  she  be  able  to  keep  fighting  the Corruption within her?  Aranos thought so, but she seemed less sure

–  and  she  didn’t  want  to  take  that  risk.    He  could  argue  with  her, persuade  her,  convince  her  that  she  was  wrong,  but  in  the  end,  he didn’t know that she wasn’t.  She might succumb, if not in days over the course of years, and he couldn’t allow her to become something she feared and hated.  He refused to allow it. 

Today was the last day of her Cleansing Quest.  He had one final chance  to  complete  it,  to  restore  her.    If  he  failed,  then  the  Quest failed – but he wouldn’t fail.  He wasn’t sure how he would manage it, but he would complete what he’d started.  Even if he had to burn his own soul to do it. 

“I know,” he finally spoke with a sad nod.  “And if it comes to that, I’ll make it fast and painless.  I promise.” 

“I would expect no less,” she replied with a soft smile. 

“If  he  doesn’t,”  Avalyn  spoke  up  softly,  “I  will,  Geltheriel.”    The others  looked  at  her  sharply,  and  the  girl  blinked  rapidly  and  looked down at the ground. 

“I understand wanting to die on your terms,” the Sorceress said after  a  few  silent  moments.    “I  also  know  about  living  without  hope, going  through  the  motions  because  everyone  expects  you  to.”    She shook  her  head  firmly.    “I’d  never  wish  that  on  anyone.    If  we  can’t help  you,  and  Aranos  won’t  or  can’t  finish  it  for  you…”    She swallowed hard and lifted her head proudly.  “Then I will.  I won’t let you suffer, I promise.” 

Geltheriel  stepped  over  to  the  girl  and  wrapped  her  in  an embrace, one that Avalyn returned fiercely.  “And so, you know at last what it means to be a warrior,” the elf murmured into the girl’s hair. 

“You have grown, Sorceress, in more than power.  Should ever again any call you ‘child’, tell them that Geltheriel Evenshade has deemed you  a  warrior  of  the  Light,  and  any  who  would  belittle  you  must contest with me.” 

Aranos  blinked  as  well  as  tears  rose  unbidden  to  his  eyes. 

Avalyn’s  face  shone  with  pride  and  happiness  at  Geltheriel’s approval,  and  her  body  shook  with  silent  sobs.    He  gave  them  a moment,  turning  away  from  the  pair  to  allow  his  emotions  to  settle. 

As he did, his eyes fell on the Arcane Door. 

His heart hammered in his chest as he looked at the gleaming, golden portal.  The completion of the Cleansing Quest waited for him just  beyond  that  gate  –  and  the  Darkness  had  to  know  that.    It wouldn’t  give  him  the  chance  to  slowly  build  his  Spells.    It  would attack him the moment it could, with everything it had.  The real battle for  Stoneleague  –  and  the  Light  –  probably  lay  in  the  Ways  of Shadow.    Everything  he’d  done  in  the  game  so  far  –  every  Quest, every  skill,  every  point  of  XP  he’d  gained  and  Spell  he’d  crafted  –

would culminate in whatever waited for him in the Kala. 

Part  of  him  yearned  to  see  what  the  Darkness  threw  at  him. 

Would he battle Nightmare Beasts?  Another god?  More than one? 

Perhaps Virnal herself?  He didn’t know, but he knew that the battle ahead would be a terrible one – and probably his greatest challenge yet.  At the same time, he feared to open the Door and step inside.  If

he’d failed to fix an Arcane Door before, he could always have tried again.    Time  no  longer  favored  him,  though,  and  if  he  failed  here  –

that was it.  The bodakkai would overrun Stoneleague.  The Armies of Light would fall.  The Lightborn would live in slavery.  Even worse, his failure would mean that Geltheriel’s Quest failed – and he’d have no choice  but  to  do  as  she  asked.    The  beta  test  would  end  in  utter failure for the Light, and who knew what the world would be like when he returned to it?  If he returned – honestly, if he lost Geltheriel, he wasn’t sure he’d even want to come back. 

As he stared at the Door, he felt something soft nudge him, and he  looked  to  the  side  to  see  Silma  pressing  her  muzzle  against  his shoulder.    The  massive  fenrin  nuzzled  him  briefly  for  a  second,  and her voice echoed in his mind. 

 Delaying what you have to do won’t stop you from having to do it, pack leader,  she said with wolfish practicality.  And people are dying while you wait. 

He  nodded  with  a  twisted  smile.    She’d  sensed  not  only  his hesitancy but the reason for it.  He took a deep breath and looked at the others.  Mutroda stood as implacably as always, her expression seeming to urge him to get on with it.  Rhys gave him a gentle smile, one touched with sadness; he probably suspected something terrible waited  for  them,  as  well.    Avalyn  and  Geltheriel  separated  and  now stood apart, the girl rubbing her eyes and the elf watching him with a gaze filled with concern and understanding.  She knew his conflict –

she probably felt it herself – and she trusted him to do what he had to.  They all did; they’d followed him here, put their faith in him, and he wouldn’t let them down now. 

“I  don’t  know  what’s  waiting  for  us  beyond  this  Door,”  he  finally said softly.  “I do know that it’s probably going to be the hardest battle we’ve  fought  so  far,  though.    Virnal  herself  might  be  lurking  in ambush.” 

“Then  we’ll  see  what  color  she  bleeds,  won’t  we?”  Mutroda replied, fingering her halberd. 

“We have faced many terrible foes, Liberator,” Rhys said gently. 

“We have turned aside from none, and we shall not do so now.”  He reached fondly out to touch Miwango at his side.  “None of us will.” 

“Let’s do this, Aranos,” Avalyn nodded, dashing at her eyes.  “It’s time we kicked the Darkness’ ass once and for all.” 

He  looked  at  Geltheriel,  and  she  stepped  forward,  taking  his hand and gazing into his eyes.  “Whatever comes, Oathbinder, know that I have lived more in our short time than I would have in a lifetime without  you.    I  regret  nothing,  not  from  the  first  moment  that  I  laid eyes  upon  you.”    She  laughed.    “Although  at  that  time,  had  anyone told me what you would become – what we both would become – I would have laughed in their face.” 

He chuckled.  “I wouldn’t have blamed you,” he agreed. 

“Since  that  time,  you  have  been  my  mentor,  my  shield  against the Darkness,” she went on, stepping closer.  “You have become my dearest  friend,  and  I  could  never  imagine  loving  another  as  I  love you.    You  hold  my  Oath,  my  soul  –  and  my  heart,  Aranos.”    She leaned forward and embraced him, and he wrapped his arms fiercely around her. 

“Whatever comes, I will always be with you,” she whispered.  “So long as you endure, so will I, until the end of days.” 

He held her tightly, feeling his love for the elf woman flow through him into her.  She’d become the most important person in his life, his best friend and dearest companion, the one person he could always count on.  He dreaded losing her – but he feared breaking her heart even more.  At last, he pulled free and nodded to her. 

“Then let’s do this,” he said grimly.  He turned away and placed his hand on the Door.  Energy flowed through him, and the Door lit up with  golden  fire  as  it  eased  silently  open.    He  stared  at  the  grayish swirls of power, took a deep breath – and stepped through the Door, to face the final battle for Geltheriel’s soul. 

Chapter 24

“Fire,  damn  you!”  Martina  shouted  back  over  her  shoulder, loosing arrow after arrow at the attacking bodakkai as they swarmed across  the  field.    Her  shafts  plunged  unerringly  into  the  monsters without  a  single  missed  shot,  but  she  couldn’t  take  much  credit  for that.    The  creatures  rushed  forward  like  ants,  scrabbling  over  one another, tripping each other, and even swiping out at their comrades in the close confines.  Every arrow, bolt, or Spell fired from the walls hit something, just because there wasn’t any room to miss the damn things. 

“It’s  not  fire,”  the  man  beside  her  said  conversationally  as  he raised his crossbow and pulled the trigger.  His bolt streaked into the mass of flesh, and another bodakkai dropped to be crushed and killed by its comrades. 

“What?” she replied irritably. 

“It’s ‘loose’, not ‘fire’,” the man said calmly.  “’Fire’ didn’t become prevalent until the advent of firearms.” 

She  stared  at  him  for  a  second,  stunned.    “Are  you  fucking kidding me?” she demanded, turning back to the battle.  “We’ve got fifty thousand bodakkai running at us, and you’re talking semantics?” 

“Right  is  right,”  the  man  shrugged.    “And  there’s  no  call  to  use profanity.  One star off for that.” 

“What the actual hell are you talking about?” she growled. 

“I’m planning to give you a rating for your leadership skills after all this.  You started at five stars, but you lost one for using profanity and one more for saying ‘Fire’ instead of ‘Loose’.”  He smiled at her. 

“Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll earn them back.” 

“I’m seriously considering tossing you to the bodakkai right now,” 

she snapped.  “And I wasn’t talking to you, by the way.  I was talking to the artillery crew…”  She pointed as the catapult behind her finally thrummed  and  a  clay  pot  flew  through  the  air  to  crash  into  the bodakkai with a burst of flames that wiped out a half-dozen of them at once.  “I wanted actual fire.” 

“Oh.  I guess I’ll add that star back, then.” 

“Gee, lucky me.” 

The  bodakkai  crashed  into  the  wall  to  her  right  and  began climbing, their claws somehow finding purchase on the sheer stone. 

Smoke rose from their hands as they ascended, and they shrieked as they  climbed;  apparently,  just  touching  the  walls  burned  them.    The stones felt warm beneath Martina’s hand but didn’t actively hurt her, but she supposed creatures from the actual Pit might have a stronger reaction  to  Aranos’  Redeemed  defenses  than  she  as  a  half-undead did. 

The  monsters  attacked  the  wall  less  than  an  hour  after  she assumed  command.    They  didn’t  bring  siege  engines,  ladders,  or bridges to cross the trenches.  They simply flung themselves forward mindlessly and died in droves.  Creatures hurled themselves into the trenches, their bones cracking and breaking as they landed, but they ignored  their  injuries  and  clawed  their  way  up  the  dirt  trench  and scrambled up the walls like spiders. 

Only two things kept the players from wiping on that first attack. 

For  one,  the  Redeemed  ground  and  walls  greatly  weakened  the monsters, making them easy to kill.  The earth itself seemed to harm the bodakkai, and many of them burst into flames as they scuttled up the  stones.    Arrows  and  bolts  punched  deeper  into  them  than  they should,  and  rains  of  small  but  heavy  rocks  flung  from  the  catapults crushed  their  bones  with  ease.    For  another,  the  bodakkai  attacked without  organization,  planning,  or  discipline,  relying  on  their  sheer numbers to overwhelm the defenses. 

At  least,  that  seemed  to  be  the  case  until  a  troop  of  taller bodakkai in dull black armor carrying long spears marched onto the battlefield.  The front line of the creatures bore tall rectangular shields and marched forward in formation, while a mass of slimmer creatures followed them carrying bone-white bows.  Even worse, massive, dog-headed creatures followed them, pushing siege towers that the army before left abandoned on the field. 

“Artillery,  target  the  towers!”  she  called  out.    “Archers,  break  up the shield formation!” 

Even as she spoke, some sort of weird energy filled the air, and Martina shouted, “Take cover!”  Most of the players ducked out of the

way as blasts of darkness streaked out and smashed into the silvery walls.  The flames bathed the stone without effect, but some of them slipped through the arrow loops and jetted out into the space behind the walls.  Martina rolled back in time, but the critic beside her didn’t and dropped, screaming, to the floor as the black flames burned his face and hands. 

“Healer!”  Martina  shouted  as  she  turned  back  to  the  narrow  slit and  fired  an  arrow  into  the  oncoming  legion.    She  glanced  at  the fallen man, shaking her head.  “Next time, listen when I say to take cover,” she muttered.  “One star off for you for being a dumbass.” 

Stones and firepots soared overhead and crashed into the slowly advancing  towers.    Flames  rose  from  their  sides,  and  one  of  them tipped  completely  over  as  several  rocks  smashed  into  it  at  once, dumping  it  onto  the  monsters  pushing  it  from  behind  and  crushing them  beneath  it.    The  flames  quickly  winked  out,  though,  probably magically  dispelled,  and  the  rest  of  the  towers  trundled  forward. 

Martina ignored them; her arrows couldn’t hurt the damn things, and she needed to break up the incoming formation. 

She nocked another arrow and aimed low, releasing it smoothly. 

The  shaft  streaked  forth  and  slipped  between  two  shields,  catching one of the bodakkai in its unarmored leg.  The monster fell, opening a hole  in  the  shield  wall,  and  more  arrows  and  bolts  shot  out,  tearing into the gap and widening it steadily.  A moment later, a fist-sized orb of blue fire shot into the gap and exploded into a surge of flames that washed over every bodakkai within forty feet.  Martina expected the flames  to  vanish,  but  to  her  surprise,  they  lingered  like  napalm, clinging to the bodakkai and slowly reducing them to ash, forcing the legion to break up to avoid the flaming area. 

She glanced over at the tall, red-robed elf Wizard who’d cast the Spell.    “Nicely  done,”  she  called  out  appreciatively.    “That’s  a  solid Spell!” 

“Coming  from  one  of  Lord  Evenshade’s  party  members,  that’s high praise indeed,” the man replied with a hint of a Russian accent, grinning  at  her  mischievously.    “How  did  it  compare  to  one  of  his Spells?” 

“He would have cleared half the battlefield,” she laughed.  “And he  would  have  been  flying  when  he  did  it.    Yours  was  good,  too, though.” 

“Half  the  battlefield?”  the  man  muttered,  rubbing  his  chin.    “I’ll have  to  work  on  that.    In  the  meantime,  if  you  liked  my  Clinging Fireball,  you’ll  love  this!”    He  raised  his  hands,  and  a  stream  of marble-sized  orbs  streaked  out  like  crazed  bumblebees,  raining  all over  the  massed  legion.    Where  each  ball  struck,  it  ruptured  and released  a  blast  of  flame  five  feet  or  so  across.    The  twenty  small blasts  ripped  larger  holes  in  the  shield  wall  and  devastated  the archers behind it. 

“Not bad,” Martina nodded as she hurled an arrow into one of the gaps left behind.  “How many times can you cast that?” 

“That  depends  entirely  on  my  motivation,”  he  said  teasingly. 

“Perhaps  if  I  knew  that,  say,  dinner  with  our  esteemed  commander waited for me at the end of this battle, I could drag up a few hundred more SP to use.” 

She  looked  him  up  and  down  appraisingly.    “Tell  you  what,  you keep that up – and we don’t get overrun by the bodakkai on this wave

– and I’ll even pay for the meal.” 

“Deal,”  he  laughed,  turning  and  flinging  another  swarm  of  fiery globes out into the battlefield. 

Arrows  and  Spells  ripped  into  the  advancing  legion,  but  the archers behind it responded with their own rain of arrows, forcing the defenders to seek cover as five hundred shafts clattered against the walls.    Arcs  of  black  lightning  and  blasts  of  dark  flame  battered  the stones,  while  showers  of  fist-sized  stones  rattled  and  broke  against the defenses as the bodakkai put the abandoned Shadowborn siege engines to use. 

 They’re  getting  smarter,  Martina  thought  grimly.  That  sucks  for us. 

The  advancing  legion  finally  faltered  beneath  the  arrow  storm descending on their heads.  The mass formation broke and collapsed into  smaller,  less  cohesive  groups  that  swiftly  died  to  arrows  and Spells, but behind them, the towers trundled forward.  Another of the siege  engines  collapsed  as  a  firepot  exploded  at  its  base  and

scorched  one  side  of  it  until  the  wooden  beams  couldn’t  support  its weight  anymore,  but  three  of  them  neared  the  trench  and  rolled forward. 

“Melee units to the walls!” Martina ordered. 

“Why?” the man beside her asked, now healed and back in the battle.  “They can’t get past the trench, can they?” 

“They  wouldn’t  have  brought  those  things  up  if  they  didn’t  think they could,” Martina shook her head, then turned back to her troops. 

“Wizards!    They’re  probably  going  to  do  something  magical;  see  if you can undo it!” 

Even as she spoke, that strange energy filled the air once more, making  the  hairs  on  Martina’s  arms  stand  on  end.    A  moment  later, rivers  of  shadow  flowed  across  the  battlefield,  twisting  like  snakes past charging bodakkai and pooling in the trench.  The shadows rose until they filled the ditch before each of the towers, then shimmered and  turned  glossy  black.    A  moment  later,  the  towers  rolled  forth, shuddering only slightly as they crossed the hardened darkness. 

Gates  atop  the  towers  dropped,  and  dozens  of  four-armed bodakkai  poured  out,  wielding  two  weapons  and  two  shields  each. 

The  eight-foot-tall  creatures  crashed  into  the  hastily  formed  shield walls of the defenders, and the players held for only a moment before breaking  and  falling  back,  allowing  more  of  the  monsters  to  rush forth.    The  bodakkai  swarmed  out,  driving  the  defenders  back  and allowing archers and robed monsters she assumed were spellcasters to  move  out  onto  the  walls.    Dark  Spells  and  arrows  pushed  the players back even more, and Martina knew that if they didn’t stop the advance, they’d lose the citadel entirely. 

She swore and rushed toward the nearest breach, putting one of Aranos’ special arrows to her bowstring.  She stopped and charged it with  Stamina,  activating  her  Twilight  Shot  ability.    The  arrow  leaped forth and took one of the four-armed creatures in the chest, punching through its armor and ripping out its back to strike a lightly armored archer behind it in the face.  Both creatures fell, and Martina snatched out  another  arrow.    This  one  threaded  between  the  front  line  of bodakkai  and  struck  a  robed  caster  in  the  throat.    The  wounded bodakkai collapsed, clutching the arrow as a gray fog spilled out from

it and swirled around the nearest monsters.  The creatures coughed and choked as her Shadow’s Contagion ability swelled their tongues and inflamed their lungs and throats. 

One  of  the  creatures  roared  and  crashed  through  the  line, bearing  down  at  her.    She  shot  a  single  arrow  into  its  face,  then dodged nimbly to the side, yanking out her new mace.  The creature slashed blindly at her with a huge axe, but she lifted her bow and slid the attack overhead with it.  She ducked past its shield and slammed her  mace  into  its  knee.    The  creature  roared  in  pain  as  the  joint collapsed, and it swept a backhanded blow with a wide-bladed sword that she rolled beneath.  She rose to her feet and brought her mace up swiftly, powering it with her Stamina.  The weapon cracked into the monster’s  chin,  and  its  jaw  shattered  as  its  head  snapped  back beneath  her  Crushing  Blow.    She  lashed  out  at  the  thing’s  throat, collapsing it, then smashed her mace down on its forehead, crushing its skull and killing it instantly. 

She  slipped  the  mace  back  into  its  sheath  and  nocked  another Stamina-powered  arrow,  killing  a  third  of  the  four-armed  creatures with  it.    “Hold,  damn  you!”  she  shouted  at  the  players  as  she  slew another group of archers with Shadow’s Contagion.  “Don’t let them push you back!  Hold, or I’ll kill you myself!” 

The  shield  wall  stiffened  at  her  words,  and  the  Shadowborn advance  ground  to  a  halt.    She  killed  another  of  the  massive bodakkai,  and  its  death  seemed  to  tip  the  assault  in  the  player’s favor.  The bodakkai attack collapsed as the players pushed forward, slaughtering the Corrupted invaders and regaining the walls. 

Seeing that the players had the incursion in hand, Martina raced to the next breach and joined the attack there.  She struck first with arrows, wading in with her mace as needed, powering her strikes with her  swiftly  regenerating  Stamina.    Between  her  arrows,  her  mace, and her exhortations, she swiftly turned that assault and moved to the next one. 

As she did, she realized that she’d been seeing her Duskstalker Class all wrong this entire time.  She’d taken it because it made her a hunter in the darkness, able to strike swiftly under the cover of night. 

Her  Class  abilities  drew  a  ton  of  Stamina  but  inflicted  far  more

damage  and  had  bigger  effects  than  those  of  other  Classes  like Archer, Rogue, or Ranger.  Because of that drain, she’d always seen herself  as  an  ambush  hunter,  someone  who  struck  hard,  and  then fled to recover their Stamina. 

As  she  batted  aside  the  blow  of  one  of  the  massive  creatures and  caved  in  its  skull  with  her  mace,  she  understood  that  she’d forgotten  to  take  her  daywalker  race  into  account.    Direct  sunlight hampered her LP and Stamina regen, a big downside that she always kept  in  mind.    To  balance  that,  though,  in  darkness  or  shadow  she healed  LP  and  Stamina  even  during  combat,  and  so  long  as  she paced herself moderately, she never came close to running out.  She lashed  out  with  powered  shots  and  strikes  that  bypassed  armor, inflicted weakness or stunning debuffs on the bodakkai, and had far greater  power  than  they  should.    In  the  darkness,  against  the Shadowborn,  she  wasn’t  an  ambush  hunter.    She  was  a  force  of nature, the bane of their existence, a huntress designed to kill them with ease. 

The  final  breach  collapsed  as  she  turned  the  tide  against  them once  more  and  the  Travelers  –  her  Travelers  –  drove  the  attackers back  toward  their  towers.    “We’ve  got  them!”  she  shouted.    “Keep pushing!  Mages, burn the towers and cut off their…” 

Her words broke off as something crashed into her chest, flinging her backward.  Her high Agility kicked in as she flew through the air, and  she  rolled  as  she  landed,  scrambling  to  her  feet  and  lifting  her bow.    A  dark,  twisted  figure  in  blood-crusted,  golden  armor  stood before her, cracking its knuckles.  Its black hair hung lank and greasy over  its  pale-skinned  face,  and  it  carried  a  massive,  two-handed sword in one fist.  Cold radiated from the monster, and she saw the players around it shivering as its aura slowly drained their warmth. 

“An  impressive  display  of  the  Rally  ability,”  the  creature  hissed, inclining  its  head  toward  Martina.    “You  seem  a  competent commander, Traveler.” 

“You  don’t,”  she  growled  in  reply,  assuming  that  the  vampiric thing held some sort of high rank in Lily’s army.  “Your attack failed, after all.” 

“One  attack  failed,”  it  corrected.    “There  will  be  others.    Sadly, you won’t be here to see them.”  The creature flashed forward, and only Martina’s suspicion that it would attack gave her the time to dive out of the way. 

The nearest players charged at the vampire, swinging blades or casting magic, but the thing just laughed.  It blurred as it dodged the blows,  and  its  sword  slashed  outward.    Two  of  the  players  dropped instantly,  their  heads  flying  away  from  their  necks,  while  another screamed as she clutched the stump of her severed elbow.  Blasts of flame and lightning crawled across the monster’s armor, but it ignored them and cut down two more players with terrible ease. 

Martina snatched out a special arrow and fired it –  loosed  it, she corrected  mentally  –  at  the  vampire’s  back.    The  arrow  struck  and punched  through  its  armor  with  a  loud  clang,  and  the  monster screeched in pain and whirled toward her.  She snatched out another arrow, but the thing blurred and crashed into her.  Pain flared in her side as its blade pierced her armor and cut a deep gash in her, and a heavy blow of its fist sent her flying through the air once more.  She landed  in  a  roll  and  came  to  a  crouch,  activating  another  ability  as she did. 

Energy flooded her body, pushing aside the pain in her side and cracked  left  arm.    Power  surged  in  her  muscles,  and  her  senses sharpened as her Stamina took a huge dip.  Twilight Empowerment drew more Stamina than any other ability, double the cost of the next-closest,  in  fact.    In  return,  it  increased  her  Strength,  Agility, Endurance,  and  Perception  by  50%  each.    She  called  it  her  suicide ability, and she’d never bothered to use it before – it drew so much Stamina so quickly that she could only hold it for ten seconds or so before  she  ran  out  and  got  the  Exhausted  debuff  –  but  since  she figured  the  vampire  could  kill  her  in  that  time  without  the  buff,  she didn’t see a downside to using it at last. 

The  creature  moved,  but  in  her  heightened  state,  she  saw  its approach clearly.  She slipped to the side as its sword swept through the  air,  then  shot  an  arrow  directly  into  its  chest.    The  creature screamed and tore the shaft free, then lashed out with its fist.  Even with her boosted Stats, she only managed to partially dodge the blow, 

and her head rang as the strike glanced off the top of her skull.  She snatched  out  her  mace  and  struck  at  the  monster,  but  it  parried  her blow  and  thrust  its  sword  at  her  chest.    She  narrowly  dodged  the blade  and  twisted  beneath  it,  crashing  her  mace  into  the  side  of  its armor. 

The  vampire  swarmed  over  her,  forcing  her  to  fight  defensively just  to  keep  from  being  overrun.    Its  sword  slid  along  her  ribs  and opened gashes along her forearms, but it couldn’t land a killing blow. 

In turn, she slipped past its strikes and hammered its armor with her mace, but the golden metal shed her blows with ease.  She held her own, but she couldn’t quite shift the momentum of the fight and take the offensive. 

One of the players darted in, stabbing at the vampire’s back, and it whirled, cutting the Rogue in half just above the waist with a single blow.  As it spun, Martina crashed her mace into the back of its skull, staggering  it.    It  turned  back  to  face  her,  but  she  pressed  forward, slamming  powered  blows  into  its  chest  and  shoulders,  gradually beating through its defenses. 

She stumbled as she felt her energy flag, and she realized that she’d nearly run out of Stamina.  No!  she thought desperately, forcing herself to keep fighting.  If it kills me, it’ll go on to kill everyone on this wall!  I can’t fail now! 

Grimly, she reached deeper into herself, and new power flooded her  as  she  tapped  reserves  she  didn’t  even  know  she  had.    She dodged and twisted around the creature’s blade, her mace crashing into it time and again.  It thrust desperately at her, and she charged her  weapon  with  power  as  she  smashed  it  down  on  the  thing’s outstretched  hands.    Its  sword  clanged  to  the  ground  as  she shattered its wrists, and her next blow caught it in the temple, flinging it  to  the  ground.    It  reached  at  its  waist  for  a  long  dagger,  but  she planted her foot on its arm and slammed her mace down on its nose, crushing  it  and  shattering  a  cheekbone.    It  screamed,  bringing  its arms up defensively, and she dropped her bow, pulling out one of her special  arrows  and  dipping  it  in  one  of  her  bleeding  wounds.    She jammed  the  arrow  down  into  the  thing’s  throat,  and  the  vampire









gasped, clutching its neck as its face darkened and black veins rose along its neck. 

“You  lose,”  she  grinned  at  it,  slamming  her  mace  down  a  final time. 

As  the  creature  died,  she  dropped  her  ability  and  fell  to  her knees as Exhaustion swept over her.  Her Stamina sat at 1%, and her LP hovered just above 10%, but she’d managed to beat the vampire. 

Notifications blinked in her vision, and she glanced at them while she waited for her Stamina to recover. 

Racial Perk Unlocked! 

Perk: Fire in the Blood

You have learned how to draw on the power of your own blood. 

Effects:  You  can  convert  LP  to  Stamina.    Each  point  of  LP

converts to 10 points of Stamina.  After using this Perk, your Stamina regen drops to 0 until you have healed the LP lost. 

Congratulations!  You have Leveled Up! 

Duskstalker Level: 15

Current XP: 277,153/300,000

Agil +2, Int +1, Per +1, +4 Stat points

 I am the terror that creeps in the night! 

Class Evolution! 

By reaching Level 15 in your Advanced Class, you may choose a direction for your Class to Evolve.  Once you have chosen a direction, your Class will automatically upgrade.  You may choose one of the following paths based on your play:

Path  of  the  Daywalker:  Your  new  Class  will  focus  on  unlocking and empowering your inherent racial abilities. 

Path of the Shadow Hunter: Your new Class will focus on finding and slaying creatures of the Darkness. 

Path  of  the  Warleader:  Your  new  Class  will  focus  on  leading armies in battle. 



Martina scanned her options, grinning even as she fought to stay erect beneath the weight of her Exhausted debuff.  She’d gotten an Evolved  Class  at  last,  and  it  looked  like  she  had  pretty  decent options!    The  Path  of  the  Shadow  Hunter  called  to  her  the  most  on her initial read; it felt like what she did as a Duskstalker already, only more so.  Warleader didn’t interest her at all.  She was fine with these big battles, but she didn’t want to make them the focus of her Class. 

And  she’d  never  really  liked  the  fact  that  she’d  been  forced  to become  a  daywalker.    Did  she  really  want  to  base  a  Class  around something she secretly hated?  It would have to be Shadow Hunter…

She  frowned  as  an  idea  struck  her.    Earlier,  she’d  thought  that she’d been using her Duskstalker Class all wrong.  As she glanced at her notifications, though, she realized that she’d used the Class the way the game intended.  She’d simply neglected the benefits of her racial change.  She’d never really taken advantage of its heightened healing  or  Stamina  regen.    She’d  never  discovered  the  latent  Perk that let her cannibalize her own LP to boost her Stamina.  What else hadn’t she learned about her race? 

She  envied  Aranos  because  he  saw  opportunities  where  she didn’t  even  know  they  existed,  and  here  she  was,  presented  with another example of that.  She’d ignored her race change this whole time,  when  she  could  have  been  milking  it  for  every  advantage  she got.    By  embracing  it,  she’d  fought  a  vampire  at  least  five  levels higher than her and beaten it.  She slew all its kindred in Northmoor, as well, and she’d waded into battle with elite bodakkai fighters and won. 

 When I play this race right, I’m kind of a badass. 

Shadow Hunter was a sure thing.  She suspected what it would give  her,  and  she  knew  it  would  be  powerful.    Daywalker  was  a gamble.  It might pay off big for her, but it might not.  The smart move, the  practical  move,  would  be  to  take  Shadow  Hunter  and  try  to embrace her racial benefits on her own…

Taking a deep breath, she selected Path of the Daywalker, and instantly, a new screen appeared. 

You have chosen: the Path of the Daywalker! 







You have gained the Evolved Class: Vampirar

Vampirars are elite hunters of the creatures of the night.  Standing half in Darkness and half in Light, Vampirars tap their undead blood to grant them great powers to fight the Darkness that cursed them. 

Strong Stats: Agil +4, End +3, Per +3

Weak Stats: None

Benefits:

You  unlock  a  racial  Perk  upon  taking  this  class  and  an additional Perk every five levels. 

Perfect  Shadow  –  Your  Stealth  advances  to  Expert  1  if  it  is below that.  You gain a bonus to Stealth of +1 per Class level of this Class.  You can ignore life-sensing or Stealth-piercing Skills or  Abilities  with  an  Opposed  Check:  your  [End  +  Class  level]

versus the detector’s [Per + requisite Skill]. 

Shadowsense  -  You  can  feel  any  Shadowborn,  Undead,  or Corrupted  creatures  within  [Per  x  10]  feet.    This  ability  pierces Stealth, invisibility, and magical barriers. 

Retributive Blood – You do +10% damage to all creatures of Darkness per Class level.  You can sacrifice LP to do additional damage to any Shadowborn or Corrupted creature.  Each point of LP you sacrifice adds 5% to the damage of your attack. 

Strength in Darkness – You gain a bonus equal to 10% plus your  [Class  level  x  5]%  to  your  Physical  Stats  when  in  the presence  of  Shadowborn  or  Corrupted  creatures.    This  is doubled when on Corrupted Ground. 

On Level Up: +5 Stat points

Racial Perk Unlocked! 

Perk: True Regeneration

Your LP and Stamina regen both increase by 50%.  This increases to 75% when you drop below 50% of your max in LP or Stamina, and to 100% if you drop below 25% of your max. 

“Now,  that  was a five-star performance if ever I’ve seen one!” 

Martina looked up and saw the critic standing over her, grinning and holding out his hand.  She took it and allowed herself to be pulled to her feet as her Exhaustion faded swiftly.  Her boosted LP regen of thirty LP per second quickly undid the damage she’d taken, allowing her Stamina regen to kick in and restore her swiftly.  She opened her mouth to reply when a huge roar shook the battlefield, shivering the stones and causing everyone around her to wince.  She turned and rushed to the walls, peering out at the landscape with rising feelings of despair and horror. 

The  battle  lasted  longer  than  she’d  thought,  and  the  sky  to  the east  lightened  slightly  with  the  approaching  dawn.    She  didn’t  need that light to see the field in front of her, of course, but the dim light lit the area like daylight to her.  She felt the bodakkai spread out before her, sensed their Darkness and wrongness as inky blots in her mind, but their shadows blurred and vanished beneath the dreadful force of the creature that appeared at the edge of the battlefield. 

The  monster  towered  higher  than  the  walls  of  the  citadel.    It reminded  Martina  of  the  legendary  hydra;  seven  serpentine  necks jutted up from a black-scaled, draconic body with only two legs.  The rear half trailed into a long, snake’s tail that ended in a cluster to what looked like black swords waving about behind it.  Each neck ended in a  snake’s  head,  and  the  heads  bobbed  and  wove  erratically throughout  the  air.    At  least,  all  did  but  the  center  one;  that  one remained  perfectly  still.    A  figure  stood  atop  it,  holding  dark  chains that  wrapped  around  the  beast’s  head,  her  black  armor  and  flaming wings proclaiming her identity. 

“What the hell is that?” the man gasped beside her.  She wanted to mock him for his use of profanity, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it in the face of that horror. 

“I’m  pretty  sure  that’s  a  Nightmare  Beast,”  she  replied.  And that’s Lily standing atop it.  She really can control one of those things! 

“Artillery, target the Nightmare Beast!” she called out.  “Everyone, hit it with everything you’ve got as it gets closer!  Let’s tear this thing down!” 

Even  as  she  spoke,  though,  she  knew  that  their  defenses wouldn’t  hold  against  it.    She  glanced  back  toward  the  city  behind her. 

 Aranos,  you  son  of  a  bitch,  you  better  close  that  gate  now,  or we’re all dead! 

Chapter 25

The  blackness  of  the  Kala  Kasbu  washed  over  Aranos,  and  he swiftly  pushed  it  back  with  his  Waymaster  aura.    The  darkness retreated almost reluctantly, and Aranos swore that he felt a snarl of rage and hatred echo from it as his aura drove it aside.  To his shock, no bodakkai appeared in the revealed landscape.  In fact, he couldn’t feel the creatures moving through the Ways as he usually did.  The shadows seemed totally empty and lifeless. 

 Probably  because  all  the  bodakkai  are  too  busy  attacking Stoneleague,  he realized with a flash of fear that he quickly tamped down.    The  Travelers  would  have  to  hold;  he  couldn’t  fight  the bodakkai and restore the Doors both.  If he fixed the Doors, hopefully the bodakkai would either perish or at least be weakened enough for the Travelers to hold until the Lightborn army could rescue them. 

Geltheriel  emerged  beside  him,  looking  around  the  landscape grimly.  “Oathbinder, you will forgive me if I hope that we never again have to visit this place once this is finished,” she said. 

“You and me both,” he agreed as the others appeared. 

Mutroda  stepped  forward,  brandishing  her  halberd.    “Go  ahead and  get  to  work,  arcane,”  she  said.    “We’ll  keep  watch  for  the bodakkai for you.” 

He  shook  his  head.    “I  doubt  you’ll  see  any.    It  seems  that  Lily took all of them to Stoneleague.” 

“All  the  bodakkai,  Liberator?”  Rhys  asked,  grimacing.    “That could mean millions of the creatures…” 

“All  the  more  reason  that  my  Oathbinder  should  begin  swiftly,” 

Geltheriel  said  firmly.    “Every  hour  we  spend  here  is  time  for  the bodakkai to overrun the Travelers in Stoneleague.” 

“It  shouldn’t  take  anywhere  near  as  long,”  Aranos  shook  his head.  “I’ve turned the entire process into a Spell, and once I cast it, it should just keep going all on its own.” 

“That’s interesting,” a familiar voice spoke, and Aranos turned to see the golden-skinned figure of Arioch emerge from the blackness at the  edge  of  his  aura.    He  gathered  his  mana,  feeling  Avalyn  do  the

same  thing  at  his  side  as  Mutroda  and  Geltheriel  moved  to  stand before him, while Glorferdir and Silma slipped out to the sides.  The man stopped, holding out his hands. 

“Hold on,” he shook his head.  “I’m not here to fight – at least, not right away.”  He grimaced.  “I’ve learned that while I can take each of you individually, together, you’re fairly formidable.  I’ve lost more XP

in the past couple weeks than I have in the past several years.” 

“There’s nothing to talk about, Arioch,” Aranos replied flatly.  “You know  why  I’m  here,  and  you  know  that  I’m  not  going  to  turn  to  the Darkness.    If  you  aren’t  going  to  fight,  then  stand  back  and  let  me work.” 

“I can’t do that,” the man sighed.  “And we do have something to talk about.  We need to discuss why.” 

“Why?” Aranos repeated.  “Why what?” 

“Why…”  The man gestured.  “Why all of this happened.  Why I agreed with Virnal’s plan in the first place.”  He took a step forward, and  Geltheriel  placed  her  hand  on  her  sword’s  hilt.    Arioch  ignored her and kept his eyes focused on Aranos.  “You plan to undo this, and it’s  possible  you  might  succeed.    So,  I  need  to  explain  why,  so  you can decide if it’s a good idea or not.” 

Aranos  folded  his  arms,  holding  his  Domains  just  below  the surface.  “Why do you think I’ll care?” 

“You  might  not,”  the  Fallen  warrior  shrugged.    “But  you  can  at least listen.  Knowing what I am – and who I am – I think you owe me that  courtesy,  don’t  you?”    He  chuckled.    “Besides,  it’s  not  like  you don’t have time.  We could talk for hours in here, and a few seconds would pass out there.  What will it hurt to listen?” 

Aranos thought silently for a moment, then nodded.  “Fine.  So, why did you do all this?” 

“To save this world.” 

Arioch  waved  a  hand,  and  mana  flowed  out  of  it.    Aranos stiffened, readying a Mage Shield, but only strands of illusion magic flowed from the man and coalesced in the air above his head.  They formed  a  scene  above  Arioch’s  head,  an  image  of  a  Lightborn  city filled  with  humans,  dwarves,  elves,  and  other  races  Aranos  didn’t recognize  but  named  gnomes  and  fay  in  his  head  based  on  their

appearance.    The  Lightborn  knelt  before  a  statue  of  a  golden  man whose head blazed with a fiery corona, bowing low before the statue and murmuring words too quiet for Aranos to hear. 

“This  is  Aren  Sunlord,”  the  fallen  spoke,  his  voice  slightly regretful.    “Leader  of  the  Pantheon  of  Light.    At  least,  that’s  his image.  Before the Feast, all of the Lightborn worshipped him, just as all Shadowborn worship Virnal.” 

He  gestured,  and  more  figures  appeared  behind  the  image  of Aren.  “The Pantheon of Light,” he proclaimed.  “The gods of good, I suppose you could say.” 

“You  would  not  call  the  Light  ‘good’,  Fallen  One?”  Geltheriel spoke contemptuously. 

“No,  any  more  than  I’d  call  the  Darkness  ‘evil’.    Oh,  sure,  the Darkness does plenty of evil things, but it’s not evil in and of itself.  It just hungers for the Light, and it’s utterly relentless and remorseless in its attempts to subvert the Light.” 

He  looked  at  Aranos.    “You  know  of  the  Lord  and  the  Lady, right?”  Aranos nodded, and the man went on.  “The Lord and Lady are above good and evil.  They’re the cornerstones of existence.  The Lady creates, the Lord consumes with Corruption, and the Lady takes back the power the Lord steals through Redemption.  It’s an endless cycle, utterly devoid of morality.  The gods, though…” 

He shook his head.  “The gods know about morality.  They know about  good  and  evil,  and  they  know  which  of  them  are  which.”    He gestured again, and a figure appeared before the statue of Aren, one that Aranos recognized instantly. 

“That’s you,” the Sorcerer said quietly. 

“It  is,  yes.    Before  –  all  this,  I  was  a  Paladin  of  the  Sunlord.    A Dawn  Knight,  to  be  precise,  and  not  just  any  Paladin.    I  was  the Champion  of  the  Sunlord,  his  living  banner  on  the  world  of  Ka.    I converted  entire  nations  to  his  worship,  destroyed  cities  of  the Shadowborn in his name, and raised massive cathedrals to give him more power – and more souls, more the fool I.” 

“Why was that foolish?” Avalyn asked curiously.  “I mean, I’m not all  that  religious,  but  it  seems  that  going  around  and  spreading  the Light is a good thing.” 

“You’d think that.  You’d be wrong.”  Arioch gestured again, and a new image formed.  A golden landscape shone in the air, filled with delicate, airy bridges, crystalline tunnels, and winding ivory staircases that disappeared high above.   Figures moved constantly along those paths  traveling  at  vastly  different  speeds.    Some  passed  so  swiftly Aranos barely saw them, while others plodded along, hardly moving at all. 

“The  Bridge  of  Light,  before  I  destroyed  it,”  the  man  declared. 

“These were the paths that the souls of the Lightborn used to join the gods of Light.”  He looked at Aranos.  “Notice anything unusual about it?” 

Aranos  stared  at  the  image  for  a  moment  before  the  oddity occurred to him.  “Everyone’s ascending,” he observed. 

“Exactly,”  Arioch  nodded.    “I  visited  this  place  a  hundred  times before I realized that.  Every soul here is ascending toward the Light, constantly.” 

“Joining  the  Light  is  the  reward  for  a  life  well  lived,  Fallen,” 

Mutroda  spoke  up.    “They’re  all  ascending  because  they’re  moving toward that reward.  Nothing wrong with that.” 

“Actually, there is,” the man countered.  “Each of these souls is a person, Aranos.  A person that the gods of this world created.  And that flow is all one-way.” 

Aranos considered the man’s words, and his eyes widened after a moment.  “No souls are returning,” he said as understanding struck him. 

“Precisely.”  Arioch waved a hand, and the image vanished.  “It wasn’t  supposed  to  be  like  that.    The  souls  of  the  dead  were supposed  to  travel  to  the  Mountain  or  the  Pit,  have  their  memories joined with the Light or the Darkness – granting those Pantheons the power of all that accumulated XP – and then, the blank souls would return to Ka to be reborn anew. 

“The gods weren’t returning those souls, though.  They hoarded them, keeping them in their realms.  The souls weren’t coming back to be reborn.” 

“So?”  Avalyn  asked  curiously.    “I  mean,  couldn’t  that  Lady  just make new souls?” 

“It’s  not  that  simple,”  Arioch  shook  his  head.    “Souls  are incredibly complex to make.  They take a ton of what might be termed

‘divine  power’  to  form  since  each  is  a  unique  creation.    Constantly creating new ones drained that power heavily, and the Lady’s power isn’t infinite.  She can only create so much.” 

Aranos’  mind  raced  as  he  interpreted  what  Arioch  –  what Newsome really said.  Each soul represented a unique NPC the AIs created  for  the  game.    So  long  as  they  existed  somewhere  in  the game, they couldn’t be reused; new NPCs had to be generated.  That took a ton of processing power and time – and a lot of energy, making the entire game far less efficient and more expensive to run. 

He’d  worked  on  the  codes  for  the  original  NPC  seeding algorithms,  using  neural  networks  and  advanced  AI  learning techniques to create NPCs that weren’t scripted but could learn and react  to  the  world  around  them,  but  since  the  game  locked  the programmers  out,  that  coding  expanded  dramatically.    NPC

generation  took  a  massive  chunk  of  the  server  bandwidth,  but  in return, once generated, those NPCs required very little power to run and could adapt to their world.  Geltheriel was a great example; she’d gone  from  being  closed-up  and  suspicious  to  becoming  his  best friend,  practically  his  family.    She’d  grown  as  their  relationship  did, turning into more than just his bodyguard and servant.  She was his sister in all ways but genetics, and he knew she felt the same about him being her brother.  That wasn’t an algorithm or decision tree.  Her neural net shifted as she interacted with him, developing organically in much the same way a human mind did. 

Every  player  Aranos  met  in  the  game  remarked  about  how lifelike the NPCs of the world seemed, but Aranos knew that they had to  seem  that  way,  because  the  neural  networks  the  game  used  to generate  NPCs  were  the  same  ones  the  AIs  wanted  to  use  to integrate human minds into a digital format.  Each net had trillions of connections,  each  with  its  own  weight  and  importance,  and  as  the players  went  through  the  game,  those  nets  adapted  to  match  the humans’  choices.    The  AIs  predicted  what  a  human  might  do  in  a situation,  and  when  those  predictions  matched,  they  gave  extra weight to those connections.  When they didn’t, they changed those

links  and  weighted  others  until  the  net  predicted  what  the  human actually did.  Over time and hundreds of thousands if not millions of checks, the net should theoretically always predict what that person would do in any given simulation, which it had to, since if it didn’t, it wouldn’t be that person anymore. 

“Why  would  the  gods  do  such?”  Rhys  asked  quizzically.    “And why were they not punished by the Lord and Lady?” 

“The overgods don’t generally interfere with the pantheons, elf,” 

Arioch  shrugged.    “In  a  way,  the  gods  are  one  of  their  experiments, and  every  time  they  meddle  with  that  experiment,  it  becomes  less and  less  valid.    And  as  to  why  they  did  it…”    Arioch  sighed.    “Well, that’s Virnal’s fault, as you might imagine.” 

The  warrior  gestured  again,  and  hordes  of  black-skinned bodakkai appeared in illusory form over his head.  “Virnal wanted to invade Ka,” he said quietly.  “Her idea was pretty much the same one that drove the Feast.  She was tired of waiting for souls to come to her;  she  wanted  to  convert  all  of  the  Mortal  Realm  by  force.    To  do that,  she  took  the  empty  souls  of  her  worshippers  and  turned  them into the bodakkai.” 

Another  image  appeared  beside  the  first,  one  of  ranks  of alabaster-skinned creatures with golden hair and silver armor.  “Aren couldn’t  let  her  create  an  army  unopposed,  obviously,  so  he fashioned  the  asurae,  the  celestials,  out  of  his  own  blank  souls.    In response,  Virnal  turned  more  souls  into  bodakkai,  and  Aren  crafted more asurae…”  He shrugged. 

“An  arms  race,”  Aranos  observed  quietly.    “Each  of  them constantly trying to keep the other from getting too powerful.” 

“Precisely.”  Arioch let the images lapse. 

“How do you know such?” Geltheriel demanded.  “Were the gods so forthcoming of you?” 

“I learned about this from the Lady herself.”  He looked directly at Aranos.  “I think she’s a mutual acquaintance of ours.” 

Aranos  nodded  in  slow  understanding.    He  meant  Veronica,  of course.    She  was  the  AI  in  charge  of  building  new  worlds  and generating the NPCs, just as Carl functioned as the Lord, destroying and recycling what didn’t work.  Part of him wondered why Veronica

didn’t just fix the problem, re-weighting Virnal’s network until the god stopped hoarding bodakkai, but he realized that probably had larger implications.    Every  time  the  AIs  forcibly  altered  a  network,  they changed  its  interactions  with  every  network  around  it,  tainting  the growth and development of possibly thousands or millions of NPCs. 

As well, altering the network of a true AI like Virnal could have huge consequences – as he’d learned when he killed Ilistil and Blossth. 

“Whose idea was the Feast?” he asked after several moments. 

“Mine,” Arioch replied.  “At least, mostly.” 

“Why  turn  to  the  Darkness?”  Avalyn  questioned  curiously.    “I mean, couldn’t you have gone to that sun guy and talked to him?” 

“I could, but if I had, then the Light would have been ascendant over the Darkness – and that would mean a lot fewer Travelers would come here.” 

“What?” she asked confusedly. 

“We  come  here  to  be  heroes,”  Aranos  said  softly.    “Most  of  us, anyway.    We  fight  evil  monsters,  save  kingdoms,  and  get  respect from all the natives.  That’s the whole point of coming to this world for most of us.” 

“Exactly.    If  the  Light  triumphed  over  the  Darkness,  there’d  be less conflict and less reason for Travelers to come here.  They’d find the  world  boring.”    He  shrugged.    “A  good  adventure  is  driven  by  a good villain, and Virnal makes a great villain.” 

“How did you convince her to go along with your plan?” Aranos asked. 

“That was easy,” Arioch laughed.  “Once I realized the problem, I went  to  her  and  offered  my  services.    I  suggested  destroying  the Bridge of Light using the Arcane Doors.  I couldn’t do it myself, but if she lent me her divine power, I could tap the energy of the Ways and use it to destroy the Bridge.” 

Aranos looked at the man dubiously.  “Wouldn’t that destroy the Ways, as well?” he asked. 

“It would, yes.  That was my plan; rather than journeying to the Mountain  or  the  Pit,  the  souls  of  the  dead  would  just  give  their accumulated  XP  up  to  the  world  and  be  reborn  immediately.”    He grimaced.    “Sadly,  Virnal  saw  through  it.    She  altered  the  plan  and

had me Corrupt the Bridge, bringing it here.”  He shrugged.  “It had the same effect.  The Bridge and the Ways can’t exist together; they cancel one another out.  So long as the Bridge is here, no souls can travel to either the Light or the Darkness, so the problem’s solved.” 

He looked hard at Aranos.  “Of course, if you restore the Bridge, then that problem starts all over again.  Eventually, the Lady won’t be able  to  craft  enough  souls  to  fill  all  her  needs,  and  when  that happens, this world will start to die.” 

Aranos  considered  the  man’s  words  carefully,  then  shook  his head.  “I think you’re wrong,” he finally said. 

“Wrong?” Arioch laughed.  “I’m not wrong, Aranos.  I watched all this happen.” 

“Oh,  I  believe  you  about  what  happened  before,”  the  Sorcerer mused.  “I think you’re wrong when you say that it worked.” 

“It did,” Arioch insisted. 

“It can’t have,” Aranos said firmly.  “You see, Arioch, I have a skill that lets me sense souls after they die.” 

“Soulbinding,”  the  man  nodded.    “I’ve  got  it,  too.    Virnal  taught me; I needed it to affect the Doors.” 

“No, mine’s different.  I don’t capture souls.  I heal them and let them  pass  on  to  their  next  life.”    He  looked  gravely  at  the  man. 

“When I use it, I can feel what a soul feels, Arioch.  They remember their lives.  They aren’t losing their memories when they die.” 

“That…”    The  man  frowned.    “No,  they  have  to.    If  they  didn’t, they’d  be  reborn  as  the  same  person,  with  the  same  memories  and thoughts as before.  That isn’t happening.” 

“Because  they  aren’t  being  reborn,”  Aranos  concluded.    “Like  I said, I can feel it when they die – and I can feel it when they pass on. 

They don’t linger in Ka.  They go somewhere else.” 

“Where?” the fallen man asked. 

“I don’t know.  But they aren’t being reborn unless someone else is taking them and harvesting their memories somehow.”  He tapped his  chin  thoughtfully.    “That’s  probably  why  Golloron  gave  Geltheriel and I this Quest.  The Lord and Lady knew that this wasn’t working, and  they  wanted  to  put  it  back  the  way  it  was  so  they  could  try something else.” 

Arioch  shook  his  head.    “The  Lady  would  have  told  me  if  it failed,” he said adamantly. 

“Would she?  Would you have listened to her if she did?”  Aranos gestured around at the rubble surrounding them.  “I’m guessing you worked hard to come up with this solution, Arioch.  You gave up a lot to make it happen, including your name and reputation in this world. 

Knowing  that  you  sacrificed  all  that  for  nothing…”    He  shook  his head.  “I don’t think you’d have undone this even if she told you.” 

“And if you’re wrong?” Arioch said flatly. 

“Then once I restore the Bridge, I can work to find another way to fix  the  problem,”  Aranos  shrugged.    “One  that  doesn’t  doom  the Lightborn to an eternity of slavery.” 

Arioch rested his hand on his sword.  “I’ve invested far too much in this world to gamble with it,” he said, anger rising in his voice.  “I’m not going to just let you undo all my work, Sorcerer.” 

“And  should  you  attempt  to  stop  him,  we  will  prevent  you,” 

Geltheriel  said,  also  holding  the  hilt  of  her  sheathed  blade.    “Alone, you cannot defeat us, as we have shown you time and again, Fallen One.” 

“You’re  right,”  Arioch  nodded.    “Alone,  I  can’t  seem  to  beat  you all.  Fortunately, I didn’t come alone.” 

The  very  fabric  of  the  Kala  shifted  around  Aranos,  growing darker  and  colder,  and  the  Sorcerer  looked  intently  at  Arioch.    “Did Virnal come with you herself this time?” 

Arioch  laughed.    “Oh,  no.    The  Darkbringer’s  busy  riding  along with your friend Lily right now – although I’m guessing that Lily’s not the one in control.”  Aranos’ eyes widened in dismay, and the warrior laughed again.  “What?  You thought Lily could summon and control all  those  bodakkai  and  the  Shadowborn  armies  all  by  herself?    No, Virnal’s  the  one  pulling  those  strings.”    He  shrugged.    “I  brought someone else who has a grudge against you.” 

The air continued to darken and cool as faint sounds tickled the edge  of  Aranos’  hearing.    An  odd  taste  lingered  on  his  tongue,  a flavor that reminded him of copper and rotting meat, and something prickled  his  skin  as  if  tiny  insects  crawled  across  him.    His  eyes

widened as he recognized the sensations, and a single glance at the fear-filled faces of his party members confirmed his guess. 

“Morx,”  he  said  quietly,  even  as  the  faceless,  black-shrouded figure swirled into being in the middle of his aura. 

“Indeed, Sorcerer,” the Lord of Nightmares spoke in a voice filled with the gurgle of blood, the snap of cracking bone, the sobbing of a lone child, and the scream of a woman dying in pain.  The god held up  a  blackened,  withered  hand  and  pointed  it  directly  at  Aranos’

chest.  “I have come, and now you will pay for what you have done to me.” 

Chapter 26

Aranos  released  his  Domains  instantly,  and  power  flooded  the Kala  as  his  four  Primal  Aspects  exploded  from  him.    The  god shrieked  in  rage  as  waves  of  silver  and  gold  fire  crashed  against  it, rising toward its flesh.  A shield of darkness flashed out from the god, driving  back  Aranos’  power,  and  the  god  responded  with  a  massive wave  of  gray  energy  that  surged  toward  the  Sorcerer.    The  rush  of power  shrieked  with  despairing  cries,  and  Aranos  saw  tormented faces  writhing  beneath  its  surface  as  the  god  empowered  the  Spell with  trapped  souls.    Aranos  forged  a  Mage  Shield  with  a  thought, boosting  it  with  Ascension  and  Liberation,  and  the  mass  of  dark power crashed into it and rolled to the sides. 

Arioch drew his blade and flashed toward Aranos faster than the Sorcerer could see, but not as swiftly as Geltheriel could move.  The Shade’s  Presence  washed  outward  as  she  slammed  into  the  fallen warrior, her white blade flaring with power and her Champion’s Armor covering  her  like  a  second  skin.    Her  armored  fist  crashed  into  the side  of  Arioch’s  skull,  while  her  sword  slashed  across  his  chest, ripping  through  his  armor  and  drawing  a  fine  spray  of  silver-black blood.    The  Fallen  Paladin  dropped  back,  flinging  a  blast  of  purple flames  at  the  woman,  but  she  ignored  them,  letting  them  wash harmlessly across her shademetal armor. 

“That’s  new,”  the  man  muttered,  staring  at  the  blue-silver  metal coating her body.  “Can you even move in that?” 

“Well  enough  to  end  you,  Fallen  One,”  she  replied,  her  blade extended.  “And this was a gift from my Oathbinder.” 

“He  makes  the  best  toys,”  the  man  shook  his  head.    “Let’s  see how well it actually works, though.”  The fire around the man’s blade shifted  to  arcs  of  black  lightning  that  snapped  and  popped  up  and down the huge sword, and he lunged at the elf. 

Mutroda  crashed  into  the  man’s  side,  knocking  him  sprawling, her shield glowing with celestial power.  “Sorry, Fallen,” she growled at  the  man  as  he  rolled  swiftly  to  his  feet.    “She’s  not  exactly  alone here.” 

“Neither am I,” the golden-skinned warrior grinned.  “Morx?” 

“Face  your  nightmares,”  the  god  hissed  in  response,  and  a dozen dark shapes swirled into being, rushing to attack the members of the party.  Avalyn screamed in terror as something sprang for her, a  creature  that  seemed  a  shifting  blob  of  darkness  in  Aranos’

Battlesense but that filled the Sorceress with panic.  Before the thing could reach the girl, though, Silma grasped it in her fangs and flung it to the side. 

 Mutroda, help the others,  Aranos ordered silently.  Geltheriel can handle Arioch. 

 On it, Sorcerer.  Can you deal with the Living Nightmare? 

 Only one way to find out. 

Aranos  hurled  a  blast  of  Ascension-boosted  golden  flames  at Morx,  but  the  fires  curled  harmlessly  against  the  god’s  dark  shield. 

Morx laughed hollowly, shaking its head. 

“You will not surprise me the same way, Sorcerer,” it spoke in its rasping voice.  “I am more than prepared to deal with…” 

The god shrieked in pain as Aranos fired a lance of silver energy wrapped  in  a  sheath  of  ever-shifting  Liberation  that  tore  through  its shield and crashed into its chest.  Morx flung columns of bright blue flames that roared around Aranos’ shield of War harmlessly, and the Sorcerer struck back with chains of golden fire that wrapped around his foe, searing its flesh before it shattered them with a gesture. 

“You were prepared to deal with Redemption,” Aranos smiled at the  god,  deflecting  a  hundred  spinning  blades  of  darkness  with  a blast of golden fire.  “I’m more than Redemption, though, Morx.  I’m War  in  the  name  of  the  Light.    I’m  Liberation  from  the  chains  of Darkness.”  He wove all four of his Primal Aspects into a single braid, binding them with strands of Ascension.  “I am Ascension beyond the limits of magic – and soon, I’ll be your death.”  He flung his power at the god, and the column of energy smashed through Morx’ upraised shield and hurled the god back toward the edge of his Domain. 

Morx  floated  to  its  feet,  its  cloak  ripped  and  torn  to  reveal thousands  of  faces  writhing  beneath  its  pale,  white  flesh,  each screaming in silent agony before vanishing into its depths.  “You have

power, Sorcerer,” the god acknowledged, raising its hands.  “You are not the only master of Primal mana here, though.” 

Power rolled out from the god, crashing over the Kala and filling it with terrifying energy.  Screams and cries of despair rang through the air around the party, and images of pain and horror rose and fell about them with seeming randomness.  The world spun crazily, as if gravity  vanished,  and  the  party  members  cried  out  in  fear  or astonishment as the ground shifted beneath their feet. 

“The  Dreamscape,”  Aranos  whispered  as  he  recognized  the feeling of the world surrounding him. 

“Indeed, Sorcerer,” the dark god hissed.  “Feel the power of the Domain  of  Nightmare!”    It  raised  a  hand,  and  the  ground  beneath Aranos bucked and shifted, flinging him from his feet.  He lashed out with  a  blast  of  War  and  Ascension,  but  the  energy  shivered  and vanished as it neared the god, and Morx laughed darkly. 

“In this realm, I rule,” it chortled.  “My will is reality, and all magic falls within my purview.” 

Black  flames  shot  from  the  god  and  crashed  through  Aranos’

barrier,  washing  over  the  Sorcerer.    Pain  flared  through  his  body  as his SP dropped by 25% from that single attack.  He wove a shield of War  and  Liberation,  flinging  it  out  to  push  back  the  attack,  and  the flames died out, but Morx simply chuckled evilly. 

“My  Domain  is  a  place  of  fear  and  terror,”  it  spoke.    “I  am Nightmare brought to life!” 

Dark  shapes  sprang  from  the  shadowy  ground,  rushing  toward Aranos  with  terrifying  speed.    A  hundred  black-furred,  rabbit-like creatures  with  obsidian  antlers  raced  toward  him  with  terrifying speed,  and  a  stab  of  fear  filled  him  as  he  recognized  them  as cenziks.  He recalled his helplessness as he died to a single one of these monsters, the pain he felt as its antlers ripped through him.  He lashed out instinctively, and a wave of gold and silver fire washed out in  all  directions,  turning  most  of  the  creatures  to  ash.    A  single  one sped  through  his  assault  and  leaped  on  him,  its  teeth  and  antlers tearing at his flesh and dropping his SP down to 50% before he tore it free and incinerated it with a blast of golden fire. 

“You  should  have  joined  me  long  ago,  Sorcerer,”  the  dark  god whispered.  “I would have raised you up above all others and made you my disciple.  Instead, you will know only pain and misery all the days of your life.” 

It  gestured,  and  black  thorns  erupted  from  the  ground  beneath Aranos,  wrapping  around  him  and  pinning  him  in  place.    He  lashed out  with  blasts  of  War  and  Redemption,  but  the  thorns  shed  his flames and sank into his flesh, dropping his SP down below 25% and rendering him mute and helpless. 

Morx floated over to Aranos, reaching out to touch the Sorcerer’s face with a long, slim finger that seared as it slid across his cheek. 

“Foolish mortal,” the god exulted softly.  “Your struggles are useless. 

Within  the  world  of  dreams,  my  will  is  supreme.    None  can  contest with me here!” 

Aranos’ eyes narrowed.  That’s not true,  he thought desperately as his SP bar crawled down another percent.  I’ve beaten you in the Dreamscape before, Morx.  I can do it again. 

He closed his eyes to concentrate, but pain flared through him as Morx’ finger dug into his flesh.  “No!” the god hissed.  “You will watch as  Arioch  slays  your  Follower,  and  my  nightmares  destroy  your friends.  You will remember this moment for all your days, Sorcerer!” 

Aranos ignored the agony rising through him.  This is the Realm of  Dreams,  he  told  himself  silently.  That  means  my  Dreamstriding skill should work here.  It’s just a matter of will and concentration…

He  silently  activated  his  skill,  reaching  out  to  the  Dreamscape and  pulling  energy  from  it.    The  power  flowed  through  him,  and  he drove it out into the air around him.  Morx’ will clamped down on his efforts,  holding  him  in  place,  but  Aranos  simply  pressed  harder, adding strands of Ascension and Liberation to the gathered energy. 

 Morx’ will won’t contain mine,  he thought grimly, pressing as hard as he could, driving the effort with his will.  I will NOT surrender!  I will NOT be contained! 

“I  WILL  NOT  FAIL!”    The  words  roared  from  his  mouth  as  his power tore through Morx’ bonds and shattered the dark god’s grip on him.    Gold  and  silver  flames  rushed  outward  and  filled  his  Domain, 

and Morx shrieked in pain and fear as Aranos’ will wrested the dark god’s Domain from its grasp. 

He  felt  its  power  settle  around  him,  the  power  of  the Dreamscape,  driven  by  his  will  alone.    Ascension  crowed triumphantly as it engulfed the new energy, binding it to Aranos; War roared  its  battle  cry,  and  Redemption  screamed  in  rage  at  the  dark god.  Liberation flared with power as it tore the god’s grip free of the Dreamscape,  hurling  Morx  away  from  the  Sorcerer  with  a  blast  of power. 

“HOW?”  Morx  screamed,  flinging  a  column  of  black  energy  at Aranos.    The  Sorcerer  flexed  his  will,  and  the  energy  sputtered  and died  as  he  refused  to  allow  it  to  exist  in  his  realm.    “THAT  IS

IMPOSSIBLE!” 

“Nothing’s  impossible  in  the  Realm  of  Dreams,  Morx,”  Aranos said grimly.  “You should know better than anyone that if you have the will  here,  then  you  can  make  it  happen.”    He  flexed  his  thoughts again, and golden chains lashed about the god, binding its hands and legs,  collaring  its  neck  and  pulling  it  to  its  knees.    “And  you  were wrong.  Here, MY will is supreme.” 

The god screamed in rage, shattering his chains with a burst of power and rising into the air.  “I will destroy you, Sorcerer!” it raged, gathering Primal Darkness between its hands.  “You will know pain at my  hands!”    The  god  flung  the  mass  of  blackness  at  Aranos,  but  a flash  of  white  suddenly  cleaved  it  down  the  center.    The  flames parted,  and  Geltheriel  stood  between  them,  her  sword  blazing  with brilliant  light.    Nicks  and  cuts  marred  her  armor,  and  blood  flowed freely from a dozen wounds, but she stood tall, gleaming in the light of her blade. 

“You have failed, Dark One,” she said contemptuously, gesturing at  Arioch.    The  golden  warrior  twitched  feebly  on  the  ground,  blood pouring  from  a  wound  in  his  chest,  his  sword  broken  and  shattered beside him.  Gashes covered his body, weeping more of his glowing blood,  and  he  clutched  the  stump  of  his  severed  right  hand.    “Your Champion has fallen, and your dark minions are slain.” 

“You want to fight the Sorcerer?” Mutroda spoke, walking over to stand beside the elf.  “You have to get through us, first.” 

“We  aren’t  afraid  of  you,”  Avalyn  added,  limping  slightly  as  she came  up  beside  Aranos  with  Silma  and  Glorferdir  joining  her.    “You fight one of us, you fight us all.” 

“And  that  is  how  the  Darkness  will  always  fail,  Master  of Nightmares,” Rhys added as he and Miwango came to stand on the other side of the Sorcerer.  “The Light will not surrender to you, and so long as we endure, you cannot succeed.” 

“You  stand  with  the  Sorcerer?”  the  god  roared,  floating  up  into the air.  “THEN DIE WITH HIM!” 

Power  exploded  from  Morx,  a  wave  of  Darkness  that  roared inexorably  toward  the  party,  titanic  beyond  belief.    Geltheriel  stood before it, her blade erupting with power as she cut through the blast, while  Mutroda  thrust  her  celestial  shield  forward,  roaring  as  the energy exploded past her.  Aranos stepped forward, raising a shield of  War  and  Redemption  before  the  others,  and  the  Darkness shuddered against his power and flowed harmlessly to the sides. 

Even  as  he  did,  a  voice  cried  out  in  dismay.    “Miwango!”  Rhys shouted.  Aranos spun to see the turaloke hovering above his shield, facing  the  wave  of  blackness  with  wide  eyes.    The  dragonelle  dove toward  the  safety  of  the  barrier,  but  Aranos  knew  he  wouldn’t  make it.  The terrible power rushed eagerly at the shining creature, reaching for him with grasping hands…

Rhys vanished from Aranos’ side, and Miwango appeared in his place.  The turaloke crashed to the ground, his momentum carrying him into the stone of the Kala with a loud crack.  Aranos’ eyes shot upward, and he saw the black power slam into the Druid’s form high overhead. 

“RHYS!” he roared as the energy ripped through the elf’s body. 

He  blasted  upward  without  thought,  energy  flaring  around  him  in  a shield that shed the Darkness effortlessly.  He caught the Druid’s torn and battered form, seeing the man’s LP bar plummet toward zero in his eyes. 

“Rhys,  hold  on,”  he  said  desperately,  descending  to  the  ground as swiftly as possible and pulling out his bandages.  “Let me see what I can do…” 

“There  is  –  no  time,  Liberator,”  the  Druid  groaned.    “I  do  not  –

have long…” 

Aranos wanted to protest, but he knew the man was right.  The flames  burned  off  his  bright  green  hair,  leaving  his  face  and  scalp blistered and blackened.  Only one eye gazed up at him; a boiled and charred mass filled the other socket.  Most of his flesh lay bare, and bone  gleamed  where  the  god’s  power  ate  through  his  skin  and muscle.    Even  if  Meridian  had  been  there,  Aranos  doubted  the Shaman could do anything; Aranos’ poultices and bandages wouldn’t help in the least. 

Anger flared in him, rage at the dark god, but Rhys gripped his arm with surprising strength.  “No – Liberator,” he croaked, spitting up blood and cooked flesh.  “I see – the vengeance – in your eyes.  If you  would  –  honor  my  death…”    The  man  took  a  gasping  breath. 

“Take the – the power of – my soul,” he gasped out.  “Do what – what must be done.  For me, Aranos – my friend…” 

The elf fell silent, his chest still and his eye sliding slowly shut. 

Grief and rage rose up in Aranos, and he felt the power surge in his chest,  demanding  to  escape.    With  the  Soul  energy  he’d  stored, Aranos could cast an Impossible Tempest that would consume even the  god.    His  fury  demanded  it;  his  rage  screamed  for  him  to  strike down  the  creature  that  killed  his  friend,  but  the  Druid’s  last  words echoed in his ears. 

“For you, Rhys,” Aranos nodded, tears falling from his eyes as he touched the man’s chest.  “I’ll do what must be done.” 

He  closed  his  eyes  and  reached  out  to  the  Druid  with  his Lifesense, touching the elf’s departing soul.  He felt Rhys’ sorrow and pain, but also his triumph and joy.  Happiness suffused the man; Rhys lived well and died for the sake of his beloved Miwango.  He’d passed without regret, and power rolled into Aranos in a wave as he touched the  Druid’s  soul,  more  power  than  he’d  ever  taken  from  a  soul before. 

 Freely given,  he heard the elf’s voice in his mind.  Freely given to a true friend. 

Even as the power rushed through him, though, Aranos rose to his  feet,  his  eyes  wide.    He’d  never  used  Soulweaving  in  the  Kala

before; he’d never had a reason to, since the bodakkai lacked souls. 

That was the only reason he’d missed it, the reason he hadn’t seen what  stood  before  him  this  entire  time.    The  Kala  wasn’t  an  empty void  of  Darkness  and  shadow;  souls  filled  it,  more  souls  than  he’d ever seen before. 

He stared around him in wonder at the thousands – no, millions of souls that wandered the Kala, their numbers endless in his sight. 

Creatures  of  every  shape  and  size,  of  every  race  and  description milled  about  the  Ways,  despair  and  sorrow  radiating  from  them  in waves.  He understood the true ramifications of what Arioch had done at  last.    The  souls  of  the  fallen  couldn’t  stay  in  Ka  –  that  was  the realm  of  mortals,  not  of  immortal  souls  –  and  they  couldn’t  move  to their  final  destinations,  so  they  simply  remained  here,  in  Darkness, waiting for release that would never come. 

“I  never  knew,”  he  whispered  in  awe,  ignoring  the  dark  god raging beyond him.  “I – how didn’t I see this?” 

“See  what?”  Avalyn  asked  from  his  side.    “Aranos,  I’m  sorry about Rhys, but we need you.  Morx is…” 

“The souls,” he said softly.  “So many souls…” 

“What?” 

“All  the  souls  –  the  ones  that  couldn’t  move  on,”  he  said  with growing excitement.  “They – they’re here!  They’re stuck in the Kala, trapped with nowhere to go!” 

“That’s  –  creepy,”  she  said,  shivering  and  looking  around.    “But Morx…” 

“Doesn’t matter,” Aranos said, closing his eyes and reaching out to the souls surrounding him.  “He’s lost.  They’ve all lost.  The Feast ends,  now.”    Carl  had  told  him  there  was  a  way  for  him  to  win,  to defeat the Darkness and complete his Quest, and now he knew what it  was.    With  the  power  of  this  many  souls,  his  Spell  would  be unstoppable.  The Lalu could be freed at last.  His Soulweaving skill stretched out, touching a thousand souls at once – and he drew them toward him, his thoughts gentle. 

 Come  to  me,  he  bid  them  quietly.  Come,  and  I’ll  end  your suffering. 

The souls hesitated for a moment.  An end?  a voice spoke in his head.  An end!  Yes, an end! 

Souls  streamed  toward  him,  a  handful  at  first,  then  more  and more.  As they came, Aranos dove into the well of his Primal mana and  pulled  up  strands  of  Liberation  and  Redemption,  of  War  and Ascension.    He  wove  them  around  him,  guiding  the  energy  through his starsteel hand and channeling it into his Soulborn Unbinding.  The power erupted from him, reaching out into the Kala, the runic tendrils of power drawing power from his core as the Spell ignited in a blaze of white light. 

“SORCERER!” Morx screamed.  “NO!”  The dark god rushed at Aranos,  power  blazing  in  its  hands,  but  it  stumbled  as  Silma appeared behind it, her blazing teeth tearing into its legs with ease. 

The  god  snarled  and  whipped  toward  the  fenrin,  but  Mutroda slammed her shield into the god, knocking it backward, then slashed at it with her glowing halberd.  The celestial blade bit into Morx’ flesh, and  the  god  hissed  in  anger  and  hurled  a  blast  of  black  fire  at  the dwarf. 

Geltheriel’s  blade  caught  the  blast  and  twisted  it  to  the  side, parrying it away.  “Flee, creature of Darkness,” she said in a ringing voice.  “You face the full might of the Ascendants, and against us you will never prevail!” 

“You will all know pain and suffering!” the god screeched, lashing out at the elf, who dodged his blow with ease.  “I will rend your flesh and tear your minds to shreds…!” 

“No,”  Aranos  said  simply,  raising  a  hand  toward  the  god.    “You won’t.  You’re done, Morx.  I’m ending this, right now.  It’s time to pay for all the souls you’ve doomed to torment.” 

Power roared through him as the souls of the Kala sped toward him.    He  welcomed  them  all,  touching  them  with  his  power  and healing the hurts of their tortured existence.  He fed that power into his Spell, but even with that outlet, he overflowed with energy, and he dumped ten thousand Soul Points into his rising mana, the power a drop  in  the  endless  sea  of  souls  rushing  toward  him  from  all  sides. 

His  Primal  energies  twined  together,  raging  with  the  energy  of  all those healed souls becoming something vast and titanic beyond his

belief  and  streaking  toward  Morx  as  Aranos  cast  his  Soulfire  Blast. 

He’d cast the Spell in rage when Saphielle died; now he cast it in pity and  grief,  as  retribution  for  all  those  souls  the  Dark  Pantheon consigned to endless misery, and in sorrow for his fallen friend. 

A  yard-thick  column  of  flame  tinged  the  green  of  Rhys’  hair roared  toward  the  dark  god,  who  stared  at  it  with  wide  eyes.    Morx had  struck  at  Aranos  with  the  power  of  tormented  souls;  now  the Sorcerer  lashed  back  with  the  force  of  vengeful  ones.    Screams  of rage  echoed  from  the  blast  as  angry  faces  appeared  in  the  current, each  crying  for  justice  against  the  dark  god  who’d  held  trap  them. 

Aranos  recognized  the  face  at  the  forefront,  the  determination  and calm patience in Rhys’ gaze as the fallen Druid struck the final blow against the Darkness he’d always wanted. 

Morx’ dark shield shattered as the torrent of souls struck it, and the energy tore into the dark god.  Power raged through the Lord of Nightmares,  flames  burning  along  its  limbs  and  searing  its  flesh  to ash.    Spectral  hands  tore  at  the  god’s  skin  and  grasped  its  limbs, binding it in place.  Souls swarmed over it, ripping the deity to shreds, plucking  out  its  eyes  and  tongue,  and  tearing  the  meat  from  its bones.    Morx  screamed  in  torment  as  the  Spell  obliterated  its  body, but even as the skeletal creature collapsed to the stones of the Kala, Aranos knew it lived. 

 Not for long, though. 

Geltheriel leaped forward, her blade plunging down and piercing the god’s visible, pulsing heart.  Silma lifted her muzzle and howled, and golden-blue flame rippled outward, crawling down the sword and searing the god’s flesh.  Mutroda lifted her halberd high and brought it down  on  the  fallen  god’s  neck,  roaring,  “For  the  Light!”  as  she  did. 

Morx’  head  flew  free  of  its  body,  soaring  into  the  air,  and  as  it  died, Aranos reached out with his Soulweaving skill. 

He felt the god’s soul rising from its body, slowly dissipating, and reality lurched around him as the soul unraveled.  Instead of allowing it  to  dissolve,  he  grasped  it  and  linked  it  to  his  Spell,  letting  the construct  draw  power  directly  from  the  deity’s  essence.    The  AI’s essence  needed  an  object,  something  linked  to  it  to  keep  the  world


from suffering, and his Spell was an object – as was the Kala it swiftly and inexorably moved to fill. 

Morx’  soul  shuddered  as  the  Spell  sucked  power  from  it, exploding  into  the  far  distance  as  it  took  power  from  such  a  rich source  of  soul  energy.    At  the  same  time,  Aranos  kept  feeding  the power  he  gathered  from  the  souls  that  swarmed  him  into  the  Spell, driving it to expand in every direction far beyond what he could see. 

The  world  shivered  again  as  the  Spell  seemed  to  reach  some sort of boundary.  His runic structures trembled and flashed, pulsing as  power  roared  through  them.    The  entire  world  seemed  to  erupt with the brilliance of celestial energy, the pure white light searing into him and the others with terrific fury.  He heard a scream as the power flared, and when it faded, he saw Geltheriel laying on the now golden stones beneath them, panting heavily as blood flowed from her eyes and ears. 

“Geltheriel!” he shouted, rushing to her side and kneeling beside her.  She blinked rapidly, seeming dazed for a moment, then sat up slowly, wincing as she did.  “Are you okay?” he demanded. 

“I…”    She  stopped,  frowning,  and  looked  down  at  herself.    Her eyes widened, and she flung her arms around him, dragging him into an embrace. 

“Oathbinder,  I  am  healed!”  she  whispered  softly,  squeezing  him tightly.  “The Corruption – it is gone at last!” 



Chapter 27

“Are  you  sure?”  he  asked,  then  immediately  regretted  the stupidity of the question.  Of course, she’d know, wouldn’t she? 

“I  am,”  she  simply  replied,  burying  her  face  in  his  shoulder.    “I can  feel  it!    It  no  longer  whispers  to  me;  it  no  longer  drives  me  to anger and hatred.”  She sobbed briefly, and he felt her body shaking against him.  “You have done it, Aranos!  It – it could not have been done, it was an impossibility, but somehow, you have done it!” 

Aranos simply held her, not saying a word.  He knew that weeks of  fear,  despair,  and  hope  all  crashed  on  her  at  that  moment. 

Geltheriel was stronger than anyone he knew, but even the strongest people  broke  down  sometimes.    She  needed  to  get  it  out,  and  the best thing he could do was be there for her. 

As  he  held  her,  he  pulled  up  his  waiting  notifications,  eyeing them curiously. 

Skill Evolution! 

Skill: Dreamstriding^ has become Dream Mastery*

Rank: Master 1

You are a master of the Realm of Dreams, moving through it like a native and unfettered by its normal limitations. 

Effect: You are able to perfectly navigate the Realm of Dreams. 

Effects are as Dreamwalking, but with the following changes: Your  chance  of  reaching  any  location  is  doubled,  to  a  max  of 100%. 

The minimum Willpower required to reach a location is reduced by 2% per Skill level. 

Your  Wis  Stat  is  treated  as  25%  higher  for  the  purposes  of determining travel times. 

All travel times are reduced by 50%, plus 1% per Skill level. 

Adept Level Ability: You can pierce any barrier designed to hide or ward out dream travel by making an Opposed Check: your [Wis +

Skill  level]  versus  the  creator’s  [Int  +  Skill  or  Spell  level].    You  can improve  this  Check  by  sacrificing  Willpower:  10  points  of  Willpower









grants a +1 bonus to your Check.  You treat all locations in the Dream World as one class easier to reach for purposes of travel time. 

Expert Level Ability: Willpower costs in the Realm of Dreams are reduced  by  2%  per  Skill  level  to  a  minimum  of  1%.    You  can physically  enter  and  exit  the  Dream  World  at  will  without  needing special equipment or to sleep, bringing one individual with you per 10

full  ranks  of  this  Skill.    When  you  physically  enter  the  Dreamscape, you can use it to travel swiftly from location to location. 

Master  Level  Ability:  You  instinctively  control  all  energy  around you in the Realm of Dreams.  This control extends to your Charisma in feet.  Within this area, any creature attempting to attack, harm, or bind  you  must  make  an  Opposed  Check:  their  [Cha  +  Class  level]

versus  your  [Wis  +  Skill  level].    Failure  means  they  are  unable  to affect  you  with  their  effort  in  any  way.    This  ability  functions  even when you are unaware of the attempt. 

Perk Gained! 

You have gained the Perk: Primal Dreamwalker

Primal Dreamwalker

You have learned to infuse the power of dreams into your Domain. 

Effects: While your Domain is unbound, your Willpower boosts all your  Spells  and  Abilities.    You  gain  1%  to  the  Spell  Power  of  your Spells  or  the  effectiveness  of  any  arcane  Abilities  you  use  per  100

points of Willpower you possess (currently +168%).  Your unleashed Domain space functions as the Dreamscape, allowing you to travel by force of will and control it as you would the Dreamscape. 

Cleansing Quest Completed: A Door Between Realms Quest Objective: Discover the secrets of the Arcane Doors and restore them to full functionality. 

Difficulty: S

Reward:  +50,000  XP,  New  Title,  Cleansed  of  all  accumulated  CP, 













??? 

  

Final Objective: Liberate all Arcane Doors

Objective Completed: You  have  Liberated  all  remaining  Arcane Doors. 

Reward: +30,000 XP

Title Gained! 

Title: True Redeemer

By Redeeming an entire Realm, you have shown that nothing is beyond your Redemption. 

Benefit:  You  are  immune  to  gaining  CP,  and  no  creature  within 60’  of  you  can  gain  CP  through  external  effects  such  as  Corrupted Ground.    The  area  within  60’  of  you  is  automatically  considered Redeemed  Ground,  grants  1  RP  per  hour  to  those  within,  and weakens Corrupted creatures.  Corrupted creatures within 60’ of you lose 1 CP per hour if they are less than Befouled.  Your Redemptive Spells  and  Abilities  work  against  sapient  creatures,  even  those  that are  Befouled  or  more  Corrupted,  although  you  cannot  reduce  a heavily Corrupted creature below the Befouled rank. 

Cha +5

Your Companion has gained a level! 

Current Level: 34

Per +28, Agil +28, Other Stats +20, +32 Stat points to assign Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up! 

Primal Sorcerer Level: 14

Current XP: 690,524/703,000

Int +27, Wis +18, Cha +18, +21 Stat points

 I am the One and the Primal…





Sorcerer Ascendant Level: 22

Current XP: 483,262 /496,000

Int +7, Wis +5, Cha +5, +5 Stat points

 I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…

Sorcerer Level: 23

Current XP: 264,131/276,000

Int +5, Wis +3, Cha +3, +3 Stat points

 You may call me Sorcerer Supreme-ish! 

You have increased your Wis Stat to more than 400 points!  By surpassing this threshold, you have advanced this Stat to a new level and gain a bonus based on your playstyle:

Max SP: Your max SP is increased by 30 SP per level. 

True  Stability:  Your  Spells  receive  a  +100%  bonus  to  the Opposed Check to resist being disjoined. 

Indomitable  Will:  You  are  immune  to  any  Spell,  Skill,  or  Ability that alters or affects your mind. 

He read over his notifications with a sense of awe.  Completing the Quest gave him a total of five levels, a Perk, a Skill Evolution, and a Title.  It was the single largest gain he’d ever gotten in the game, but then, the Quest had practically been an impossible one.  When he considered  all  the  ways  he  could  have  failed  it,  all  the  times  he’d managed  to  succeed  by  doing  something  seemingly  impossible,  he couldn’t  help  but  feel  that  perhaps  the  rewards  were  a  bit  light,  if anything. 

He  glanced  over  at  the  body  of  Rhys,  lying  still  on  the  ground, Miwango  bent  over  the  Druid’s  body  and  shaking  in  grief.  And  the costs to complete it were higher than I ever wanted to pay. 

Grief swept away his inherent gamer greed, and he dropped his extra  points  into  Charisma  without  further  complaint,  bringing  it  to 599, then closed the notifications as Geltheriel pulled away from him, wiping her eyes. 

“Thank  you,”  she  whispered,  shaking  her  head.    “You  have restored me to wholeness.  It is – it is beyond what I could have ever imagined possible, Aranos.” 

“Indeed,”  a  voice  spoke,  one  that  rumbled  in  Aranos’  ears  and sent warmth flowing through his chest.  “I cannot help but agree.” 

Aranos spun, gathering his mana, while Geltheriel snatched her sword from where it fell on the ground.  Mutroda stepped in front of the  Sorcerer,  her  shield  raised  and  a  growl  rumbling  in  her  chest, while Glorferdir mimicked the sound as he slunk forward. 

The figure that stood before the party simply smiled at them, his hands at his sides, radiating an aura of calm and peace.  His skin and eyes gleamed burnished gold in the light of the restored Bridge, and his hair flowed away from his head in bright yellow locks that twisted and flapped like flames in an unfelt breeze.  Gleaming starsteel armor covered  his  chest,  and  a  massive  glaive  jutted  up  from  where  he’d strapped it to his back.  Light emanated from the man, bright enough to be seen even over the glow of the Lalu but not intense enough to jab at Aranos’ eyes. 

The man looked around, the smile never leaving his face.  “This

– this should not have been possible, and yet, here I stand, proof that it was done.  I would know how it happened.” 

“Who  are  you?”  Geltheriel  demanded,  not  lifting  her  sword  but not lowering it either.  “Are you another of the Dark Pantheon, here to tempt my Oathbinder?” 

“No,  Daughter  of…”    The  man  hesitated.    “Evenshade?    I  am unfamiliar  with  that  House,  I  am  afraid.”    He  laughed  a  little deprecatingly.    “Then  again,  I  am  unfamiliar  with  most  of  what  has occurred upon the face of Ka these long centuries.” 

“The  Sunlord,”  Mutroda  murmured  reverently,  lowering  her weapon and shield.  “That’s who you are, isn’t it?” 

“Indeed, child of the Stone,” the god nodded.  “I am Aren, called Sunlord  or  Bringer  of  Light,  chief  of  the  gods  of  the  Pantheon  of Light.”    He  hesitated  again  as  the  dwarf  bowed  low  before  him.    “A Champion of Light?  In truth?  Your devotion to the Light through that great  Darkness  must  have  been  impressive  indeed,  daughter  of  the Stone.  Perhaps it is I who should bow to you.” 

The  god  turned  his  eyes  to  Aranos,  and  the  Sorcerer  felt pressure  against  his  mind,  a  light  and  feathery  touch  but  one  that sought  to  pilfer  his  thoughts.    Aranos  hardened  his  will,  and  the pressure withdrew. 

“Forgive me,” the god smiled.  “I do not wish to pry, but I know little  of  the  Mortal  Realm  and  what  occurred  there.    I  seek  only information, nothing more.” 

“The proper way to gain that is to ask,” Aranos responded dryly. 

“Not to try and pick our thoughts from our heads.” 

“Our  thoughts?”  Avalyn  asked,  her  eyes  suddenly  widening. 

“Wait – you can read our minds?” 

“Indeed,  young  Traveler,”  the  god  nodded.    “Only  your  surface thoughts  and  recent  memories,  however.    For  example,  I  observed your battle with my former Champion, Arioch the Fallen.”  He sighed sadly.  “I suspected that his defection connected to the shattering of the Bridge, but I had no proof until now.” 

“Then  you  do  not  know  of  the  Feast,  Bright  One?”  Geltheriel asked  curiously.    “Of  the  breaking  of  the  Lands  of  Light,  and  the terrible  peace  under  which  we  existed,  all  unknowing  until  my Oathbinder revealed it?” 

Aren’s face turned sorrowful.  “I know of such now, daughter,” he sighed.  “I see its truth in your thoughts.  The bodakkai, unleashed on your  world  –  the  Nightmare  Beasts,  rampaging  unopposed.”    He shook his head.  “I wish that perhaps I had not learned such.” 

Aranos’ eyes narrowed.  “You had to have suspected something like  that,”  he  said  cautiously.    “I  mean,  when  the  Bridge  vanished, cutting you off, you had to have known the Darkness was behind it.” 

“I  suspected  my  wayward  sister,  Virnal,  acted  against  us,  it  is true,”  the  man  admitted.    “Yet,  I  did  not  know.    Perhaps  the  Kala Kasbu  and  the  Lalu  Armizza  fell  as  one,  cutting  us  all  off  from  your world.  Perhaps the bright Lady and the vile Lord discarded us, their children,  and  sought  other  means  of  contesting  for  mortal  souls. 

Perhaps some greater power struck at the world, something beyond my ken.” 

He  shrugged.    “Even  with  that  suspicion,  though,  I  did  not suspect  that  the  Bridge’s  destruction  would  grant  the  Darkness  free

access to your world.”  He glanced at Aranos.  “How was it done, if I might ask?  How did the Shadow lock us away from your world?” 

“The  Arcane  Doors,”  the  Sorcerer  replied  after  a  moment weighing  the  merits  of  telling  the  god  or  concealing  it,  knowing  that Aren  could  probably  just  pick  the  thoughts  from  his  party’s  minds. 

“Arioch Corrupted them and dragged the entire Bridge to the Ways of Shadow.    We  restored  them  and  freed  the  Bridge  to  return  to  its rightful place.” 

“That explains a great deal,” the god spoke slowly.  “However, as your  companions  consider  your  words,  I  see  that  you  have  rather critically understated the difficulty of your achievement.”  He glanced at  Mutroda.    “He  has  gained  the  Title  of  Priest  of  the  Soulstone among the dwarves, daughter?” 

“Indeed, Sunlord,” the dwarf nodded. 

The god glanced at Geltheriel.  “And he rules the Elven Realms in truth, not merely in name?” 

“He does, Bright One,” the elf smiled.  “He is also the High King of  the  two  remaining  Human  Kingdoms,  and  he  leads  us  all  against the bodakkai and Shadowborn.” 

“A  war  that  rages  as  we  speak,”  the  god  nodded,  then  glanced over at Miwango.  The turaloke curled over Rhys’ still form, resting his scaled  head  on  the  fallen  Druid’s  chest.    “And  you  have  lost  those close  to  you,”  the  deity  said  softly.    “This  was  your  Bonded,  young one?” 

 He  was  my  father,  the  turaloke  replied  silently.  Can  you  heal him? 

“That  is  beyond  my  power,  I  am  afraid,”  the  god  sighed.    “His soul  has  moved  on.    However…”    The  god  inclined  his  chin,  and Rhys’  body  wavered  briefly  before  reappearing,  whole  and  fully healed  of  his  terrible  wounds.    “That  is  the  limit  of  what  I  can  grant you,  young  one.    At  least,  you  will  be  able  to  remember  him  as  he was in life, not in death.” 

The  deity  looked  at  the  others.    “You  have  all  done  a  great service for the Light,” he said sincerely.  “Through your courage and determination, you have righted what was torn asunder, and the Light will  once  more  flow  upon  the  world.    For  that,  you  deserve  reward

beyond compare.  Were I able, I would grant you all a trace of divinity, naming you demi-gods of the Light.” 

He  sighed.    “Sadly,  my  power  is  greatly  reduced  from  the  long centuries without worship or souls joining the Light, and such a feat is beyond  me.    However,  ask  what  you  will,  and  I  will  grant  it  as  I  am able.”  He looked at Silma.  “Daughter?” 

 I need nothing, Great Father,  the wolf replied simply.  I follow my pack leader, and I’m content. 

“And yet, I will grant you that desire that runs through your heart, even unspoken as it is,” the god smiled.  He gestured, and the fenrin looked startled for a moment, glancing down at herself curiously.  “No longer  will  you  be  the  last  of  your  kind  in  Ka,”  the  god  explained. 

“Your line will continue, and one day, all will look to you as the mother of the fenrin race.” 

 My  thanks,  Great  Father,  the  wolf  bowed  her  head  before  the god.  That’s a precious gift. 

Aren  turned  toward  Avalyn.    “And  you,  child?    What  would  you wish?” 

“I…”  She hesitated, seeming to gather her courage.  “I want to be stronger,” she finally said.  “I want to be able to protect people and keep things like this war from happening.” 

“A noble goal,” the god nodded, raising his hand.  “I cannot grant you  my  power  directly,  as  you  are  not  a  Priest  of  my  faith.    I  can, however,  unlock  a  deeper  power  that  exists  within  you  already.” 

Glowing,  crimson  light  surged  from  Avalyn’s  midsection,  and  she gasped,  grasping  her  stomach  as  the  glow  swept  over  her  body before dissipating. 

“Whoa,” the girl whispered, her eyes unfocused as she stared at her status.  She looked at Aranos, her expression awed.  “I just got a Divine Perk!” 

“What does it do?” he asked curiously. 

“I can use my LP to pierce defenses and barriers – any defenses and barriers, no matter how strong!  That’s amazing!” 

“While  I  am  glad  you  appreciate  your  gift,”  Aren  interrupted before  Aranos  could  reply,  “time  moves  steadily  onward,  and  others

await  my  favor.”    He  looked  at  Mutroda.    “For  you,  daughter  of  the Stone?” 

The  dwarf  frowned.    “Stoneleague  is  under  assault  by  a  half-million bodakkai and Shadowborn, Sunlord.  Anything you can do to help with that?” 

“I  can,”  he  smiled,  gesturing  at  her.    A  sigil  appeared  on  her halberd, one that glowed with golden power.  “That is my standard,” 

he explained.  “Raise it, and the asurae will come to your aid.  It will function only once, however, and when the battle is ended, they will return to the Mountain of Light.” 

“Useful,” the dwarf nodded, peering at the pulsing mark. 

“I  am  glad  you  find  it  so.    However,  that  alone  is  an  unsuitable reward for a Champion of Light.”  He bowed his head, and a bright, white  glow  slowly  rose  from  the  dwarf’s  chest.    She  stared  down  at the glow, her eyes transfixed, then looked back at the Sunlord. 

“What – what was that?” 

“I gifted you a touch of my divine power, child,” he smiled.  “Now, you are a Priestess in more than just name.  You are a true Priestess of the Light, the first to return to your darkened world.” 

“I…”    The  dwarf  seemed  at  a  loss  for  words,  her  face  awed  as she stared at her status.  “I don’t know what to say, Sunlord.” 

“Say that in return for this boon, you will bring back our worship in  your  world,”  the  god  smiled.    “Raise  others  to  become  Priests  of the Light, and you will have more than repaid this small gift to you.” 

“I  will,  Sunlord,”  the  dwarf  nodded,  planting  her  halberd  and standing as tall as she could. 

Aren  turned  to  look  at  Geltheriel.    “And  you,  Daughter  of Evenshade?” 

“My Oathbinder has given me all that I could wish, Bright One,” 

she shrugged simply, smiling at Aranos.  “He has given me purpose, family, and cleansed me of Corruption.  He forged my weapons and armor and stood by my side through my darkest times.”  She shook her head.  “Truly, there is nothing I desire but to remain at his side.” 

“The truth of those words fills my heart,” the god smiled.  “Then, I will grant you this.  One time, you can call upon my favor at need, and I will answer as I am able, whatever the need.” 

“I am grateful, Bright One,” she bowed her head.  “I hope never to need such, though.” 

“None  know  what  the  future  might  hold,  not  even  the  wisest.” 

The Sunlord turned to face Aranos.  “And at last, we come to the True Redeemer, the one whose power restored the Doors…”  He frowned. 

“And  yet  also  the  Godkiller,  slayer  of  that  which  should  not  be  slain and  thus  anathema  to  my  kind.    What  could  I  possibly  grant  to  one such as you, Sorcerer?  The Light would have failed utterly if not for your  actions,  and  yet,  my  power  will  not  touch  you.    There  is  no possible way for me to repay you.” 

Aranos  hesitated.    “The  bodakkai  and  asurae,”  he  finally  said. 

“They aren’t supposed to be, are they?” 

The god sighed and shook his head.  “No, Traveler, they are not. 

Their existence is a perversion of the wills of the Lord and the Lady, one  that  pains  me  to  be  part  of.    And  yet,  how  can  I  not  build  my army, knowing that my dark sibling looks for any sign of weakness to assault my Mountain?” 

“I plan to destroy the bodakkai,” Aranos said firmly.  “I might have to take Virnal with them.  Can you help with that?” 

“If I could destroy the bodakkai, I would,” the god laughed.  His face grew serious after a moment.  “Had most mortals spoken of this desire to me, I would wish them well and send them to their doom. 

However…”  He looked around the Bridge.  “It occurs to me that you might be able to do as you intend, and to that end, I will give you what help I can. 

“The  bodakkai  seem  without  end,  but  this  is  not  so.    All  things have  endings,  Sorcerer,  no  matter  how  great.    However,  the  dark creatures  may  not  be  defeated  upon  Ka.    Should  you  slay  one,  its spirit  will  return  to  the  Pit  and  be  reborn,  returning  to  its  summoner swiftly.  So was the legend of the endless bodakkai born. 

“To truly end them, they must be slain in the Pit itself.  Doing so will  free  their  spirits  to  return  to  Ka  as  intended.    To  truly  end  their menace,  though…”    Aren  hesitated.    “You  must  face  them  at  the source of their power, the Darkbringer’s fortress at the bottom of the Bottomless Pit.” 



“How  can  there  be  a  bottom  to  a  Bottomless  Pit,  Sunlord?” 

Mutroda asked. 

“In  the  same  way  that  my  palace  stands  atop  the  peak  of  an endless mountain,” the god laughed.  “It is an impossible place, yet it exists, and you must go there to end the bodakkai menace.  Do so, and I will release the asurae from their shells, as well.” 

Aren  reached  forth  and  held  out  a  gleaming,  golden  disc  in  the shape of a sun.  “This is my Writ of Sanction,” he said, handing the disc to Aranos.  The Sorcerer took it hesitantly, feeling the warmth of the  smooth  metal  in  his  hands.    He  didn’t  recognize  the  alloy,  and when he touched it with his High Mastery skill, it blazed with power in his mana senses so fiercely that he drew his probe back hastily. 

“The  one  who  holds  that  speaks  in  my  name  and  with  my authority,”  the  god  smiled.    “With  it,  perhaps  my  sister  will  listen  to your words, and battle will not be required.”  He sighed.  “Although in truth, that seems unlikely.” 

“I  agree,”  Aranos  nodded,  pocketing  the  disc.    “I  guess  we  can hope, though.” 

“Indeed  we  can,”  the  god  agreed.    “And  to  aid  you,  I  grant  you one more gift.  As I said, my power cannot change you – but it can hasten  the  path  you  have  stepped  on  already.”    The  god  stepped forward  and  touched  Aranos’  head,  and  power  surged  from  the Sunlord’s  hand  into  the  Sorcerer.    Aranos’  muscles  tightened  as white-gold energy raged through him, filling him and seeming to rush into his very essence.  He stood, frozen, for a second that seemed to last for hours before the energy faded.  Even as it vanished, though, he  felt  the  power  coiled  within  him,  nestled  like  a  serpent  waiting  to strike.  A notification blinked in his gaze, and he curiously pulled it up. 

Title Upgraded! 

Title: Godkiller has become Immortal Bane

The touch of a god grants you power over all things divine and immortal. 

Additional  Benefits:  Your  Godkiller  Abilities  also  affect  all immortal  creatures.    An  immortal  slain  by  you  is  truly  dead  and cannot be reborn or resurrected. 



Aura of Mortality: You emanate an aura out to your Charisma in feet;  all  immortal  or  divine  beings  within  that  aura  must  make  an Opposed  Check:  their  [Wis  +  Class  level]  versus  your  [Cha  +  Class level].  Failure means they suffer a loss of 1% of their SP, Stamina, and Willpower per second, to a minimum of 10% of their maximum. 

This aura can be suppressed or renewed at will. 

Cha +2

Aranos  read  the  description  with  a  touch  of  awe.    If  he understood  it  correctly,  his  Spells  would  now  kill  the  bodakkai  –

permanently.  “That’s – that’s powerful,” he admitted after a moment. 

“Indeed, it is,” the god nodded.  “And yet, its power stems from the  potency  of  the  Title  it  upgraded,  not  from  my  hand.    Your  own strength fuels it, Sorcerer, nothing more.” 

Aranos  glanced  at  the  god,  his  eyes  narrowed  suspiciously. 

“How did you know I had that Title?” he demanded.  “If you can’t read my thoughts…” 

“I have a Skill, Divine Inspection, that lets me see the complete status of any mortal, as well as the description of all abilities, Perks, and Titles,” Aren laughed easily.  “In addition, I could not help but see the  destruction  of  dark  Morx  in  your  companions’  minds.    With  that knowledge, I but upgraded the potent Title you hold already.  You are now  a  being  that  all  immortals  must  fear,  even  me:  the  Immortal Bane, herald of their ultimate death.” 

He  stepped  back,  bowing  to  the  party.    “Now  go,  with  my blessings.    A  city  awaits  your  coming,  and  the  bodakkai  await  their destroyer.” 

The golden light of the bridge swirled away, and Aranos blinked as he found himself standing in the palace of Stoneleague before the softly  glowing  Arcane  Door.    The  guards  there  jumped  as  the  party appeared but straightened quickly as they recognized the Sorcerer. 

“Your  Majesty,”  one  said,  saluting  smartly.    “Welcome  back  to your city.” 

“It’s  good  to  be  back,”  Aranos  replied  with  a  smile.    “How  goes the…” 

His  words  fell  off  as  a  titanic  roar  shattered  the  air  in  the  city, trembling  the  stones  themselves.    The  party  members  exchanged glances, then took off at a run from the palace.  Aranos swore as he cast his Zone of Speed Spell, the city flashing by as they raced south at  breakneck  speed.    He’d  been  right;  Lily  hadn’t  been  able  to summon  a  Nightmare  Beast  to  attack  the  city.    Virnal  had,  though, and he only hoped he’d returned in time to keep the Darkbringer from crushing his defenses even as victory dangled just out of his grasp. 

Chapter 28

Martina  watched  the  Nightmare  Beast  in  awe  and  horror  as  it trudged  across  the  battlefield,  moving  inexorably  closer  to  their defenses.    It  ignored  every  attack  sent  against  it;  fire,  stones,  and arrows bounced harmlessly off the creature’s hide.  Spells washed off its skin like water, and nothing the defenders tried had any effect.  In fact,  if  it  hadn’t  been  for  the  monster’s  slow  approach,  it  would probably have crushed them already.  Fortunately, the Beast seemed happy to destroy anything that moved, even its bodakkai allies. 

The  Nightmare  Beast  hesitated  as  one  of  the  serpent  heads lashed downward, scooping up a half-dozen bodakkai and swallowing them  whole.    It  took  another  step,  and  its  massive,  clawed  foot crushed  more  of  the  dark-skinned  creatures  beneath  it,  while  its sweeping  tail  sent  dozens  of  them  flying  to  their  deaths  behind  it. 

The creature roared once more as jets of pure Darkness erupted from several  of  its  mouths.    Most  of  the  black  energy  rolled  over  the bodakkai, obliterating them instantly, but one of the blasts struck the wall between the citadels with a loud crash that made Martina wince. 

The  entire  defensive  line  trembled  with  the  impact,  and  her  heart quailed  as  the  flames  died.    To  her  amazement,  the  wall  still  stood, scorched but unbroken. 

 Damn, Aranos builds good walls. 

“The defenses are holding!” someone shouted hopefully. 

 They  are,  but  not  for  long,  she  thought  grimly.  That  was  an incidental  hit.    Once  it  decides  to  make  a  concerted  effort,  it  could probably just knock the damn walls over – or climb over them. 

Realistically,  she  should  have  ordered  the  retreat  already.    She would  have  the  moment  she  realized  that  they  couldn’t  hurt  the Nightmare  Beast,  but  Lily  anticipated  their  withdrawal,  and  retreat wasn’t a valid option anymore.  Another explosion drew her gaze, and she looked upward, toward the reason they couldn’t just run. 

Two  figures  floated  above  the  battlefield,  an  elf  male  and  a human woman, both wreathed in magic – and both clearly vampires. 

The elf raised his hands, and lightning crackled and crawled across a

massive swath of one of the citadels, raising screams as it burned at least a few of the players beneath.  The human flung out one hand, and thousands of needle-like shards of ice clattered against a second citadel,  coating  the  walls  with  frost.    So  far,  the  things  hadn’t  been able to do much more than wound the players thanks to the massive magic  resistance  boost  the  defenses  gave  them,  but  Martina  knew that the moment they broke from cover, the casters would be all over them.  The players might defeat them, but they’d suffer heavy losses, and the withdrawal would turn into a rout. 

Arrows and Spells lashed out at the floating casters but shattered against  their  defenses,  and  neither  of  them  showed  the  slightest concern  for  the  assaults  raining  down  on  them.    A  clay  firepot crashed  against  the  woman’s  barrier  and  exploded  in  a  wash  of flames,  and  Martina  watched  hopefully  as  fire  raged  about  the creature,  but  the  flames  winked  out  abruptly,  leaving  the  woman unscathed and smiling beneath her intact shield. 

The  players  stood  between  a  rock  and  a  hard  place.    They couldn’t  retreat  so  long  as  those  Wizards  watched  over  them,  but they couldn’t stay once the Nightmare Beast reached them.  Martina felt  certain  Lily  knew  that,  as  well;  the  woman  had  trapped  them securely  in  their  own  defenses.    The  smart  thing  to  do  would  be  to hunker down, kill as many bodakkai as possible for the XP, and wait for the Nightmare Beast to send them all to respawn in the city.  Of course,  by  the  time  they  respawned,  the  city  might  have  fallen,  but that choice would get the players the greatest rewards on average. 

She  could  also  order  the  retreat  heedless  of  the  Wizards;  the vampires  would  kill  a  lot  of  them,  but  those  who  survived  could  try and  keep  slowing  down  the  Nightmare  Beast.    Neither  of  those choices  seemed  like  good  ones,  though,  and  Martina  ground  her teeth in frustration, unsure of what to do. 

 It’s heads, Lily wins; tails, I lose,  she thought sourly.  I might be able to take one of those Wizards out – might – but not both of them, and not without a major advantage of surprise.  If I get one, the other will turn me into crispy Martina a second later…

She  stopped  and  shook  her  head,  disgusted  with  herself.    She was  right;  she  couldn’t  take  them  alone.    Fortunately,  she  wasn’t

alone, was she?  She quickly pulled up her party chat and sent out a message. 

 Everyone meet me out on the walls,  she told them, then winced. 

 Sorry.  I mean, please meet me.  I need you guys. 

 What?  Phil replied swiftly.  Martina, we’re barely holding as it is! 

 If we leave…

 We’re  not  holding  at  all,  Phil,  she  replied.  We’re  not  going  to hold,  but  together,  maybe  we  can  buy  the  others  a  little  time  to  get free.  If we can’t, no one else can. 

 Sounds  good,  lady,  Hector  replied.  On  my  way.    You  guys coming? 

 I’ve got nothing better to do,  Longfellow answered. 

 Me  either,  McBane  agreed.  I  want  to  see  if  these  new  swords can hurt that thing. 

 Someone has to keep an eye on y’all,  Meridian added. 

 I don’t know how much my Spells will help,  Neela admitted.  But I’ll give it a shot. 

 Phil?  Martina asked at last. 

 I’m on my way,  the Paladin replied. 

 Thanks,  guys.    Meet  me  on  the  Dwarven  Wall  between  my  fort and Gwin’s. 

She  turned  to  face  the  red-robed  mage,  whose  name  she discovered was Vasily and who she found was a member of Mathias’

party.  “I’m heading out,” she said.  “You’re in charge here, Vasily.” 

“Out?”  the  critic  beside  her  spoke.    “Ouch,  two  stars  off  for abandoning the defenses in cowardly fashion!” 

She turned toward him, but before she could say a word, a flash of  fire  zipped  past  her  shoulder  and  caught  the  asshole  right  in  his face.  “Shut up, idiot,” Vasily growled.  “You watched her throw herself into  battle  time  and  again  to  save  everyone  and  fight  that  demonic vampire  by  herself.    She’s  done  more  in  this  fight  than  most  of  the rest of us put together.  If she hasn’t earned your trust by now, then maybe  the  problem  is  you,  not  her.”    He  turned  to  face  Martina, smiling at her.  “What do you need from me?” 

She smiled at him, gratitude sweeping through her at his words. 

“I’m  gathering  my  party.    We’re  going  to  try  and  take  those  Wizards

out,  or  at  least  distract  them  long  enough  for  the  rest  of  you  to  fall back.  Once we’ve got them fully engaged, order the withdrawal.” 

“Of course,” the Wizard nodded, then looked at her critic.  “And now, don’t you feel like an asshole for suggesting she was running?” 

“Sorry,”  the  man  muttered  through  burned  lips.    “Back  to  five stars.” 

“You know, I don’t care about your stars or your opinion,” Martina told the man.  “I care about keeping as many people alive today as I can.    If  you  don’t  like  how  I  do  it,  too  fucking  bad.    Next  time,  go command your own battle and see how well you do.” 

“Trolls,” Vasily shook his head.  “They’re everywhere.”  He looked at the woman slyly.  “You know, we’re always recruiting new blood for our team.  You’d be a welcome addition.  It pays really well, and there are certain perks to being an internet celebrity.” 

“Thanks, but I’ve got a team already,” she smiled at him, patting his shoulder.  “And as far as internet fame, well, I think we might try to give you a run for your money.” 

“I look forward to it!” the man laughed.  “Go on, do what you have to.  I’ve got this.” 

Martina  raced  across  the  battlements,  dodging  people  bringing supplies of arrows, food, and water to the walls.  As she ran, she took out her knife and cut her hand, then began applying her blood to as many arrows as she could.  She didn’t know if she could get through the  Wizards’  barriers  with  her  arrows,  but  if  she  could,  they  should poison the creatures and at least give the party a chance to kill them. 

She  stopped  when  she  reached  the  halfway  point  between  the  two citadels and waited for her party to arrive. 

McBane  arrived  first,  the  nimble  thief  being  able  to  move  even faster  than  Martina  with  his  massive  Agility.    Longfellow  came  next, while  the  others  trickled  in,  with  Neela  arriving  last  and  puffing mightily as she jogged up. 

“Sorry,” she panted, bending over and putting her hands on her knees.  “No – Stamina.” 

“Oh honey, that’s fine,” Meridian cooed.  “So long as Shortfellow has plenty, you’re all good, right?” 

The others laughed, but Neela just grinned as she straightened. 

“If  you  knew  what  I  do,”  she  retorted,  “you  might  not  call  him  that name anymore, Meridian.” 

“Oh,  really?”  the  Shaman  asked  archly,  looking  Longfellow  up and down appraisingly.  “Now isn’t that interesting?”  She looked back at  Hector.    “Sweetie,  remember  that  threesome  you  were  talking about?” 

“Pretty sure you were the one who brought it up,” Hector laughed then shrugged.  “But I suppose we could do worse than Longfellow.” 

“Not  by  much,”  McBane  muttered,  then  smacked  the  Archer playfully on the arm. 

“I’ll have you know, I’ve been in plenty of threesomes in my day,” 

Longfellow  smacked  the  Giantbane  back.    “Mind  you,  none  of  them involved  anyone  other  than  me  and  a  particularly  vivid  imagination, but that doesn’t make them any less valid!” 

Even  Martina  laughed  at  that,  and  she  felt  a  wave  of  affection wash  over  her.    This  was  her  party,  sure,  but  they  were  more  than that.    They  were  her  friends.    They’d  accepted  her  into  their  group, followed  her  lead,  and  made  her  time  in  the  game  a  hundred  times better than it would have been alone. 

“Okay,  enough,”  Phil  chuckled,  waving  his  hands  in  the  air  and shaking  his  head.    “Once  we  start  talking  about  Longfellow’s fantasies,  I’m  out!”    He  looked  over  at  Martina.    “What’s  the  plan, boss?” 

She smiled at the Paladin.  “We can’t hold this wall,” she said. 

“We all know that, I think.  We can’t retreat, though, either, or those vampires  will  tear  us  to  pieces  –  so  we’re  going  to  do  something about them.” 

“Sounds  good,”  Phil  agreed.    He  glanced  over  at  the  Wizard floating high above the wall, then back and forth between Longfellow and  Martina.    “Can  the  two  of  you  even  hit  them  through  those shields?” 

“I can take care of the shields,” Hector said confidently. 

“I might be able to help with that, too,” Neela added. 

“Then let’s go see if we can give these people some space to fall back,” Martina nodded, leading the party toward the closer of the two

casters. 

The Wizard ignored the party as they approached, continuing to rain fire and lightning down on the cowering defenders.  At least, it did until Hector took out a javelin and flung it at the vampire.  The shaft glittered as it spun, then crashed into the creature’s shield with a loud boom.    The  power  Hector  stored  in  the  javelin  washed  over  the glowing  barrier,  tearing  madly  at  it,  and  with  a  sound  of  breaking glass, the shield shattered into shards of glowing mana. 

The elf shrieked in rage as its barrier fell, then cried out in alarm as  Neela  reached  out  and  cut  off  its  flight  Spell.    The  Wizard plummeted downward and crashed into the metal-coated wall with a sickening  crack.    It  rose  swiftly  to  its  feet,  though,  its  bones  shifting painfully  back  into  position  as  it  swiftly  healed  that  damage,  and Martina’s  arrow  and  Longfellow’s  bolt  both  crashed  into  a  barrier  it instantly raised before it. 

“You!” the monster hissed, staring at Martina.  “You are the one who slew Highcliff!” 

“If  he  was  the  guy  in  gold  armor,  then  yeah,  that’s  me,”  she nodded.  “And you’re next.” 

The  monster  screamed  and  lashed  out,  flinging  blasts  of greenish  flame  at  the  party.    Hector  and  Phil  stepped  forward,  their shields catching the fire and deflecting it before they charged toward the  Wizard.    An  invisible  wall  appeared  in  their  path,  but  Hector chopped  at  it  with  his  axe,  obliterating  it  with  a  blow,  while  white flames  erupted  from  Phil  and  bathed  the  vampire,  scorching  its undead flesh. 

The creature shrieked in pain and rose back into the air, nimbly dodging  Martina’s  arrow.    It  gestured  to  the  wall  below,  and  a  half-dozen stony creatures shimmered into being.  Each stood ten feet tall and looked like huge, granite hounds.  Silently, the creatures charged forward, crashing into Phil and Hector’s shields with loud clangs.  The two  warriors  barely  held  against  the  assault,  straining  to  keep  the massive,  stone  mastiffs  from  overrunning  them.    McBane  suddenly appeared atop one of the creatures, his starsteel blades cutting deep into its body as he carved chunks out of it.  The hound dropped, and McBane  flipped  acrobatically  off  its  body,  landing  beside  a  second

dog  and  slicing  through  two  of  its  legs,  sending  it  crashing  to  the wall. 

Lightning  streaked  out  from  the  sky  and  hammered  against  a shield  the  Wizard  raised,  and  gusts  of  wind  buffeted  it  as  Neela’s storm magic assaulted the caster.  The vampire fought back, flinging blasts  of  magic  down  on  the  party,  and  only  Neela’s  hastily  raised barrier held out the blasts of flame and lightning.  Longfellow raised his crossbow, sighted carefully, and fired; his bolt streaked forth and punched through the Wizard’s shield, tearing into its chest. 

A sensation of wrongness swept over Martina, and she spun to see the second vampire racing toward them.  Longfellow followed her gaze, and nodded.  “Incoming!” the man shouted, turning to face the newcomer. 

“Stay focused on the first one,” Martina shook her head.  “Hector, with me!  You and I will take the other one!” 

“On my way!” the Magebane called out, stepping back from the stone hounds and slipping past the others to her side.  He gestured back  at  the  others  with  a  thumb.    “They  can  handle  those  dogs. 

They’re not that tough.” 

“Good,” she said.  “Because I think the Wizard probably is.” 

The  pair  raced  toward  the  incoming  vampire.    The  creature halted in midair and hurled a torrent of ice at the Travelers, but Hector raised his shield, and the ice clattered against a dome-shaped barrier that  rose  above  them.    He  flung  a  javelin  that  shattered  the  mage’s shield,  and  Martina  shot  a  blood-smeared  arrow  at  the  exposed vampire.  To her shock, the arrow froze in midflight, hanging in the air several feet from her. 

“Foolish  Travelers,”  the  Wizard  laughed  throatily,  her  silver  hair tossing in the breeze.  “Your little attacks are nothing compared to the power of Order!” 

The  Wizard  hurled  spears  of  ice  down  on  them,  but  Hector caught them on his shield again.  Martina fired another arrow, but it simply hung in midair, the same way the last one had.  Hector tossed another javelin with the same result, and the Wizard struck back with a lance of darkness that crashed into the warrior’s shield harmlessly. 

The  Wizard  flitted  above  them,  raining  magic  on  them relentlessly.  Hector intercepted each blast, his Class abilities allowing him  to  shrug  off  the  worst  of  each  attack,  while  Martina  struck  back with  every  ability  she  could.    Stamina-empowered  arrows  dangled harmlessly in the air; her LP dropped as she empowered attacks with her  life  energy;  even  a  desperately  flung  stone  floated  around  the Wizard, gleaming with Martina’s blood.  The battle hung in a balance, neither  side  able  to  harm  the  other,  but  it  couldn’t  last.    Hector’s Stamina had limits, and at last, the Magebane stumbled, his Stamina too drained to block the blast of darkness that crashed into him. 

Blackness exploded out in a wave, hurling both of the Travelers backward.  Martina’s skull rang as she crashed into a wall, and she didn’t  need  to  see  the  blinking,  red  notification  to  know  that  she’d been Stunned.  Her head ached, and her thoughts swam fuzzily.  She groaned, trying to rise to her feet, but the Wizard gestured at her, and a wave of water washed over her, lifting her off the battlements.  Her head and shoulders broke free of the liquid, which quickly froze solid, binding her in place and chilling her entire body.  She glanced over to see  Hector  similarly  entombed,  the  Stamina-drained  warrior struggling weakly against his bonds. 

The  Wizard  dropped  to  the  walls  and  walked  calmly  over  to Martina,  the  vampire’s  face  filled  with  glee.    “Silly  Traveler,”  she whispered  menacingly.    “You  fought  so  hard,  and  for  what?    You’re going to die, and so will everyone on this wall.   My Mistress decrees it.” 

“Your Mistress?” Martina spat, struggling against the ice trapping her, her strength draining rapidly as its chill settled into her muscles. 

“You mean Lily?  You follow that insane bitch?  I’ll bet you’re stronger than she is.” 

“I  serve  her,”  the  Wizard  hissed  angrily.    “I  am  bound  to  her, eternally.    Strength  Is  meaningless.”    She  reached  out  and  touched Martina’s face.  “Save your words, girl.  If I could turn on the Mistress, I would have, long ago.  None of us serve her willingly.” 

“Free me, and I can free you,” Martina offered.  “I killed Highcliff; I can kill you, as well.” 

The vampire chuckled.  “I don’t seek death; I want freedom from her bondage.  Can you give me that?”  Martina didn’t answer, and the Wizard shook her head.  “I didn’t think so.” 

She  slapped  Martina’s  face,  the  blow  ringing  the  daywalker’s skull  and  rocking  her  head  back.    “You’re  strong,”  the  vampire observed.    “And  your  blood  holds  power,  that  I  can  feel.    I’ll  enjoy feeding on you.” 

“Go  ahead  and  do  it,  then,”  Martina  growled.    “I’m  not  afraid  of you.” 

“You should be,” the creature hissed.  “But I want to take my time with you.  I want to enjoy seeing your spirit break, the life fading from your  eyes.    Perhaps  I  will  turn  you  myself,  bringing  you  into  the Darkness.”    She  laughed  darkly.    “First,  though,  you’ll  watch  as  we devour your friends…” 

A pulse of power rushed across the walls as Hector activated an ability  with  his  regained  Stamina.    The  ice  holding  the  pair  cracked and  shattered,  dropping  the  exhausted  Magebane  to  his  knees  but freeing Martina.  Her arm swept up, clutching the arrow in her fist and driving it toward the vampire’s face, but the shaft froze an inch from the  Wizard’s  skin,  quivering  in  the  air  despite  Martina’s  attempts  to shove it forward. 

“Fool,” the vampire hissed.  “A valiant effort, but a wasted one. 

Your weapons are useless against me…”  The vampire screamed as Martina’s arrow suddenly snapped, the arrowhead breaking free.  The wooden  shaft  plunged  upward,  into  the  Wizard’s  unblinking  eye, tearing into her brain. 

She  snapped  a  fist  at  the  Ranger,  and  Martina’s  numbed muscles worked too slowly for her to dodge the blow.  She fell back, crashing into the wall again.  She slid down the wall but rose swiftly. 

She yanked out an arrow and snapped off the head, then plunged the jagged end into her side with a groan.  She pulled the weapon free and  lunged  forward,  driving  it  toward  the  screaming  Wizard.    The blood-covered  shaft  sank  easily  into  the  vampire’s  chest,  and  her screams  cut  off  instantly  as  she  gripped  the  wound,  gasping  and choking. 

Martina  stepped  back  and  took  out  another  arrow,  again snapping  off  the  head  and  wiping  it  in  the  blood  trickling  down  her side.  She nocked it and drew it as far as she could.  “This is the only freedom  I  can  give  you,”  she  growled.    “I  hope  you  enjoy  it.”    She released the arrow, and it buried itself in the Wizard’s forehead.  The caster’s eyes rolled up, and she dropped to the ground, twitching and spasming  before  her  body  fell  still.    The  vampire’s  black  lips  parted one last time, and her final words came out as a soft sigh. 

“Thank – you.” 

“That  was  pretty  epic,”  Hector  said,  walking  tiredly  toward  her. 

“Nice parting shot, by the way.  If the company doesn’t grab that and use it in their next promo, they’re idiots.” 

Martina laughed.  “We need to get back to the others,” she said. 

Hector shook his head.  “I don’t think so.  Look.”  He pointed past her,  and  she  looked  back  to  see  the  party  surrounding  the  second Wizard. 

Lightning erupted from Neela’s hands and battered the creature’s shield,  shattering  it.    The  vampire  screeched  as  McBane’s  swords plunged into its back, then gurgled as a crossbow bolt appeared in its open mouth.  It fell back, magic forming on its hands, but white light blazed from Phil, disrupting its Spell.  The Paladin’s sword lashed out, and the vampire’s head flew free of its body, rolling to a stop beside the wall. 

“See?  Told you they had it,” Hector chuckled.  “And they did it without toxic blood.” 

“Nice job!” Martina called out as she walked over to the others. 

“Now, let’s get the hell off this wall before…” 

“A  bit  late  for  that,”  Longfellow  pointed,  shaking  his  head. 

Martina  turned  and  gaped  at  the  Nightmare  Beast  looming  above them.  During their battle, the creature reached the walls, and one of its massive heads weaved threateningly overhead. 

“Well,  it  was  a  good  battle,  y’all,”  Meridian  said  as  the  mouth gaped wide, and darkness formed inside it. 

“If I’m going to die, I’d rather do it here with you people,” Hector shrugged, looking up at the Beast.  “My brothers and sisters in battle.” 

Martina opened her mouth to reply, but the blackness shot from the thing’s maw and raced toward her, freezing her words. 

A blast of brilliant white light intercepted the wave of Darkness, and  Martina  winced  and  turned  away  as  the  radiance  seared  her eyes.    She  blinked  rapidly,  clearing  her  vision,  then  looked  back  to see  a  figure  coated  in  gleaming,  seamless  metal  standing  in  the  air above them, holding a blazing, white sword that kept the Darkness at bay. 

The figure swept the Darkness aside and flitted through the air, seeming to run across the wind as she leaped toward the creature. 

The  monster  snapped  toward  her,  but  she  dodged  its  strike  and lashed out with an armored fist.  The blow crashed into the creature’s skull  with  a  clang,  and  to  Martina’s  shock,  the  Nightmare  Beast reeled, its skull flying backward. 

“Return  to  the  Pit,  fiend,”  the  figure  spoke  in  a  familiar  voice. 

“You  cannot  win  this  day.    Flee,  or  face  the  full  power  of  the  True Champion of Evenshade, freed from the weakness of Corruption!” 

“Holy shit!” McBane whispered, staring up at the radiant figure in awe.  “Is that – that’s Geltheriel!  She just punched the fuck out of a Nightmare Beast!” 

“I  think  I  just  peed  myself  a  little,”  Neela  muttered  in astonishment. 

“That  is  the  most  badass  thing  I’ve  ever  seen,”  Meridian breathed.  “Sorry, honey, but I think I’m leaving you for her.” 

“I  wouldn’t  blame  you  in  the  slightest,”  Hector  chuckled.    “So, about that threesome…” 

Martina  said  nothing,  but  a  grin  spread  across  her  face.    “This battle’s not over, people,” she said, drawing another arrow.  “Aranos is back, and it’s time to kick some ass!” 

Chapter 29

As  the  portal  that  deposited  the  party  atop  the  city’s  walls snapped  shut  behind  him,  Aranos  watched  Geltheriel  streak  forth, carried  on  the  winds  of  her  Presence.    The  Shade  parried  the Nightmare Beast’s attack seemingly effortlessly, then struck out at the monster with fists and blades.  He realized that until that moment, he hadn’t  really  understood  just  how  much  the  Corruption  in  Geltheriel weakened  and  crippled  her.    She  moved  like  the  wind,  a  shadow dancing  far  too  swiftly  for  him  to  see,  lashing  out  at  the  Beast  and sending it stumbling backward in confusion and pain. 

 She’s standing up to a Nightmare Beast – and driving it back,  he thought with a slowly spreading grin.  If this doesn’t start new songs and stories about her, I don’t know what will. 

The creature responded to her challenge with a roar and blasts of  magic  that  swept  over  the  woman,  engulfing  her  in  fire,  ice,  and churning  darkness.    The  energies  surged  around  her  for  a  moment until  a  blast  of  light  shattered  them,  leaving  her  standing  unmarked and unwounded, her Champion’s Armor gleaming in the rising dawn. 

The elf seemed to vanish, and suddenly a flurry of white blades, too many for Aranos to count, swirled around the Beast.  It screamed as  the  blades  tore  into  its  flesh,  opening  dozens  of  wounds  that dripped  black  blood  onto  the  earth  below.    The  Shade  reappeared atop the walls in a crouch, her blade held high and to the side. 

“Flee or be slain,” the elf declared.  “I will offer no more chances.” 

“Pathetic creature of Light!” the thing that looked like Lily crowed from its perch atop the Nightmare Beast.  “None can face my pet…” 

Virnal/Lily’s  speech  ended  as  Aranos’  celestial  Arcane  Lance slammed into her chest, searing her flesh and knocking her from her perch.  The woman screeched in pain and outrage, her flaming wings catching her in midair as she rose to hover above the battlefield. 

“Sorcerer!” the god screamed in fury.  “You dare to face me?” 

Aranos turned to look at the battlefield instead of responding.  To his  disappointment,  restoring  the  Doors  hadn’t  destroyed  the bodakkai or closed the portal they used to swarm into the battlefield. 

The  creatures  still  rushed  toward  the  walls,  although  many  of  them stumbled  and  even  fell  as  the  Redeemed  Ground  weakened  them. 

He glanced over at the dwarven Champion. 

“Mutroda,  the  bodakkai  are  still  on  the  battlefield.    Can  you  get rid of them?” 

“Happy to,” she grinned, lifting her glowing halberd.  “The asurae are practically begging to be unleashed.” 

“Great.”  He  glanced  back  at  Avalyn.    “The  rest  of  you,  go  with her.  There’ll be plenty of bodakkai to kill.” 

 I’ll stay with you, pack leader,  Silma countered.  I have a feeling the one you’re facing is stronger than the faceless one.  You’ll need my help. 

“Correction, Silma’s staying with me,” Aranos smiled at the wolf. 

He  waved  his  hand,  and  another  portal  appeared  in  front  of  him. 

“This’ll take you to in front of the first line.  Good luck.” 

“Same to you, Sorcerer,” the dwarf nodded.  “Come on, people. 

We’ve got bodakkai to kill!” 

The  dwarf  stepped  through  the  portal,  and  Glorferdir  and Miwango followed behind, the latter drooping his head in sorrow but not giving in to the despair Aranos knew he had to feel at Rhys’ loss. 

The thought of the Druid’s body lying in the throne room sent a stab of  grief  and  guilt  through  Aranos,  but  he  pushed  them  both  down. 

He’d have time to grieve later. 

Avalyn  walked  toward  the  portal  but  stopped  beside  him.    Her face looked conflicted, but she put a hand on his shoulder, raised up on her toes, and planted a soft kiss on his cheek. 

“What was that for?” he laughed gently as she pulled back. 

“For luck,” she told him with a sad smile.  “And because I know that you’ll never…”  She shook her head and straightened.  “It doesn’t matter.  Go beat up another god, Aranos.” 

“I’ll do my best,” he chuckled as she stepped through the portal, and he closed it behind her.  He glanced down at Silma at his side. 

 Ready to do this? 

 I’m always ready to hunt, pack leader. 

 Then let’s do what the girl said and go fight another god. 

He  rose  into  the  air,  carried  by  his  Massless  Flight  Spell,  and raced toward the distant figure of Lily.  As he did, he unleashed twin Energy Barrages, one of War and one of Redemption, while striking at  her  with  two  celestial  Arcane  Lances  laced  with  the  power  of Liberation.  The woman gestured, and a massive shield rose before her,  intercepting  his  Spells.    His  Barrages  crashed  against  it  and exploded with roars of silver and gold flame, but his Lances pierced through it, stabbing into the woman and burning holes in her flesh. 

Virnal screamed and hurled massive blasts of black lightning that crawled across his shield of War, pressing against his Domain but not breaching it.  Stone spears erupted from the ground below him, their obsidian tips shattering against his barrier, while a cloud of Darkness formed  around  him  only  to  be  torn  to  shreds  by  a  blast  of Redemption. 

He  felt  more  than  saw  Geltheriel  battling  the  Nightmare  Beast beside  him,  his  Battlesense  tracking  her  when  he  knew  his  eyes couldn’t.  She flitted around the huge creature, dodging its heads and deflecting  the  blasts  of  magic  and  Darkness  with  her  sword.    The woman  countered  with  swift  cuts  and  thrusts  that  opened  deep, bleeding gashes along its body.  The Nightmare Beast roared in fury, probably feeling pain for the first time in its existence as the Baleful Shade  gradually  carved  it  to  pieces.    It  struck  at  her  with  blasts  of Primal  Darkness  and  Corruption,  but  she  easily  dodged  those,  a wasp  avoiding  a  baseball  bat  and  soaring  in  to  sting  before  racing away once more. 

“Your minion has become powerful, Sorcerer,” Virnal spoke, her voice  echoing  across  the  battlefield.    “However,  the  forces  of Darkness are legion, and none can stand against them.”  The woman gestured,  and  a  piercing  screech  echoed  across  the  battlefield  as another massive figure stepped out of the pulsing, black portal to the Pit.    His  heart  quailed  slightly  at  the  sight  of  the  second  Nightmare Beast, an insectoid creature with a roach’s body, a scorpion’s tail, and a dragon’s head atop a sinuous neck.  The creature screamed again, the  sound  ringing  across  the  battlefield,  then  moved  forward ponderously toward Geltheriel’s battle. 

Aranos  pulled  out  his  Scepter  and  readied  himself  grimly.    He could  take  the  Nightmare  Beast,  he  had  little  doubt,  but  he  didn’t know  if  he  could  handle  the  creature  and  Virnal  both.    Before  he could swoop toward it, though, a voice spoke in his thought. 

 We’ve got the Nightmare Beast, Aranos,  Martina sent him with a sense of determination.  You handle Lily. 

 Mind  if  we  join  you?  Gwin’s  voice  asked  slyly.  Vasily  told  us about your stunt on the wall, Martina, and we’re all kind of curious to see you in action. 

 The  more,  the  merrier,  Martina  laughed.  I  want  to  check  you guys out, too.  It’ll be good to see what the competition can do. 

Aranos felt the two parties leave the defenses and rush out onto the  shattered,  corpse-strewn  plain  below  him.    He  didn’t  know  if  his friends  could  handle  a  Nightmare  Beast  on  their  own,  but  they  just needed  to  keep  it  busy  long  enough  for  either  Geltheriel  or  him  to finish their fight – or for Mutroda and the asurae to join them.  Aranos had  a  feeling  the  celestial  armies  would  be  able  to  take  down  the Nightmare Beast the way a horde of ants could kill a cow. 

“You’re  wrong,  Virnal,”  he  said  to  the  dark  god,  floating  in  the midst  of  his  unleashed  Domain.    “The  Light  can  hold  back  the Darkness; in fact, that’s its entire purpose.  You’re going to lose here, and  when  you  do,  I’m  going  to  end  you  the  same  way  I  destroyed Morx.” 

The  goddess  screamed  in  rage,  her  head  tipping  back  and  her arms whipping out to the side.  A blast of power erupted from Virnal as  she  unleashed  an  aura  of  Darkness  and  Corruption.    The Darkbringer hurled waves of ebon flame and clouds of caustic mist at him, but his Domain deflected them all.  He lashed back with blasts of War and Liberation that shattered her shields and seared her body. 

Midnight  armor  wrapped  around  her,  shedding  his  Spells,  and  she struck  back  with  gouts  of  fire  and  arcs  of  lightning  that  tore  at  his shield without penetrating. 

Below  him,  he  sensed  Mutroda  stride  forward  to  face  the ravening  bodakkai.    “Minions  of  Darkness!”  the  dwarf  bellowed,  her voice carrying across the battlefield.  “Your doom awaits you this day! 

Come and feel the power of the Light!”  Roars rose from the bodakkai

as  they  rushed  toward  the  dwarf,  who  held  her  halberd  high,  her voice  sounding  strangely  odd  and  archaic  as  she  spoke,  as  if  she followed a script or ritual from long ago. 

“Let the Light shine forth to illuminate the night!” she bellowed. 

“Let the gates of the Mountain swing wide and its power roll forth!  Let the shadows flee and the Darkness fear!  In the name of the Sunlord and the Light itself, thus do I summon the asurae!” 

“NO!”  Virnal  screamed  as  the  dwarf  slammed  the  butt  of  her halberd down on the earth.  A blast of golden-white power ripped out from her weapon, washing across the battlefield.  Astral and celestial mana surged forth, tearing a hole in reality.  Aranos risked a glance backward  and  stared  for  a  moment  in  awe  at  the  sixty-foot-wide, thirty-foot  high  square  portal  that  glowed  in  front  of  the  trench. 

Beyond that gate, Aranos saw a massive fortress, one that dwarfed the citadel of Cendarta, built of starsteel and golden obsidian.  Ranks of warriors stood behind the gate, hundreds of thousands of creatures dressed in gleaming silver armor and carrying pristine blades.  Their metallic skin glowed in the light that emanated from the land beneath them, glistening every hue from bronze to copper to silver and gold. 

Celestial energy poured out from it, washing across the bodakkai and making them flinch, and as they did, trumpets rang out from the golden  horde,  sweeping  across  the  field  with  a  visible  ripple  of power.  A war cry rose from thousands of throats as the asurae lifted their weapons and rushed forth, slamming into the cowering bodakkai with Mutroda at their vanguard. 

Aranos  turned  back  and  saw  Virnal  glaring  at  him,  her  eyes blazing with fury.  “You!” she hissed, her voice dripping venom.  “You did this!  You brought back the Light!” 

“I  did,”  he  nodded.    “The  Doors  are  restored,  Virnal,  and  the Bridge of Light is back where it belongs.  Even now, the Shadowborn army is shattering itself against Stoneleague’s defenses in vain, and soon,  we’ll  drive  the  bodakkai  back  into  the  Pit,  sealing  the  gate behind them.  The Feast is over.  You lost.” 

“NEVER!”  she  screamed,  and  the  power  flowing  around  her suddenly  doubled  in  intensity.    “I  thought  to  turn  you,  Sorcerer,  but

now, I will punish you for what you’ve done!  You will scream and beg for mercy before me, and I will deny it to you endlessly!” 

“You  know,  Morx  told  me  the  same  thing,”  he  replied.    “Right before I killed him.”  He called up his Primal mana, weaving it into a complex Arcane Lance.  “You’re next, and when you die, the threat to the  Light  dies  with  you.”    He  hurled  the  massive  Lance,  but  it shattered against the shield of her Darkness. 

She lashed out with a titanic blast of power that broke his shield and crashed against his Eldritch Armor, hurling him backward through the air.  He quickly restored the shield, layering it with Liberation as black lightning as thick as tree trunks slammed into the barrier.  The shield  flexed  alarmingly  but  held  –  until  a  foot-thick  column  of  black flame  roared  through  it,  searing  him  as  it  bathed  him  in  fire. 

Redemption  and  Ascension  rose  quickly  and  shattered  the  flames, but  Darkness  crashed  into  him,  chilling  his  flesh  and  sapping  his strength.    He  forced  Redemption  to  burn  out  the  chill,  driving  it  with his  will,  but  another  arc  of  lightning  struck  his  chest,  locking  his muscles. 

He  dropped  from  the  sky  as  his  flight  Spell  failed,  crashing  into the  ground  below  with  a  groan.    He  rolled  to  his  feet,  forcing  his trembling muscles to work, then collapsed anew as another lightning bolt crawled over him.  His body spasmed and refused to listen to his commands, and he felt the power of his Domain slowly fading within him. 

“Oathbinder!”  he  heard  Geltheriel  cry,  and  his  Battlesense showed  her  turning  away  from  the  Nightmare  Beast  for  a  single, terrible  moment.    Its  seven  heads  reared  as  one,  hurling  jets  of Darkness  from  their  mouths  directly  at  her  back.    She  spun  swiftly, catching the blasts with her sword, but the dreadful impact drove her to the ground below.  The light flaring from her sword sputtered and dimmed as she dropped to one knee, the radiance around her slowly shrinking as the darkness crept closer toward her. 

Aranos rose shakily to his feet, preparing to help her, but Virnal appeared  before  him,  grabbing  his  robe  and  driving  him  backward. 

He  cried  out  in  pain  as  his  back  slammed  into  the  dwarven  wall, pinned there by the god’s horrific strength.  In the distance, he felt his

friends engage the titanic Nightmare Beast.  They struck and lashed out  at  it  with  weapons  and  Spells,  but  it  responded  with  blasts  of Darkness and magic that scoured the earth around it, scattering them like  leaves  in  the  wind.    He  felt  Vasily’s  presence  vanish  from  the battlefield, even as the Wizard’s LP bar dropped instantly to zero on his screen. 

“Now,  you  understand  how  little  power  you  truly  hold,”  Virnal hissed, drawing close enough that her eyes stared directly into his. 

“You will watch your beloved Follower and friends die, Sorcerer, and you will witness helplessly as I lead the bodakkai to victory over the accursed Light.  Then, I will spend the next century teaching you the true meaning of pain.”  Her eyes took on a hungry light.  “Unless you join me, that is.” 

“No,” he croaked, shaking his head. 

“You would rather see the Light fail than join the Darkness?” the Darkbringer  laughed  throatily.    “Are  you  truly  that  selfish,  Sorcerer? 

Look, even now, your Champion falls, and the Darkness wins!” 

He stared at Geltheriel, who held her blade just above her head, her  body  trembling  and  shaking.  The  Darkness  wins,  the  thought flashed through his mind unbidden, along with a wave of despair. 

 No,  Oathbinder,  Geltheriel’s  voice  rang  in  his  thoughts  fiercely. 

 You have taught me, and I remember well.  The Darkness wins only when the Light fails…

The woman’s head rose, and the dimming radiance of her blade swelled back to life.  She struggled to rise back to her feet.  “And I. 

Will.  Not.  FAIL!”  Her voice roared as the True Blade flared back to life, driving the Darkness back before it. 

Virnal screamed and fell back as Silma appeared behind her, the fenrin’s  teeth  ripping  through  her  armor  and  into  her  back.    Aranos soared  free  of  her  grip,  activating  his  Great  Sigil  and  belatedly encasing  himself  in  warforged  steel.    He  sent  a  quick  message  to Mutroda.  Help  the  Travelers  against  the  Nightmare  Beast!  he directed anxiously, even as he wove another Arcane Lance, this time tapping the power stored in his Sigil to boost its strength.  Hurry! 

 On  it,  Sorcerer,  the  dwarf  replied.    Aranos’  Lance  flashed  out, slamming into the distant Beast’s draconic head, and it screamed as his Primal mana seared and burned its flesh.  It staggered backward but unleashed a blast of Darkness toward the Travelers below, a blast that Phil caught on his glowing, white shield and laboriously pushed to the side.  Aranos belatedly found the two parties in his War sheet and  poured  SP  into  the  Energy  Weapons  upgrade,  giving  them  all five  levels  of  celestial  power  to  their  attacks.    The  bolt  Longfellow loosed at the Beast suddenly flared with white radiance, and it sunk deeply into the monster’s hide with a burst of gleaming flame. 

“Let’s  do  this!”  he  heard  Martina  shout.    “This  thing’s  going down!” 

Aranos’  shield  shattered  as  Virnal  hurled  another  blast  of  flame at him, knocking him from the sky, but his armor shed the Corrupted magic, preserving his flesh.  He reached into the ground beneath him and pulled power from it, refilling his failing SP and instantly healing some of his injuries.  He darted back into the air, hammering at the god  with  blasts  of  Primal  fire  boosted  by  his  Scepter  and  Sigil  that crashed  through  Virnal’s  shield  and  swept  over  Lily’s  body.    Virnal sent a wave of ebony divine power screaming toward him, but he cast his  Teleport  Field  Spell  and  vanished  from  in  front  of  the  curtain  of power, reappearing high in the air. 

“You can’t win as long as I refuse to give up, Virnal!” he called to the  furious  god.    “And  I  won’t  give  up,  ever.    I’ll  fight  you  with everything  I  have,  and  if  you  kill  me,  I’ll  just  come  back  and  do  it again!  Sooner or later, you’ll fall, and the Feast will finally be over.” 

She shrieked in incoherent rage and struck at him with a storm of ebony  lightning  that  filled  the  air  around  him,  but  he  once  again vanished  from  the  sky,  reappearing  beyond  her  Spell.    He  couldn’t match  her  strength;  somehow,  the  combination  of  her  divine  power and Lily’s inherent abilities made Virnal stronger by far than any other god he’d faced.  He didn’t need to beat her, though; he just needed to keep  her  busy.    His  Domain  alone  wasn’t  enough  to  challenge  her, but it recently got an upgrade, and the time had come to see what it could do. 

She  rushed  toward  him,  her  movements  so  swift  they  were barely  detectable  in  his  mind’s  eye,  but  he  needed  only  that  tiny flicker of forewarning.  He flexed his will, and golden chains as thick as  his  waist  erupted  from  thin  air,  wrapping  around  the  woman  and binding  her  tightly.    War-empowered  lightning  arced  from  empty  sky and  slammed  into  her,  searing  her  flesh,  and  shards  of  glowing, golden ice encased her, punching through her armor. 

The  goddess  screamed  and  tensed  herself,  shattering  his chains.    A  wave  of  Darkness  swept  out,  pushing  back  his  assaults, and she stared at him in fury and puzzlement. 

“What  is  this?”  she  demanded.    “What  have  you  done, Sorcerer?” 

“You’re in my Domain now, Virnal,” he replied grimly, lashing out with his will once more.  “In my Domain, I can do – well, pretty much anything I can imagine.  And I can imagine a lot.  Being a Sorcerer is all  about  creativity,  after  all.”    Thorny  vines  dripping  with  golden  fire and  gleaming  with  the  blue-orange  sheen  of  Ascension  exploded around her, wrapping her tightly and enclosing her in their embrace. 

She  cried  out  as  the  thorns  pierced  her  skin,  sending  liquid Redemption flowing into her veins. 

Gray  power  flowed  over  the  god,  turning  his  vines  to  ash,  and she hung in the air before him, freed of his restraints and glowing with power.    “You  think  you  can  match  your  will  against  mine?”  she hissed.  “You are a fool, Sorcerer!” 

“Maybe, but I’m a fool who can hurt you – and maybe kill you,” 

he grinned.  “Let’s see what happens when a god dies in the Mortal Realm, shall we?” 

She responded with a column of green fire, but he flexed his will and slipped to the side, allowing it to roar past him.  Virnal probably had a point – he doubted he could suppress her will in his Domain the way  he  had  Morx’  –  but  he  could  tie  her  up  and  keep  her  from realizing what happened in the battles across the rest of the field. 

In  the  distance,  he  felt  Mutroda  join  the  Travelers  battling  the Nightmare  Beast,  catching  one  of  the  monster’s  blasts  of  Darkness on her shield almost contemptuously.  It lashed at her with its dragon head,  but  Mathias  intercepted  the  strike  with  his  spear  and  plunged

the  weapon  into  its  open  maw.    McBane  and  Rhiannon,  the  Rogue who  adventured  with  Mathias  and  Gwin,  leaped  onto  the  creature’s back,  stabbing  their  short  swords  into  it  and  opening  shallow  but painful  wounds,  while  Martina  and  Longfellow  peppered  it  with glowing,  celestially  empowered  shafts.    The  players  danced  around the  creature,  striking  at  it  swiftly  and  withdrawing  before  it  could  hit back,  letting  Hector,  Phil,  and  Mutroda  catch  its  Spells  and  breath weapon  to  keep  them  safe.    Slowly,  they  whittled  the  thing  down, opening dozens of tiny wounds that bled Corruption. 

At  the  front  of  the  asurae,  Avalyn,  Miwango,  and  Glorferdir battled the bodakkai.  The Sorceress struck with webs of flame and lightning  enhanced  with  void  magic  that  tore  through  the  creatures’

magical defenses, while Glorferdir lashed out with claws, fangs, and the  power  of  his  Shattering  Roar.    Miwango  swooped  above  the monsters  like  a  being  possessed,  bathing  them  with  his  breath weapons but also stooping on them to tear at them with his metallic claws.    The  bodakkai  struck  back  with  arrows  and  Spells,  but  the turaloke’s  armored  scales  shed  their  attacks  as  he  shredded  the monsters with abandon.  Aranos understood the dragonelle’s fury and pain  and  hoped  that  Miwango’s  desire  for  vengeance  against  the Darkness didn’t get him killed. 

Geltheriel  danced  around  her  Nightmare  Beast,  slashing  and cutting it with her blade.  She landed atop one skull and plunged her sword into its eye, then vanished as a torrent of black flame bathed the spot where she’d stood.  She reappeared to cut into the throat of another  head,  then  parried  a  lash  of  black  lightning  and  responded with  a  blast  of  celestial  flame  from  her  sword.    The  Beast  fell  back before  her  fury  and  her  blade  as  she  cut  into  its  flesh,  opening wounds that didn’t heal and poured black blood in copious amounts. 

He flitted across the sky, carried by the power of his will through the  Dreamscape,  striking  at  Virnal  with  weapons  drawn  from  his imagination.    Blades  of  starsteel  whirled  through  the  air,  cutting  her body;  spears  of  golden  obsidian  plunged  into  her,  pinning  her  in place; sheets of silver fire wrapped around her and scorched her skin and hair.  She struck back with blasts of power he couldn’t match, but he  flickered  and  vanished  about  the  Dreamscape,  avoiding  her

attacks rather than meeting them head-on.  Silma struck at her from behind when the god tried to rush Aranos, the fenrin’s celestial fangs piercing the Darkbringer’s armor with ease. 

Even  so,  Aranos  knew  he  hadn’t  really  hurt  Virnal  with  his attacks.    She  healed  the  damage  almost  instantly,  and  her  Spells never  seemed  to  weaken  or  falter.    Her  divine  power  gave  her unlimited SP and LP; his only real chance to hurt her was to strike at her  soul,  and  she  gave  him  no  chance  to  try  that.    The  pair  soared through  the  sky,  hammering  at  one  another  with  titanic  energies, neither  able  to  gain  any  advantage  nor  inflict  serious  harm  on  the other. 

“You  will  lose,  Sorcerer,”  Virnal  growled  as  she  hung  in  the  air, once again healing her wounded and seared flesh with a thought.  “I cannot be defeated; no power has ever bested me!” 

“There’s a first time for everything, Virnal,” he said grimly.  “And you’re  wrong;  I’ve  beaten  you  a  half-dozen  times  I  can  think  of. 

What’s one more?” 

“I  will  drag  you  screaming  to  the  Pit!”  she  roared,  her  anger blazing  forth  once  more.    “You  will  suffer  for  all  eternity!    All  of  you will…” 

Her  words  cut  off  as  a  glowing  arrow  crashed  into  the  god’s chest, quivering and thrumming as it poured celestial power into her. 

Virnal looked down in surprise, but Aranos merely smiled.  He’d felt the death of the Nightmare Beast and the approach of his friends; he no longer fought the dark god alone. 

“I’ve  told  your  minions  time  and  again,”  he  sighed,  shaking  his head.  “You’ll never face just one of us, Virnal.” 

Virnal opened her mouth to speak, but a meteoric blaze of white fire  crashed  into  her,  slamming  her  into  the  ground.    The  fire dissipated  to  reveal  Mathias  standing  with  one  foot  atop  the Darkbringer, his spear pinning her to the ground through her chest. 

“If you battle one of us...,” he said, leaping backward and yanking his  weapon  free  as  the  god  struck  at  him  with  a  blast  of  lightning. 

The electricity crawled across Mutroda’s shield as the dwarf blocked the  blast,  and  another  arrow  streaked  forth  from  Martina,  burying itself in the downed goddess’ throat. 

“You fight all of us,” the Ranger finished grimly, nocking another arrow.    Longfellow  appeared  beside  her,  firing  his  heavy  crossbow and  sending  a  bolt  plunging  into  Virnal’s  stomach  while  the  others spread out around the dark god, readying themselves for battle. 

A  glittering  dragonfly  flitted  down  and  settled  on  Aranos’

shoulder.    “Don’t  worry,  we’ve  got  your  back,”  Meridian’s  voice murmured from the totem into his ear as healing magic rolled through his body, restoring his lost SP. 

“How dare you?” Virnal raged as the party surrounded her.  “Do you know who you face?” 

“We know who you are, Lily,” Phil said grimly, white fire racing up his blade. 

“I  am  no  mere  Traveler,  Paladin!    You  face  none  other  than Virnal, Mistress of the Night, ruler of the Dark Pantheon!  Flee now, or face a god!” 

“Oh, so awesome,” Gwin muttered.  “Can anyone say, ‘massive XP haul’?” 

“Plus, now Aranos won’t be the only one who got to kill a god,” 

McBane added with a grin. 

“It  doesn’t  matter  who  you  are,  lady,”  Hector  said,  setting  his shield.  “Like my sister said, you fight one of us, you fight all of us.” 

“Then  you  will  die  together!”  the  woman  screamed,  lashing  out with  a  blast  of  Darkness.    The  wave  of  energy  roared  outward, threatening to engulf them all, but it crashed into a bubble of golden fire that wrapped about it and contained it. 

Aranos  floated  into  the  air  as  his  Domain  surged  with  power. 

“You  should  have  listened  to  Geltheriel,  Virnal,”  he  said  in  a  ringing voice.  “The Darkness can only win if the Light gives up.”  He looked around at the party.  “And we’ll never give up.  Even if we die, we’ll be back to fight you again and again until one day, we take you down. 

You  can’t  win.    Flee  to  the  Pit,  take  your  bodakkai  with  you,  and maybe we won’t hunt you down and slaughter you there.” 

The woman screamed, striking out with dark energy at the party members.    Mutroda  and  Hector  caught  the  blasts  on  their  shields, while  Rhiannon  and  McBane  dodged  the  lines  of  blackness.    Phil lashed  out  with  his  glowing  sword,  driving  the  god  back,  while

Mathias slammed his spear into the barrier surrounding her, cracking it  thanks  to  the  spirit  mana  filling  the  weapon.    Aranos  hurled  an Arcane  Lance  at  those  cracks  and  shattered  her  shield,  his  Primal mana  ripping  into  her  flesh  and  burning  a  chunk  of  it  free.    Arrows slammed into her body, while McBane and Silma slashed and tore at her back and sides. 

Virnal  fell  back  as  the  party  pressed  their  attack.    The  tanks intercepted  her  magical  assaults,  Meridian’s  little  queen  flitting between  them  to  keep  them  healed.    The  god  healed  her  own wounds  instantly,  but  Aranos  felt  the  divine  presence  around  her steadily weakening as they struck at her.  Step by step, they pushed her away from the walls and back toward the distant portal. 

Aranos  kept  his  Battlesense  focused  on  Geltheriel’s  clash  with the  Nightmare  Beast.    He  felt  her  striking  at  the  monster,  no  longer slashing  but  thrusting  and  cutting.    Her  blade  plunged  into  it  again and again, pouring its blood upon the ground.  She flashed up to one of  its  heads  and  stabbed  downward,  pouring  celestial  power  into  its skull  and  frying  its  brain,  then  struck  at  a  different  neck.    A  dozen swords cut at the same time in a ring around the massive neck, and the severed head dropped free of the monster’s body. 

In the distance, he sensed the asurae pushing the bodakkai back across  the  battlefield.    Avalyn  and  Glorferdir  led  the  assault,  driving into  the  weakened  Shadowborn,  while  Miwango  dove  at  them  and struck  with  blasts  of  magic  and  his  razor  claws.    Copper-skinned warriors  pressed  against  the  dark  creatures  with  massive  shields, while  silver-hued  archers  flung  shimmering  arrows  into  their  midst. 

Golden  figures  with  feathered  wings  hovered  above  the  battle, healing those below and raining Redeemed magic on the bodakkai. 

The  legions  of  shining  warriors  fought  with  terrible  ferocity,  likely venting  centuries  of  imprisonment  on  their  foes,  and  the  bodakkai crumbled and fled beneath their advance. 

The  Nightmare  Beast  screamed  in  terror  as  Geltheriel’s  blade stabbed  into  its  final  head,  burying  itself  in  the  creature’s  eye. 

Celestial power roared through it, flooding its body and building to a terrifying  crescendo.    The  elf  yanked  her  blade  free  and  tried  to teleport clear, but as she did, the body exploded, vaporizing in a wave

of power that flung the Shade backward and sent her crashing to the ground.  Geltheriel rose drunkenly to her knees, then collapsed, her Stamina giving out at last and her LP hovering at 10%. 

The  Nightmare  Beast’s  eruption  washed  over  the  party,  hurling most  of  them  back.    Only  Silma,  Aranos,  and  Virnal  withstood  that blast, and the god stared at the Sorcerer, her eyes filled with hate. 

Aranos just looked back impassively, his gaze cold. 

“You’ve lost, Virnal,” he said flatly.  “Your Beasts are dead.  Your armies are fleeing.  Your power is fading.  Surrender, and maybe I’ll spare your miserable life.” 

“Never,”  she  hissed.    A  grin  crossed  her  face,  one  that  Aranos didn’t  expect.    “And  you  only  think  I  have  lost,  Sorcerer.    So  far, everything has gone to my plan.” 

Aranos  couldn’t  help  but  laugh.    “You’re  lying,”  he  chortled, raising his hand.  “Surrender or die, Darkbringer.  Those are your only choices.” 

“No,  Immortal  Bane.    There  is  yet  a  third  one  –  the  choice  I created with my actions, the one that all my plans have brought me to.”    The  god  suddenly  vanished,  then  reappeared  over  the unconscious Geltheriel.  Aranos felt a spike of fear as Virnal snatched up the elf and flung Geltheriel over her shoulder.  He flung an Arcane Lance at the god, but it shattered against her hastily raised shield. 

“You  have  said  you  will  never  turn  to  me,  Sorcerer,”  Virnal crowed triumphantly.  “Let us put that to the test.  I will take this one to the bottom of the Pit, and there I will break her to my will – unless you join  me.    Come  to  my  palace,  and  we  will  see  the  strength  of  your resolve  –  and  how  quickly  you  embrace  the  Darkness  to  save  this one you love!” 

Aranos  snatched  out  his  bow,  readying  a  warforged  arrow,  but Virnal  vanished  once  more.    The  god  moved  more  swiftly  than Aranos’ senses could track, and only his Battlesense followed her to the dark, shimmering portal to the Pit.  She stepped through it, and it snapped shut behind her, sealing his dearest friend in the depths of literal Hell. 

Chapter 30

“Geltheriel!”  Aranos  roared,  mana  flaring  up  inside  him.    He raced  toward  the  sealed  portal,  lashing  out  at  it  with  dimensional mana,  but  his  magic  passed  through  the  space  without  effect.    He flung a blast of astral energy at it to the same effect, then reached out with High Mastery, seeking even the tiniest edge he could pry open. 

His mental fingers touched nothing; as far as he could tell, the portal never existed in the first place. 

Battlesense  informed  him  that  the  moment  the  portal  vanished, the  bodakkai  all  collapsed,  lifeless  and  unmoving.    The  asurae vanished  from  the  battlefield,  their  purpose  accomplished,  and  the portal to the Mountain of Light sealed shut behind them.  Far to the north, the broken remains of the Shadowborn army fled towards the High  Road,  heading  for  Northmoor  and  a  perception  of  safety  that they wouldn’t find. 

None of that mattered to him as he cast Spell after Spell, trying desperately to reopen the sealed gate.  Dimensional mana clawed at reality, ripping holes in it that led to nowhere.  Astral mana pierced the walls of Ka, opening doors that his astral body could follow, but none led  to  the  Bottomless  Pit.    Gates  to  the  Dreamscape  swirled  into being,  but  only  placid  dreams  of  the  few  sleeping  Lightborn  in  the area lay beyond. 

He dimly heard his name echoing around him, but he ignored the calls  of  his  party  members.    He  lashed  out  frantically,  unthinkingly, trying every combination of powers he could imagine to tear a gate to the Pit and reclaim Geltheriel.  Every second in this world would be hours of torment for her; minutes could mean days of suffering for the Shade.  He couldn’t stop to talk or explain while the dark god inflicted who knew what horrific tortures on the elf…

 PACK  LEADER,  STOP  THIS  AT  ONCE!  Silma’s  shout  cut through  his  haze  of  desperation,  and  he  froze  in  shock.    Rage  and terror filled her words, two emotions he’d never felt from her before. 

Why  was  she  upset  with  him?    He  was  just  trying  to  recover Geltheriel; she should understand…

An  image  flashed  in  his  mind,  and  he  suddenly  understood  her anger.    The  vision  showed  him  floating  in  a  sea  of  chaotic  energies that  ripped  and  tore  at  the  fabric  of  reality.    Fell  power  seared  the earth  beneath  him  and  twisted  the  very  air.    Portals  opened  and closed, depositing strange beasts that attacked anyone around them in fear and madness.  Tendrils of otherworldly energies raked across everyone nearby, and only Meridian, Gwin, and Mutroda’s efforts kept half the party from dying beneath the storm of his fury. 

Shame  washed  over  him,  and  he  allowed  the  power  to  drop, hanging his head low.  “I – I’m sorry,” he said, his voice barely loud enough to be heard.  “I – I didn’t realize…” 

“We  figured,  Aranos,”  Phil  said,  walking  cautiously  closer  but keeping  his  shield  between  himself  and  the  Sorcerer.    “Even  so, though, that was more than a little terrifying.” 

Aranos  swallowed  hard  as  guilt  stabbed  at  him.    “I  have  to  get her back, Phil.  Virnal will torture her – is torturing her right now.” 

“You’re  right,  buddy.    We  have  to  get  her  back.”    The  Paladin lowered  his  shield.    “But  we  have  to  do  it  calmly,  without  losing control, okay?” 

Aranos  grimaced  and  looked  around.    Everything  within  a thousand feet or so of him looked like a massive bomb exploded on it.  His magic dug trenches in the earth where pools of molten stone slowly  cooled.    The  nearest  trees  lay  tumbled  on  the  ground  as  if knocked  aside  by  an  enormous  hand  or  floated  as  clouds  of  ash, utterly  vaporized  by  his  magic.    The  air  crackled  and  hissed  with power,  reeking  of  ozone  and  filled  with  floating  dust.    A  massive crater in the ground below him looked like someone scooped out the earth with a twenty-foot bowl.  He swallowed hard again. 

 I  did  more  to  the  battlefield  in  ten  seconds  of  rage  than  the bodakkai did in hours of battle,  he realized guiltily. 

“Yeah.  I get it,” he nodded.  “I won’t lose control again.” 

“Good,  because  that  was  fucking  stupid  and  scary  as  hell,” 

Martina’s voice spoke as the Ranger jogged up to stand beside Phil. 

“I  don’t  know  about  stupid,”  Phil  winced,  but  Martina  shook  her head. 

“I’m  not  sugar-coating  it,  Phil.”    She  stared  at  Aranos.    “You almost killed half of us with your tantrum, Aranos.” 

“He was worried about Geltheriel,” Phil protested. 

“So?”  The daywalker walked closer to Aranos, her eyes blazing. 

“I  get  that  you’re  angry  and  scared,  but  you  can’t  stop  thinking, Aranos.”    She  glanced  over  her  shoulder,  and  Aranos  saw  Avalyn staring at him with wide eyes.  “Is all this really what you want her to see?” Martina asked quietly. 

“No,”  Aranos  replied,  straightening.    “No,  it’s  not.    You’re  right, Martina.  There’s no excuse for my losing control like that.  I won’t do it again.” 

“Good,”  she  grunted.    “Now  that’s  settled,  how  do  we  get  to Geltheriel?  Can we use the Arcane Doors?” 

“No,” he shook his head.  “Those only lead to the Bridge of Light now.    I  could  alter  one  to  link  it  to  Virnal’s  palace,  I  think,  but  that would undo what I just fixed and might start the Feast all over.” 

“Which  is  probably  what  Virnal’s  hoping  you’ll  do,”  the  woman nodded.  “You can’t just open a portal there?” 

“I  don’t  have  any  way  to  target  it,”  he  said  helplessly.    “I  was trying to open portals before, and, well…”  He gestured around him. 

“You see how well that worked.  They just go to random places.” 

“Yeah,  let’s  not  do  that  again.”    She  sighed.    “So,  what  do  we do?” 

“If you don’t know how to do it, Aranos, who would?” Phil asked. 

“We’ve  got  all  these  Wizards  in  the  city  from  the  elves  and  the College.  I’ll bet one of them has at least a clue.” 

Aranos’ eyes widened.  “Savannah!” he whispered.  He looked at Phil,  a  touch  of  hope  rising  in  his  chest.    “The  assistant  to  the Headmaster  of  the  College  here.    She’s  a  Master  of  astral  magic! 

She’d probably know!” 

“Then let’s go see her,” Martina said, turning to head toward the city, but Aranos shook his head. 

“Walking  will  take  too  long.”    He  gestured,  and  a  portal  rose before him, one that opened in the city’s Guild Square.  “Come on. 

Every minute we waste might be days for Geltheriel.” 

He split the party up, sending Mathias, Gwin, and Rhiannon one way while he and his party went the other, but it still took him fifteen minutes  to  find  Savannah.    That  wasn’t  long,  really  –  without  his Tracking  skill  it  would  have  taken  hours  –  but  he  practically  ground his teeth with impatience at the wasted time.  Frustration, anger, and fear  all  roiled  within  him,  but  he  pushed  them  down  and  kept  his feelings  in  check.    Lashing  out  again  wouldn’t  help  anyone,  and  it might be what Virnal wanted.  When he finally located her in one of the northern citadels, though, his temper rested on a fine edge. 

“Savannah!”  The words almost exploded from his mouth as he stepped through another portal.  “Finally!  I need your help!” 

The blonde-haired woman turned from where she stood peering out  an  arrow  loop  and  gave  Aranos  a  particularly  sultry  smile.    Her dark  eyes  flashed,  and  her  full  lips  curled  up  mischievously  as always.  She took one look at his face, though, and her provocative expression slid away to be replaced with a serious frown. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked in a worried tone. 

“Geltheriel’s  been  taken,”  he  replied,  quickly  explaining  what happened.  “I need your help opening a gate to the Pit.” 

She shook her head, her eyes stricken.  “I – I can’t help you with that, Aranos,” she said softly.  “I might be able to travel there astrally, and I could teach you how to, but you wouldn’t really be there.  The only way I know is through the Ways of Shadow, and I don’t think you want to go that way.” 

He slammed a fist into the nearest wall in frustration.  “There has to be a way!” he half-shouted.  “Lily did it – or Virnal did.  If they can, so can I!” 

“I didn’t say it can’t be done,” the Wizard corrected.  “Just that I can’t help you.  You’re looking for a gate, and I don’t know as much about those as Radomil does.” 

“Is he here?” Aranos asked quickly. 

“He’s in the battle somewhere,” she nodded. 

“Then I’ll find him,” Aranos spun, but she grabbed his arm. 

“It’ll be faster if I do it,” she smiled at him.  She sat down on the floor, crossing her legs and closing her eyes.  Aranos felt a pulse of astral magic rush from her, washing out in all directions.  He waited

with  barely  checked  impatience  as  the  seconds  ticked  past,  but finally,  he  felt  another  surge  of  astral  energy  return  to  her,  and  she opened her eyes.  “He’s on his way.” 

“You  have  to  teach  me  how  to  do  that,”  Aranos  said  a  bit grudgingly.  “I could have found you so much faster that way…” 

She  laughed  throatily  as  she  rose  to  her  feet.    “I’d  be  glad  to when all this is done.  It’s very useful – and it can be a lot of fun to float around astrally, unseen by everyone.  The things I’ve gotten to witness…” 

Before  he  could  reply,  a  surge  of  teleportation  magic  rippled  in the  room,  and  Radomil  appeared  with  a  rush  of  displaced  air. 

“Aranos,”  the  steel-haired  man  spoke  gravely.    “Savannah  told  me what happened.  You want to open a gate to the Pit?” 

“Yes,” Aranos nodded.  “Right to Virnal’s palace if I can.” 

Radomil  grimaced.    “I  –  I’m  not  sure  if  that’s  possible,”  he admitted.  Aranos felt a stab of panic and anger, but the Wizard held up  a  restraining  hand,  likely  seeing  the  Sorcerer’s  expression harden.    “Let  me  rephrase  that.    It’s  obviously  possible,  since  the Darkbringer  did  it,  but  I’m  not  sure  how  it  could  be  done. 

Theoretically,  a  combination  of  astral  and  dimensional  mana  can open  a  gate  to  another  world,  but  you  can’t  target  it.    It  just  goes randomly somewhere.” 

“Ah,  but  with  the  proper  invocation,  targeting  a  gate  that  like would be simple,” a new voice spoke, and Aranos spun as the dark-skinned  Headmaster  Mandla  appeared  in  the  room  from  nowhere. 

Everyone  but  Aranos  and  Mutroda  jumped  at  his  sudden  presence, and  the  old  man  chuckled.    “Forgive  me  for  startling  you,  but Savannah called me, and a good thing she did.” 

He turned to look at Aranos.  “As my former student said, astral and dimensional manas are needed to open a gate to another world, but  only  invocation  mana  can  target  that  gate.    A  Spell  can  draw power  from  another  world  and  use  it  like  a  lodestone  to  focus  the gate’s destination.”  He looked at the other two Wizards.  “I have the knowledge, but I lack the proper Aspects to forge such a Spell.” 

“Then  we  shall  link  together,  all  of  us,  and  combined,  we  will have  that  power.”    Aranos  felt  Dirue  step  into  the  room,  and  she

walked  over  to  place  her  hand  comfortingly  on  Aranos’  shoulder.    “I will forge the linkage, and together, we will create that which none of us could individually.” 

“That would work,” Mandla nodded.  “And after, maybe you can teach me about how you’ll link us together.” 

“Gladly, Headmaster – if you consent to share knowledge of your College’s mastery of Enhanced magic.”  She looked admiringly at the other  Wizards.    “I  witnessed  you  in  battle,  and  while  I  believe  our Spells  have  greater  finesse,  I  admit  that  your  Wizards  have  greater skill and power.” 

“I’d like that,” Mandla smiled.  “I’ll bet there’s a lot we can learn from one another.” 

“That  sounds  great,”  Aranos  agreed  hastily,  cutting  off  the conversation.  “But Geltheriel…” 

“Yes,  we  must  rescue  your  champion,”  Mandla  agreed  gravely. 

“With Master Dirue’s linkage, I believe that we can cast the Spell we need – but we need a focus for the invocation, something steeped in the power of the Bottomless Pit.” 

“One of the bloodsteel rams might work,” Martina mused.  “They draw their energy from there, don’t they?” 

“True,  but  that  might  land  you  anywhere  in  the  Pit,”  the Headmaster shrugged.  “Something more potent or deeply died to the Darkbringer herself might be better.” 

“What  about  this?”  Mutroda  asked,  reaching  into  her  pack  and pulling  out  a  white,  faceless  skull  that  gleamed  evilly  in  the  rising light.    Aranos  felt  the  Darkness  radiating  from  it,  and  Redemption rose up within him, demanding to burn the skull to ashes.  He tamped it down, though, holding it tightly with his will – and his anger. 

“What   is   that?”  Mandla  asked  curiously,  staring  at  the  skull.    “I can feel the power coming from it…” 

“It’s  radiating  astral  mana,  as  well,”  Savannah  added distastefully.    “Not  a  very  pleasant  flavor  of  it,  though.    It’s  from another world.” 

“You  sense  the  power  of  Darkness,”  Dirue  said  softly,  touching her  scarred  cheek.    “I  have  felt  it,  as  well,  and  recognize  its  touch. 

That is a thing of evil, dwarf.” 

“You’re  right,”  Aranos  nodded.    “It’s  the  skull  of  the  god  Morx.” 

The others gasped, and Mandla’s eyes widened. 

“The skull of a god?” he echoed.  “Your Majesty – what – how is that even possible?” 

“We killed it,” Mutroda replied, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.  “Then I chopped off its head.  How else would I have gotten it?” 

“I meant, how could anyone kill…?”  The old man stopped as he saw the twinkle in the dwarf’s eye and shook his head.  “Ah, I see.  A good joke, and you fooled me completely.” 

“Mutroda, when did you take that?” Avalyn asked. 

“While the Sorcerer comforted the elf in the Bridge of Light,” the Champion  shrugged.    “I  figured  it  would  make  a  good  trophy  for Antas,  since  the  more  powerful  the  creature  killed,  the  stronger  the effects it provides.” 

“I would recommend against such,” Dirue shook her head.  “Such a talisman of Darkness can bode nothing but ill for all around it.” 

“She’s  right,”  Mandla  agreed.    “You  might  find  this  trophy  gives you  some  –  undesirable  effects.    Powerful,  to  be  sure,  but  perhaps unwelcome.”    He  shrugged.    “However,  it  will  certainly  serve  as  a focus.” 

“Then  let’s  open  a  gate,  so  I  can  go  rescue  Geltheriel,”  Aranos said quickly, impatience rising up in him once more. 

The Headmaster hesitated.  “While we could do that now, I think it might be better to open the gate somewhere less – Redeemed,” he offered.  “The energies flowing from the stones of the wall will disrupt the Spell by fighting the invocation mana.” 

“Plus, the gate won’t be one-way,” Radomil added.  “You can go in,  but  things  can  come  out,  as  well.    We’ll  need  to  hold  it  open  for you, or you won’t be able to exit, but while it’s open the bodakkai – or worse – can enter our world.” 

“What  about  opening  it  in  Avendale?”  Martina  suggested.    “The city’s fallen, so it shouldn’t interfere with the Spell, and if the bodakkai come out, the only things they’ll kill are the spider-people.” 

“Of course, those same spiders will try to kill us the moment we enter the city,” Longfellow pointed out.  “Not that we can’t take them, 

of course, but we are in sort of a hurry, aren’t we?” 

“Avendale’s perfect,” Aranos agreed with the woman, opening a portal  that  led  into  Stoneleague’s  throne  room  and  the  Arcane  Door inside  it.    He  stepped  through  the  portal,  and  the  others  followed behind him. 

“Okay,  so  we’ll  need  to  hold  off  the  spiders  while  the  Wizards open their gate,” Martina began, but Aranos cut her off. 

“No, I’ll take care of the kongolorns,” he said flatly.  “Give me one minute, then come through.” 

“Aranos,”  Phil  spoke,  his  voice  worried,  but  the  Sorcerer  shook his head. 

“I’ve got this.  Give me one minute, and you can all join me.”  He looked at Phil seriously.  “I’ve got some anger to work out, Phil.  This is as good a way as any to do it.” 

The  Paladin  nodded,  clapping  his  friend  on  the  shoulder.    “All right, buddy.  Go do what you have to.  We’ll give you time to do it.” 

Aranos  stepped  through  the  glowing  Arcane  Door  and  found himself  facing  a  huge  city  gate  that  opened  toward  a  harbor  set against  a  rippling,  blue  sea.    The  smell  of  salt  air  and  dead  fish wafted over him, and the sound of roaring waves and creaking wood filled the otherwise silent city.  The rising sun painted the sky and sea with  glorious  colors,  bathing  the  mostly  two-story,  tarred  wooden buildings around him in hues of orange, pink, and purple. 

Aranos  barely  noticed  any  of  it  as  he  shot  into  the  air,  avoiding the arrows and Spells of a mass of kongolorns that lay in wait around the Door.  He lashed out with a blast of mana as he cast Devastation Field,  driving  the  Spell  with  his  will  and  his  barely  contained  anger. 

The  Spell  streaked  into  the  square  below  and  exploded,  consuming the kongolorns in torrents of fire, lightning, and silvery War.  When the Spell  faded,  nothing  but  scorched  stones  and  shattered  buildings remained around the untouched Door. 

More  kongolorns  swarmed  toward  him,  and  he  unleashed  his Aura of Grandeur as they neared.  The force of his Charisma washed over the monsters, and he saw the fear rising among them. 

 Yeah, you’re right to be afraid,  he thought grimly.  This is just the start.  The Darkness is going to pay for everything it’s done. 

Magic erupted from him in every direction as he lashed out at the cowering  spiders.    Golden  fire  and  silver  ice  ripped  through  their carapaces.    The  earth  beneath  the  creatures  tore  open  and swallowed  them  or  spewed  iridescent  lava  up  to  engulf  them. 

Lightning  crashed  from  the  sky,  obliterating  entire  swaths  of  them, and  blasts  of  kinetic  force  tore  them  limb  from  limb.    His  fear,  rage, and  frustration  finally  found  release  as  he  shredded  the  monsters, killing them with pure abandon.  His Domain flooded most of the city, bathing  it  in  his  will,  and  he  pulled  weapons  from  the  depths  of  his imagination to strike at them.  He no longer needed to carefully craft the Spells to create the effects he desired; reality within his Domain bent to his very will. 

As he lashed out, something clicked in his mind.  This was what he did with his Spells when he fashioned his magic.  Spells were just his  imagination  given  form,  a  way  for  his  thoughts  to  mold  reality  to his  whims.    Just  as  his  mindscape  was  a  cheat,  an  interface  that made it easier for him to train or use his mana, so were Spells.  They were  simply  an  expression  of  a  deeper  reality  –  and  within  his Domain, he no longer needed them as a crutch. 

 Why should it be any different without a Domain?  he wondered as he commanded the air around a group of kongolorns to turn into spinning blades that shredded them, cutting them to pieces.  Is it just a  matter  of  power?    The  Domain  floods  the  space  around  me  with mana, and I can twist that and use it as I desire – so why can’t I do the same with raw mana? 

He  plunged  deeper  into  his  core,  pulling  up  more  of  his  power and pushing it out into the world.  The air snapped and curled around him  as  his  mana  flooded  it,  seething  with  his  unleashed  power.    He reached  out  to  that  power  and  bent  it,  shifting  it  into  the  shape  he wanted, not following a spell-form but creating the pure effect from his desire. 

The air rocked as a sheet of green-tinged lightning swept across the  square,  arcing  from  creature  to  creature.    Necrotic  energy leached their vital essence, and electricity cracked their exoskeletons, frying the flesh beneath and leaving nothing but floating ashes in the

air.    He  grabbed  the  power  that  still  flooded  the  air  and  twisted  it, bending it to his will and unleashing his fury on the charging spiders. 

 This,  he  thought  with  satisfaction  as  his  will  wove  blasts  of  fire that  roared  through  the  square,  obliterating  his  attackers.  This  is what I’ve been trying to do all along.  Magic is energy, nothing more, and  I’ve  spent  this  whole  game  learning  how  to  weave  and  form energy the way I want.  I don’t need the crutch of Spells; I can shift my power however I please. 

As the energy flowed through him, rising from the very depths of his Primal Ocean, he felt a new power surging within him.  The white-hot energy bubbled up from his depths, flowing along the streams of power  he’d  woven  and  filling  them  with  extra  force  and  ferocity. 

Curiously,  he  touched  the  strange  mana,  feeling  it  swell  within  him and hearing its voice crying in his thoughts. 

 This is justice!  the voice screamed in rage.  Our enemies earned this  wrath,  and  we  visit  it  upon  them!    They  must  pay  for  what  they have done to our beloved! 

 Yes.  They must,  Aranos agreed, grasping the power to himself. 

 Help me make them pay. 

The  energy  flowing  from  him  exploded  with  new  fury  as  the blazing  white  power  rushed  through  him.    It  mingled  with  his  Primal mana  freely,  bonding  with  those  Aspects  easily  and  giving  each greater  strength  and  intensity.    His  Domain  surged  even  wider  as torrents  of  white  flame  cut  through  the  kongolorns,  tearing  them apart. 

Still, spiders came, rushing from every street and alley, boiling up from  the  sewers  below,  only  to  freeze  and  cower  as  they  struck  his aura.    Aranos  killed  them  indiscriminately,  and  in  the  grip  of  his unleashed  power,  he  knew  that  if  he  truly  cut  loose,  he’d  obliterate the entire city.  Part of him wanted to do that, to level Avendale to its stones  –  a  massively  Overchanneled  Impossible  Tempest  would  kill every spider in the city, and it would do it quickly, but he didn’t need that  crutch.    He  could  shatter  the  place  with  nothing  but  will  if  he desired.    As  the  urge  rose  within  him,  though,  he  kept  the  image Silma sent him of his earlier rage firmly in mind.  He wanted to save Geltheriel, but he didn’t want to lose himself to do it. 

 Anger  is  a  tool,  but  it  can’t  control  me,  any  more  than  my Domains can.  I won’t lose myself to it, no matter what. 

War and death magic rolled from his hands as he forged his Fog of  War,  creating  it  without  needing  the  spell-form.    The  silver-tinged mists appeared below him, churning and boiling as they sucked the life from the kongolorns inside.  He pushed more power into the Spell, driving it with the energy of his unleashed Domain, and the fog roared outward, spreading through the city in a wave.  He felt the creatures dying  within  it  as  the  mists  sank  into  the  deepest  sewers,  poured through every crack and crevice, and pierced any barrier in their path to fill all the available space.  With his Int boosted to almost 700 by the 1,800 or so Soul Points he gained from the spiders’ deaths, the Spell should have done 6,000 LP damage per second, enough to kill them in a few seconds at most.  Instead, it slaughtered them instantly, killing  most  of  the  spiders  at  a  touch  as  the  new  white  fire  he’d summoned  within  him  empowered  the  Spell.    With  each  death,  he drew more Soul energy, and his Spell grew even greater. 

The kongolorns no longer scrambled to reach him.  Instead, they rushed to flee the city, racing away from him toward the open, broken gates.  He couldn’t simply allow them to escape; his rage demanded that he slaughter as many of the Shadowborn as possible.  He flexed his  will,  and  a  curtain  of  fire  exploded  around  the  city,  ringing  it  in flames  that  flickered  with  every  shade  of  his  Primal  mana.    The kongolorns  who  touched  that  fire  vaporized  instantly,  and  they  drew back  from  it  in  fear.    At  the  same  time,  he  pushed  the  Fog  of  War outward  in  a  ring,  willing  it  to  fill  the  entire  city,  and  the  silver-white mist  raced  away  from  him,  killing  everything  in  its  path  as  it  drove toward the walls. 

At last, silence and stillness reigned in the city as the last of the kongolorns either died or fled beyond the range of his Lifesense and Battlesense,  abandoning  the  city  and  racing  toward  their  distant mountain  nests,  unaware  that  no  shelter  waited  for  them  there.    As his  silvery  mists  curled  and  vanished,  he  lowered  himself  to  the ground.    He  cannibalized  some  of  the  rubble  he’d  created  of  the nearby  buildings  for  mana,  restoring  himself,  and  checked  the  new







notifications  that  had  been  blinking  in  his  vision  since  he’d  beaten Virnal. 

Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up! 

Primal Sorcerer Level: 15

Current XP: 717,037 /741,000

Int +9, Wis +6, Cha +6, +7 Stat points

 I am the One and the Primal…

Sorcerer Ascendant Level: 23

Current XP: 496,518/528,000

Int +7, Wis +5, Cha +5, +5 Stat points

 I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…



Primal Mana Unlocked! 

Aspect: Retribution

Retribution is the power of justice and righteous anger.  Unlike vengeance, Retribution seeks to punish those who have wronged its wielders, and it drives them to find and mete out justice to those.  A master of Retribution is an unstoppable force, undeterred by the greatest barriers and strongest defenses. 

Radius: [Cha x 5] feet (4,260, total Domain Radius 11,585’) Benefits:  End  +10,  Per  +10,  Cha  +20;  Sense  Intent,  Mass Inspection, and Tracking Skills are all raised to a minimum of Expert 1; Single-target damaging or debuffing Spells are 50% more effective and ignore barriers or shields of less than Legendary status; Damage Reflection:  anyone  who  damages  you  takes  50%  of  that  damage themselves  (this  damage  bypasses  all  shielding  and  resistances, regardless of the source). 

Penalties:  Area-of-effect  damaging  Spells  and  debuffing  Spells are 25% less effective.  Charisma-based Skills used against hostile or unfriendly creatures are 25% less effective. 

Domain  Effect:  You  can  cast  any  single-target  damaging  or debuffing Spell without SP, and such Spells ignore all resistances and











defenses,  regardless  of  the  source.    All  unfriendly  creatures  in  your Domain must make an Opposed Check: their [Wis + Class level] vs your  [Cha  +  Mana  Mastery  level];  failure  means  they  are  panicked and either flee immediately or gain the Stunned debuff if they cannot flee.  This Check repeats every ten seconds. 

Base Personality Points: 175

Skill Boost: Sense Intent (T) has gained a level! 

New Rank: Expert 1

Expert  Ability:  You  can  sense  unconscious  thoughts  and emotions of others.  To do so, make an Opposed Check: your [Wis +

Skill level] vs your target’s [Cha + Bluff Skill level].  Success means that you gain a general sense of what the other is thinking and feeling in  their  subconscious  thoughts.    This  does  not  allow  you  to  actually read  minds  or  hear  thoughts;  instead,  you  simply  gain  a  general feeling and sense of the target’s mental and emotional state. 

Racial Perk Unlocked: High Arcane Casting

You have learned to wield magic as the original high arcanes once did. 

Benefits: You  can  use  raw  mana  to  create  Spell  effects  without needing to craft the requisite Spell.  This is highly inefficient and costs 1000% of the SP of a standard Spell, minus 2% per combined level of Mana Control and Mana Mastery you possess.  You can only create effects with Aspects you have unlocked, including Primal ones. 

Title Gained: True Sorcerer

You have unlocked the true potential of the Sorcerer Class. 

Benefits:  All  boosts  to  Spell  Power,  casting  speed,  and  Spell creation speed are increased by 25%.  You can craft Spells that reach beyond  mortal  limits,  mimicking  the  powers  of  the  gods.    Magic Resistance  no  longer  functions  against  your  crafted  Spells  (not including your High Arcane Spell effects). 

He stared at his new notifications with a certain amount of awe as  he  dumped  his  Stat  Points  into  Charisma  without  pause.    He hadn’t known if his Class would evolve again at level 15 or not, but it looked like he’d have to wait for level 20 – not that he much cared at that  point.    His  only  focus  was  rescuing  Geltheriel,  and  his  new Domain, Perk, and Title would make that a lot easier. 

With High Arcane Casting, he could literally forge any Spell effect he wanted with nothing but his will – and a buttload of SP.  He winced as  he  realized  that  creating  a  Shattering  Bullet  that  way  would  cost over a hundred SP – and a Devastation Field would cost almost 700. 

The Perk wouldn’t replace his Spell creation, but in a pinch, he could fashion a Spell to fit his exact needs and craft it into a Spell later if he wanted.    The  benefits  of  his  True  Sorcerer  Title  were  a  bit  more vague  than  usual  –  what  did  it  mean  that  he  could  craft  Spells  that mimicked  the  powers  of  the  gods?  –  but  the  boosts  undeniably increased  his  power.    If  he’d  had  that  Title  in  his  first  battle  with Virnal…it  probably  would  have  gone  exactly  the  same  way.    He grimaced as he realized that Virnal and Lily’s combined powers were simply too much for him to face in straight-up combat. 

He  shook  off  the  thought.    It  didn’t  matter;  he  wasn’t  leaving Geltheriel  in  the  Darkbringer’s  clutches.    He  wouldn’t  face  the  god alone, after all – and if he could separate the pair, he might be able to face them each individually.  He hadn’t used his exorcism Aspect yet, but it seemed the perfect weapon to drive out the Darkbringer – if he had the will and the SP for it. 

He quickly topped off his increased mana pool, the level boosts bringing  him  close  to  a  million  SP  in  total.    He  shook  his  head  in disbelief,  then  settled  in  to  wait  for  the  others  to  emerge  from  the Arcane Door.  Silma came through first, looking around at the mass of kongolorn bodies with a sense of approval. 

 It  looks  like  a  good  hunt,  pack  leader.    Did  any  of  the  prey escape? 

 Some,  he  shrugged.  I  let  them  go.    They’re  not  my  real  prey, after all. 

 Good.    A  true  hunter  never  allows  lesser  prey  to  distract  them from the hunt. 

Phil and Hector emerged next, and the Magebane whistled softly as  he  stared  at  the  devastation  surrounding  the  Door.    “Holy  shit, brother.  How many of those things did you kill?” 

“About twenty thousand, all told.  Most of them fled the city and ran for the mountains,” Aranos explained. 

“That’s a lot of XP,” the man said admiringly. 

“Not  as  much  as  you  might  think.    It  got  reduced  by  90%

because it was too easy for me to do.” 

The  man  winced.    “Ouch.    Still,  better  ten  percent  of  a  shit-ton than a hundred percent of nothing, right?” 

“True.  Besides, I kind of needed to vent.” 

“You do you, brother.”  Hector glanced at Phil.  “I’ll let the others know it’s clear.” 

“Thanks,”  the  Paladin  nodded.    Hector  vanished  through  the portal,  and  Phil  turned  to  face  Aranos,  his  face  grave.    “You  okay, Jeff?” he asked quietly. 

Aranos sighed, shaking his head.  “No, I’m not, Phil.  Not really.  I know that right now, terrible things are happening to Geltheriel, and I feel so – powerless to do anything about it.  I hate feeling powerless.” 

Phil nodded.  “We all do, buddy.  But those things might not be happening,  you  know.    I  mean,  the…”    He  glanced  at  Silma  and quickly  altered  what  he’d  been  about  to  say.    “The  gods  could  just make it look like those things happened, without actually doing them to her.” 

 That’s not how things work in this world, though,  Aranos replied through  party  chat  so  the  fenrin  couldn’t  overhear.  The  AIs  let  the natives here develop naturally, so they have to experience things in a normal way.  That’s one reason why it all feels so – so real. 

He  grimaced .    I  know  that,  to  most  of  you,  Geltheriel  doesn’t seem  like  a  real  person,  but  I  don’t  think  that’s  true.    She  grew  the same  way  anyone  would.    Her  personality  developed  through  a combination of her experiences and her natural inclinations, and she has her own thoughts and feelings that aren’t guided or controlled by the  AIs.    She  seems  like  a  real  person  because,  in  every  practical way, she pretty much is. 

 I have to agree with you, mate, and that’s a lot coming from me, as  you  well  know.  Longfellow’s  voice  popped  up  in  the  chat  as  he emerged  from  the  Door.    Aranos  turned  to  see  the  others  stepping from  the  portal,  all  eyeing  the  Archer  questioningly.    Longfellow glanced over at the party members with a shrug. 

 Not all of you know this, but in our world, I’m a psychiatrist who specializes  in  artificial  intelligence  and  learning  techniques.    It’s  my job  to  tell  if  someone’s  real  or  not,  and  to  be  honest,  I  wouldn’t  be able  to  tell  the  difference  between  the  people  of  this  world  and  the people  of  ours.    I’ve  applied  every  test  I  can  think  of,  from spontaneous humor to emotional intelligence to flawed personalities, and they all respond the way any of us would. 

 Wait, so everyone here is real?  Meridian asked. 

 In  a  sense.    Let  me  put  it  this  way.    If  you  found  yourself  in  an internet chat with one of them, you’d never know that they weren’t a real person. 

 That seems like a legal nightmare, Martina suggested.  I mean, if these are real people, killing them is murder, isn’t it? 

 Well, they aren’t real in a legal sense, of course.  The law clearly states  that  no  artificial  intelligence  can  be  granted  personhood,  so they  don’t  have  any  rights  or  protections.    You’re  right  that  it’s  a potential legal nightmare, though. 

 What do you mean?  McBane asked.  A nightmare how? 

 One  of  the  points  of  my  work  is  to  identify  artificially  generated artwork or to determine if the person on the other end of your internet chat is real or not.  Those facts are quite important, legally, since an AI-generated  work  doesn’t  generate  copyright,  and  agreements  with AIs aren’t binding – and knowing when you’re talking to one is a nice way to avoid all sorts of fraud. 

 But  if  you  can’t  tell  the  difference  between  something  made  by an  AI  or  not,  Aranos  surmised,  then  people  could  have  AIs  create thousands of books, songs, or pieces of art in a matter of minutes or days and sell the works as their own creations, right? 

 Right in one,  Longfellow agreed.  And that’ll cause a fair amount of  problems.    If  the  algorithms  we  use  to  find  and  flag  AI-created works stop working, then we’ll have to work up a whole new batch of

 them  –  or  start  making  AI  works  legitimate,  which  would  be  its  own form  of  hell.    Who  holds  the  copyright  to  a  song  Geltheriel  makes up?    She  can’t  because  she’s  not  a  person,  but  the  company  didn’t create the song, so they shouldn’t have title to it, either.  The law will have  to  create  a  whole  new  form  of  copyright,  one  that  isn’t  owned and can’t be transferred but can be licensed by the owner of the AI creator, and they’ll probably have to limit the number of licenses per person  to  keep  companies  from  simply  flooding  the  market  with  AI-created works. 

 I take it you’ve brought all this up to the company?  Phil asked. 

 Of course, and they seem legitimately concerned about it, but I don’t  know  if  there’s  much  they  can  do  except  to  dumb  down  the NPCs.  Even that won’t make the tech they used to create them go away.  This particular cat’s out of the bag, and I don’t think it’s going back in quietly. 

 They  can’t  dumb  down  the  NPCs,  either,  Aranos  added  as  he watched  the  four  human  and  elf  Wizards  step  out  of  the  Door  and look  around.  These  people  are  their  proof  of  concept  for  the Singularity.    If  they  can  create  real,  thinking,  feeling  minds  out  of nothing but some personality profiles, then they can build an artificial brain  that  perfectly  mimics  the  thoughts  and  emotions  of  an  actual human.    Without  these  NPCs,  we’d  never  know  if  they  could  really mimic  a  living  person  –  and  those  legal  issues  you’re  talking  about are evidence that AIs deserve to be treated as people, too. 

 I never thought of it like that,  Martina admitted with a frown.  But if  they  do  achieve  the  Singularity,  won’t  the  laws  about  AIs  have  to change, anyway? 

 Oh,  absolutely,  Longfellow  agreed.  To  do  that,  though,  they’ll have  to  show  convincingly  that  the  person  they’ve  downloaded  into the server is the actual person, not just an approximation or a copy, and  that’s  why  I  and  a  few  other  specialists  were  brought  into  the beta test.  We’re supposed to give expert testimony that this sort of thing is even possible. 

He laughed.  The best part is, I came in completely prepped to shoot  down  the  whole  idea.    I’ve  never  been  a  fan  of  singularity theorem  –  the  human  mind  is  so  complex  even  we  can’t  fully

 understand it, after all, so just straight copying it isn’t going to work –

 but now, I’m not so sure.  They might have something, here. 

Mandla  stepped  forward,  interrupting  their  chat.    “This  place seems  eminently  suitable  for  opening  a  portal  to  the  ultimate Darkness,”  he  chuckled.    “The  sheer  quantity  of  Shadowborn  blood should  actually  work  to  stabilize  it,  since  I  won’t  need  to  provide  as much invocation mana.” 

“Glad  I  could  help,”  Aranos  forced  a  smile  at  the  man,  one  he didn’t remotely feel.  His heart screamed for them to open the gate, but  he  forced  his  impatience  down.    Obviously,  Virnal  had  planned this  for  some  time,  and  that  meant  she’d  be  ready  for  him  to  find  a way to her palace.  She waited for him, and rushing ahead would just end with them wiping. 

Apparently,  the  Headmaster  agreed.    The  man  hesitated  and looked at Aranos intently.  “You realize, of course, that this is a trap,” 

he  said  quietly.    “A  superbly  well-baited  one,  to  be  sure,  but  a  trap nonetheless.” 

“I know,” Aranos nodded.  “What can I do, though?  I can’t leave her there.” 

“You can be as prepared as possible,” Dirue suggested.  “Should you  take  more  time  to  prepare?    Perhaps  craft  some  items specifically to combat the dark gods?” 

Aranos  shook  his  head.    “Time  runs  differently  in  the  other worlds.    A  day  here  could  be  years  for  Geltheriel.    The  time  we’ve spent already might have been weeks for her, weeks in the hands of the  Mistress  of  Pain.    I’m  not  leaving  her  there  any  longer  than necessary.” 

“Well,  that  settles  that,  then,”  Mandla  nodded.    “Let’s  begin, then.” 

Dirue  stepped  forward.    “Everyone,  gather  around  me  in  a triangle,”  she  instructed,  and  the  human  Wizards  quickly  obeyed. 

“Relax your thoughts and reach out to mine.  Let us join our wills and powers as one.”  She looked at Mutroda.  “Place the focus at my feet if you would, dwarf – but not touching me, if that is acceptable.” 

“However you want it,” the Champion shrugged, laying the skull carefully before the elf and scooting back. 

“Are we prepared?” Dirue asked the others. 

Mandla glanced at Aranos.  “Could you suppress your Domain, please?” he asked.  “I fear the energies within it might stop us from opening the gate.” 

“Of  course,”  Aranos  nodded.    He  grabbed  hold  of  his  Domain, forcing  it  into  his  depths.    The  Primal  powers  struggled  mightily,  but his Soul-boosted Wisdom and his fierce need to help Geltheriel gave him  more  than  enough  mental  strength  to  drive  them  firmly  but inexorably  back  down  into  his  depths,  holding  them  there  as  they fought to escape. 

 Don’t  worry,  he  assured  the  Primal  Aspects  silently.  You’ll  be back out soon enough.  I’m not facing Virnal without you, trust me. 

Mollified,  the  energies  settled  into  his  Primal  ocean  once  more, allowing him to watch as the Wizards set to work.  Aranos paid close attention  as  the  four  joined  their  talents  to  cast  the  Spell.    He’d imagined  the  process  to  be  similar  to  a  Bond,  one  that  connected their  mana  pools  together,  but  instead,  it  looked  more  like  when  he used  his  Soulweaving  skill.    The  Wizards  each  pushed  a  strand  of their  deepest  essence  out  into  the  air,  the  four  tendrils  joining together overhead in a complex weave that Dirue swiftly created.  He studied  the  pattern  of  that  weave  with  his  senses;  the  quartet  of essences  bound  together  in  a  sort  of  spherical  pattern  that  allowed them  each  to  touch  the  others’  power  freely.    Mana  flowed  along those  strands  and  gathered  into  a  globe  above  Dirue’s  head  that swiftly grew to massive size, pulsing with energy. 

Tendrils of mana descended from the orb, shifting and weaving in a complex pattern.  Dimensional mana twisted around, wrapping itself in a weave that he recognized as a simple gate.  Astral energy rippled through  that  gate,  shifting  and  altering  the  pattern  to  guide  its terminus beyond the boundaries of Ka.  Invocation mana poured into the faceless skull, and dark power seeped into the gate, following the paths  of  the  astral  mana  and  binding  the  gate’s  exit.    The  pattern seemed  simple,  but  Aranos  saw  the  deep  complexity  of  Dirue’s crafting,  the  subtlety  with  which  she’d  joined  their  wills  and  minds without subsuming any of them. 

He  felt  fairly  certain  that  if  he  had  to,  he  could  replicate  their Spell.    It  didn’t  come  close  to  rivalling  the  intricacy  of  the  Arcane Doors, and by that point, he was sure he could build a new Door if he wanted.    While  the  Doors  carved  a  path  along  the  Lalu  Armizza  to another  point  in  Ka,  the  gate  the  Wizards  fashioned  dug  a  hole through  the  Ways  of  Shadow  into  the  depths  of  the  Pit,  bypassing most of the Ways.  Aranos suspected that had the Kala been whole and  undamaged,  this  wouldn’t  have  been  possible;  the  Ways  acted as  a  barrier  between  the  Mortal  Realm  and  the  Pit,  and  only  the weakness of that barrier – and the terrible power radiating from Morx’

skull  –  allowed  the  Wizards  to  punch  through  it  rather  than  follow  a path along it to the top of the Pit. 

The gathering mana flared in the air, a gray flash that tore open a hole  in  the  world.    Darkness  hung  beyond  that  hole,  a  Primal Darkness that reeked of despair and evil.  Energy washed out into the square, and everyone but Aranos and Silma shivered as that power clawed at them, seeking their lives – and probably their very souls. 

“The gate is open,” Mandla said at last.  “As I’m sure is patently obvious.” 

“Thank you,” Aranos nodded to them.  “Thanks to all of you.”  He took  a  breath  and  looked  at  the  others,  but  Mutroda  just  shook  her head and held up a hand. 

“Nope, don’t say it, Sorcerer,” she stopped him before he could speak.  “We’re all going with you.  None of us are willing to leave the elf in there.” 

“Wait,  is  not  going  an  option?”  Longfellow  asked,  feigning surprise.    “I  mean,  not  that  I’d  take  it,  but  it’s  nice  to  know  my choices.” 

“We’re  going,”  Martina  said  firmly.    “There’s  no  chance  we’re letting you do this alone, Aranos.” 

“Okay,” he smiled at them gratefully.  He took a deep breath and stepped forward into the deepest depths of the Pit’s Darkness. 

Chapter 31

Freezing  wind  screamed  past  Aranos  with  nearly  gale  force  as he  stepped  into  a  blasted  landscape.    His  feet  crunched  on  gravel, and the wind showered his Eldritch Armor with fine grit.  The scents of blood, rot, and death hung heavily in the air, and the thick miasma coated his tongue and throat.  The sounds of screaming and wailing rang  quietly  across  the  land,  not  quite  loud  enough  to  pinpoint  the source but not soft enough to be easily ignored.  A whispering voice filtered  over  that  background,  reaching  directly  into  his  thoughts rather than drifting into his ears, demanding his attention.  The voice spoke  words  he  didn’t  understand,  but  somehow,  he  knew  its meaning;  it  preached  of  hate,  rage,  death,  and  pain,  promising terrible  power  to  those  who  embraced  its  desires.    Even  without comprehending its words, he found himself drawn to that voice, and it took  a  minor  effort  of  will  to  force  his  mind  to  ignore  it  and  look around. 

He’d expected the depths of the Bottomless Pit to be bathed in pure Darkness, but sickly, pale light illuminated the world around him. 

He stood on a vast plain of some sort, a land of black stone and fine, white sand.  Dark clouds hovered in the air overhead, and flashes of purple and crimson lightning arced down to smash into the flat earth around  him.    To  his  left,  the  plain  seemed  to  end  at  a  wall  of blackness; to the right, jagged, obsidian mountains reared toward the sky  on  the  edge  of  the  horizon.    He  couldn’t  see  the  portal  he’d stepped through, but he could feel its presence hanging in the air, the mana holding it open perfectly clear to his senses. 

The ground seemed totally flat and level to the sides, but when he looked behind him, the ground rose sharply up in a steep incline in every direction, making it seem like he stood at the bottom of a well. 

The land rose endlessly, and oddly enough, his vision in that direction seemed unhindered by distance.  Huge cities of bodakkai and other dark  creatures  clung  to  the  sides  of  the  Pit;  bloodsteel  fortresses jutted from obsidian mountains in apparent defiance of gravity; thick jungles  of  crimson-leaved  trees  hid  predators  from  his  sight;  metal-





hulled  ships  sailed  across  oceans  of  blood  and  bile,  carrying hundreds  of  dark  passengers;  creatures  slunk  through  dark  forests with needle-like leaves that dripped venom. 

A red notification blinked in his vision, and he pulled it up with a feeling of dread. 

New Region Discovered: Blood Realm of Virnal

Corruption Level: Extreme (1 CP per second*)

Effects**: Redeemed and celestial Spells, Skills, and Abilities fail automatically.  Corrupted Spells, Skills, and Abilities are 100% more powerful.  Pain-inflicting effects are 200% more powerful and reduce Pain  Resistance  by  50%.    Non-Corrupted  creatures  take  1  point  of Wis damage per minute. 

*  CP  reduced  to  0  within  60’  of  you  due  to  your  True  Redeemer Ability. 

** You ignore these effects due to your Waymaster Perk and Lore (Otherwordly) Skill. 

 This  is  the  most  inhospitable  place  I’ve  seen  yet,  he  realized. 

The  Kala  hated  him  and  wanted  him  gone  from  it,  but  the  Blood Realm  wanted  to  consume  and  devour  him.    The  Pit  couldn’t  harm him or Corrupt anyone within 60’ of him, but it would still drain their Wisdom and render them vulnerable to the monsters that called the place  home  –  unless  he  protected  them.    He  gently  pushed  out  his Waymaster aura, trying to match it to the edge of his True Redeemer radius with as little disruption as possible to the surrounding realm. 

Despite his caution, though, he felt the incongruity in the fabric of the realm  shining  like  a  beacon  in  the  grayish  light,  a  signal  that  other creatures sensed, as well. 

With  his  oddly  enhanced  vision,  he  saw  the  denizens  of  the  Pit take  notice  of  his  presence.    Powerful,  ancient  beasts  looked  down from  their  perches  at  the  lone  arcane  in  the  middle  of  the  blasted plain.  Dark things took to the air, while reptilian and arachnoid bodies slithered down from their high shelters toward him.  A draconic beast launched  itself  from  a  massive  fortress,  winging  his  way,  its  wings

blotting out a chunk of the sky, and the ground around him rumbled as  huge,  armored  worms  with  rings  of  teeth  and  thousands  of  tiny, clawing legs erupted from it and surged his direction. 

The  air  behind  him  pulsed  as  Silma  slipped  through,  her  nose wrinkling  in  the  fetid  air  of  the  Pit.    She  growled  as  she  saw  the creatures  converging  on  him  and  took  a  step  toward  them,  but Aranos held her back with a quick thought. 

 Don’t  get  too  far  from  me,  he  instructed  the  fenrin  silently.  I’m keeping the Pit’s effects at bay, but only over a short distance. 

 I understand,  she nodded, halting and waiting for the monsters to approach.    Aranos  took  the  moment  to  Inspect  the  wormlike creatures, determining their power and threat level. 

 Katakish

 Unwounded

 Aura of Misery, Terrifying Scream, Magic Reflection Threat Level: Dangerous


The katakishes seemed to hesitate as they reached the edge of his  Redeemed  aura,  their  thirty-foot-tall  bulks  held  high  above  the ground,  the  mandibles  around  their  lamprey  mouths  clicking nervously.  As they circled him, Aranos pulled out his bow; he didn’t know  if  their  magic  reflection  ability  would  work  against  him  with  all his bonuses and Perks, but he had to assume it would.  He forged an arrow  and  released  it  at  the  closest  creature,  empowering  it  with celestial  mana  and  combining  Bursting  and  Chaining  Shots.    The shaft flashed forward, splitting into three other arrows that darted out and plunged into other creatures as the first shaft buried itself in the beast’s  open  maw.    All  four  arrows  exploded  in  blasts  of  celestial power that burned into the Corrupted creatures and tore gaping holes in their black armor. 

The blow seemed to shatter the monsters’ reluctance to attack, and they surged forward across the barrier of his aura.  Each of the worms screeched, and Aranos saw the blasts of mind mana rippling out  from  them  as  they  screamed.    The  power  washed  over  Aranos and Silma harmlessly, his Indomitable Will and her Companion Bond rendering  them  immune  to  the  katakishes’  fear  attack.    The  fenrin

flickered and vanished as the monsters entered his barrier, appearing behind one and ripping its armor open with her fangs. 

Aranos  fired  another  arrow  to  the  other  side,  again  badly wounding more of the creatures.  One of them rose up and sprayed a jet of thick, green fluid at him, but he raised a Mage Shield and the viscous  liquid  splattered  against  it.    The  fluid  hissed  and  roiled  as  it ate  at  the  Shield,  but  his  barrier  held  against  the  corrosive substance.    Behind  him,  he  felt  Silma  leaping  and  teleporting  from worm  to  worm,  tearing  at  them  with  her  fangs,  while  he  ripped through them with his arrows. 

More presences appeared at the edge of his Battlesense, and he looked up to see a dozen of what looked like horses with bat wings, hairless red skin, clawed feet, and draconic muzzles swooping toward them.    He  flung  a  Thermal  Web  at  the  monsters,  tangling  them  in strands of gravitational mana that paralyzed them in mid-flight while slowly  cooking  their  flesh,  then  tossed  a  Devastation  Field  at  them that  exploded  with  thermal,  arctic,  and  celestial  energies  and pulverized their bodies. 

Far  up  the  slope  above  him,  he  saw  a  horde  of  long-limbed creatures  with  avian  heads  and  bodies  covered  in  glistening  slime rushing  toward  them,  and  he  unleashed  a  trio  of  Energy  Barrages that  slammed  into  their  midst.    Celestial  and  kinetic  mana  flung  the monsters across the landscape, breaking their bodies as he unloaded hundreds of glowing orbs of power at them in a matter of seconds.  At the  same  time,  he  fired  another  set  of  arrows  at  the  advancing katakishes, cloning his shot into four that each split into several more and exploded in blasts of celestial flame. 

The air pulsed as more of his party emerged from the portal.  He glanced back and saw Phil and Mutroda stepping out, the pair taking in the situation at a glance and splitting up to engage the worms.  The sudden  shift  in  perspective  as  the  world  instantly  sloped  upward around him caused Aranos’ mind to reel slightly, but he shook off the touch  of  vertigo  as  he  saw  the  massive,  draconic  shape  winging  its way toward them drawing nearer. 

As  more  dark  creatures  rushed  the  mortals,  his  party  members emerged from the portal and entered the battle.  Hector and Martina

intercepted a squad of creatures that looked like skeletal warriors in scorched  armor  with  green  flames  licking  from  their  eyes  and perpetually open mouths.  Longfellow and McBane attacked a trio of huge  spiders  that  sprayed  webs  crackling  with  black  lightning,  and Avalyn,  Miwango,  and  Glorferdir  struck  at  a  group  of  short,  bent monsters that looked like goblins with ant heads. 

Aranos  slashed  out  with  Spells  in  every  direction  as  the  battle raged.      A  quintet  of  Arcane  Lances  slammed  into  the  massive dragon that soared slowly toward them, tearing holes in its wings and sending it hurtling toward the ground below.  Waves of radiant flame and  blasts  of  arctic  cold  obliterated  entire  swaths  of  monsters  while arcs  of  lightning  crashed  down  amidst  the  hordes  and  pulses  of gravity crushed those who soared overhead. 

As  his  SP  dropped,  he  reached  out  to  cannibalize  the  earth around him for more energy.  A rush of nauseating Darkness poured into him, almost making him retch and filling him with a sick, greasy feeling.  Redemption roared up within him, burning out the Darkness, and he silently cursed himself for his stupidity. 

 Of course, the dimension of evil and Darkness isn’t going to have nice, clean mana,  he berated himself as he pulled an ingot of simple high steel out of his pack and turned it into SP.  He had fourteen more of the metal bars stored for just that purpose, but he hoped not to use them all. 

As  fast  as  the  party  killed  the  monsters,  more  creatures continued  to  swarm  forward.    Thanks  to  Aranos’  Redeemer  aura, none  of  the  beasts  presented  a  huge  threat  to  the  adventurers,  but they  poured  forth  almost  endlessly  to  attack  the  party.    Despite  the party  members’  superior  levels  and  abilities,  Aranos  knew  they couldn’t hold out forever, as they’d all run out of Stamina and SP at some point. 

He  saw  the  trap  dangling  before  him  with  crystal  clarity;  his Waymaster  aura  protected  the  party  from  the  Wisdom-draining  and crippling effects of the Pit, but it also drew seemingly endless hordes of  monsters  down  on  the  adventurers.    If  he  dropped  the  aura,  the attacks  would  likely  end,  but  his  party  members  might  not  last  very long – and they’d end up supremely vulnerable to mental attacks and manipulation.    If  he  maintained  the  aura,  the  party  stayed  safer,  but they’d  eventually  be  overrun.    It  seemed  he  was  damned  no  matter what he did – at least, he might have been had he not been the True Sorcerer, able to manipulate his powers with sheer will. 

A  wall  of  celestial  flame  exploded  around  the  party,  encircling them in brilliant, white fire.  The curtain of energy blasted through the monsters  surrounding  the  party,  scorching  and  burning  their Corrupted flesh.  He guessed that with his Spell Power bonuses, the fact that the celestial energy ignored most of the monsters’ defenses, and  the  weaknesses  the  creatures  suffered  from  being  in  his Redeemer aura, the beasts of the Pit took six or seven thousand LP

damage  every  time  they  touched  the  blazing  wall  and  each  second they stayed in contact with it.  Few creatures could survive that sort of damage for long. 

He  pushed  the  wall  outward  with  an  effort  of  will,  driving  the monsters back and incinerating more of them.  He held it a few feet inside  the  edge  of  his  aura  and  watched  for  a  moment  as  the

Shadowborn  hurled  themselves  almost  fanatically  into  the  wall  and their own destruction. 

“Well,  that’s  rather  useful,”  Longfellow  observed,  lowering  his crossbows as the last of the monsters within the wall dropped.  “Mind you, couldn’t you have done that a wee bit sooner?” 

“Yeah,  but  I  was  hoping  not  to  need  it.    It  drains  SP  to  keep  it up.”    He  looked  at  the  others.    “Welcome  to  the  Bottomless  Pit,  I guess.” 

“You’ve  got  to  start  taking  us  to  better  places,  honey,”  Meridian laughed, looking around.  “This place is – weird.” 

“It’s making me dizzy,” Neela complained, rubbing her head.  “If I look around, it’s all flat, but if I look behind me, everything’s on a hill. 

How is that even possible?” 

“The  rules  of  physics  won’t  necessarily  apply  here,”  Aranos explained as Otherworldly Lore kicked in, and the knowledge simply appeared in his mind.  “This is an entirely different realm, and things like  movement,  distance,  and  perspective  work  differently.”    He pointed  behind  them.    “Look  back  and  think  about  heading  deeper into the Pit.” 

Several of the party members jumped, and Neela gasped aloud. 

“Holy shit,” Martina muttered.  “It went from sloping up to going down – and where did that come from?” 

Aranos shifted his intention, and the world swam around him as the land sunk, suddenly heading downward in a steep slope toward a massive castle-like building the size of a large city.  A sixty-foot wall surrounded the fortress of pure bloodsteel, and bodakkai manned the walls  and  gates.    The  castle’s  towers  stretched  hundreds  of  feet  in the air, with a single spire higher than the rest that seemed to vanish into the clouds.  Darkness emanated from that spire in visible waves, surges of shadow that rippled through the air and washed harmlessly over Aranos’ aura. 

“The  Darkbringer’s  palace,”  Mutroda  muttered  in  a  voice  tinged with both anger and awe.  “The heart of the Darkness itself, and the bottom of the Bottomless Pit.” 

“What’s going on in this place?” McBane asked curiously.  “How did we miss seeing that when we first got here?  It’s – huge!” 

“The  Pit  operates  under  totally  different  rules  than  Ka,”  Aranos explained.    “Here,  the  shortest  distance  between  two  points  isn’t  a straight line, and directions aren’t fixed and immutable.  Where a path takes you depends entirely on where you want to go.” 

“That’s about as clear as mud,” Longfellow laughed.  “Want to try explaining that in English, this time?” 

“You  mean  Human,”  Mutroda  corrected  absently.    “You’re  all speaking Human.” 

“Right, Human.  Sorry.  Aranos?” 

“The  Pit  –  and  the  Mountain  of  Light  –  both  respond  to  your desires,”  Aranos  said.    “If  you  travel  here  without  a  destination  in mind,  you  could  literally  walk  forever  and  never  go  anywhere.”    He pointed to the left.  “Head that way without a purpose, and you’ll stay in this dust flat, and that dark wall will never get closer.  Think about reaching the wall, though, and you’ll find it starting to approach you.” 

“That  doesn’t  seem  possible,”  Avalyn  protested.    “I  mean,  that wall is only so far away from us.  Every step will take you closer.” 

“You’d think that, but it doesn’t work that way,” Aranos shook his head.  “Go ahead.  Walk that way, but don’t think about getting to the wall.  Just look down at the ground and think about taking one step after another.” 

Avalyn  looked  at  him  suspiciously,  then  turned  and  started walking.  The girl walked for twenty seconds, her eyes on the ground, but when she stopped, she hadn’t moved from her starting point.  She looked back at him in amazement.  “What the heck?” 

“How  did  she  do  that?”  McBane  asked,  walking  over  to  stand beside the girl.  “I watched her walking.  The ground moved beneath her feet with each step, but she didn’t actually go anywhere!” 

“Like  I  said,  the  land  responds  to  your  desires,  and  things  like time and distance don’t mean the same things here as they do in Ka,” 

Aranos smiled.  “If you want to go somewhere, you have to keep your destination firmly in mind, or you’ll go nowhere at all.” 

“Why?” Phil said curiously.  “What’s the point?” 

“That,  I  don’t  know,”  Aranos  shrugged.    “I  can  guess,  though. 

Although  we’d  probably  think  of  a  place  like  this  as  a  realm  of punishment – you know, make bad choices, win bad prizes – I don’t

think  it  is.    I  think  it’s  meant  to  be  a  reward,  instead,  a  place  where someone  who  embraces  Darkness  can  gain  more  power,  authority, and  status,  so  desire  and  intent  are  important  here.    If  you  want  to delve  deeper  into  Darkness,  to  give  into  temptations,  the  Pit  will happily help you with that.  At the same time, it’s not supposed to be a  prison,  so  you  can  leave  it  if  you  just  want  to  badly  enough.”    He pointed to the right. 

“Think about leaving – or about where you’ve been – and the Pit lets you climb out of it eventually.  Think about going deeper, and it’ll take you to its depths.  I’ll bet if you wanted to indulge a specific vice, the Pit would give you a path for it, as well, but that’s just conjecture.” 

He looked around at them.  “The point is, this place will take us where  we  want  to  go,  even  if  that  takes  us  on  different  paths.    If Avalyn’s wondering what that dark wall is, she could walk right beside us and find herself constantly heading for the wall instead of staying with the group.  That means that if we lose focus, the Pit will split us up and take us wherever we want to go.” 

“Right,  stay  focused  and  –  wait,  is  that  a  squirrel?”  Longfellow quipped, jerking his head around dramatically.  The others chuckled, but Aranos shook his head. 

“You’re  standing  in  the  heart  of  temptation,”  the  Sorcerer  said gravely.    “It’s  a  place  that’s  literally  designed  to  make  you  lose  that focus  and  your  determination,  and  I’m  sure  that  Virnal’s  amped  up those  temptations  somehow.    There’s  a  pretty  good  chance  we’re going to end up split up.” 

“How  do  you  know  all  this?”  Martina  asked  curiously.    “You’ve never been here, right?” 

“Otherworldly Lore,” he smiled.  “I’ve got the skill at Expert 2 right now  –  plus,  I’ve  talked  with  my  skill  trainer  about  this  place extensively, and he knows all about it.” 

“Let’s just stay focused and stay together, people,” Hector spoke up.    He  looked  at  Aranos  gravely.    “If  we  do  get  lost,  though,  what then?” 

“Focus on finding Geltheriel.  It’ll catch you up to us eventually.” 

He grimaced.  “And do it quickly.  The longer you’re away from me, 

the  more  this  place  will  eat  at  your  Wisdom  Stat,  which  will  make  it harder for you to resist more temptations and distractions.” 

“I can help with that,” Phil said, holding his sword high overhead. 

The  blade  pulsed  with  energy,  and  Aranos  felt  the  clear,  golden power wrap around his mind.  Phil lowered the blade.  “That’s Duty’s Embrace.    It’ll  help  everyone  resist  mind-affecting  effects  and  boost their Willpower for the next hour.” 

“Thanks,”  Aranos  smiled,  looking  around.    “Anyone  else  have anything that can help?” 

“One  of  my  new  Priest  Spells  is  supposed  to  boost  morale,” 

Mutroda offered.  “That might help people stay focused.” 

“I’ve  got  a  Wisdom  buff,”  Meridian  added.    “It’s  only  10%,  but every little bit helps, right?” 

“Go  ahead  and  cast  them,”  Aranos  nodded,  looking  at  the  pair and  then  down  at  the  looming  palace  awaiting  them.    “We’ve  got  a castle to conquer.” 

Chapter 32

The  moment  the  party  headed  toward  the  gates  of  Virnal’s palace,  the  ground  beneath  their  feet  shifted  from  grit  and  gravel  to smooth, black obsidian.  They found themselves walking on a wide, polished  road  that  led  directly  to  the  gates.    A  deep  trench surrounded  the  castle,  spanned  by  a  slender,  arcing  bridge.    Dead earth  the  color  of  blood  stretched  away  to  each  side,  ringing  the bloodsteel  monstrosity.    The  moment  they  stepped  on  the  road, Aranos felt the impacts of creatures trying to breach his flaming wall vanish utterly, as if the sudden shift left many of the creatures behind

– which, Aranos supposed, it very well might have. 

“This wasn’t here a second ago,” McBane muttered softly, eyeing the stone beneath their feet. 

“I think it’s more that the road was here, but we weren’t,” Aranos corrected.  “Once we started walking toward the palace, we stepped on the road.” 

“I’m pretty sure that doesn’t make sense, Aranos.” 

“I  don’t  think  there’s  a  lot  of  sense  to  be  found  here,  brother,” 

Hector laughed.  “I’m trying not to think about it too much.  I suggest you do the same.” 

“He’s right,” Mutroda agreed.  “Best not to worry about things you can’t control.  This place will be what it is, and there’s not much any of us can do about that.” 

“Heads up,” Martina said softly, gesturing toward the walls of the palace  with  the  bow  she  held  in  her  hands,  where  the  ranks  of  the bodakkai  stared  at  them  in  unmoving  silence.    “We’re  being watched.” 

“Why  aren’t  they  attacking?”  Phil  asked.    “We’re  easily  within bowshot.” 

“Not to mention those nasty mangonels and ballistae they’ve got on the towers behind the walls,” Hector said, pointing to a trebuchet-like  catapult  with  dozens  of  ropes  hanging  from  it  and  a  series  of massive  crossbows,  all  pointed  toward  the  party.    “They  could  have hit us with those a long time ago.” 

“Maybe  they  want  to  try  and  kill  us  up  close  and  personal,” 

Longfellow suggested.  “A bit of a hands-on approach, so to speak.” 

“Or maybe they want us to get closer so we can’t run as easily,” 

McBane added with a snort. 

Aranos ignored the rows of silent bodakkai standing unnaturally still atop the huge battlements.  His Battlesense tracked them all, but his eyes focused on the bloodsteel gates barring his entry.  He was certain he could burn through them; a blast of War and Redemption wrapped  in  Liberation  would  probably  pierce  the  Legendary  metal, and  he  could  use  a  modified  version  of  his  Arcane  Lance  to  cut  an arch in it…

A loud clang rang from the gates, along with what sounded like a dozen  locks  turning  at  the  same  time.    The  gates  shuddered,  then swung  slowly  into  the  castle,  revealing  a  dark  tunnel  of  a  passage beyond.  Aranos hesitated at that point; did Virnal really just open the doors for them?  Was she that confident that he presented no threat to her? 

“What the hell?” McBane muttered again, staring at the gates. 

“Geltheriel’s bait, McBane,” Martina shook her head.  “There’s no point  in  having  bait  if  your  quarry  can’t  reach  the  trap,  is  there?” 

McBane grunted, but Aranos nodded in agreement. 

 She’s  right.    If  Virnal  wants  to  turn  me,  she’s  got  to  let  me  get close enough to be turned, first. 

They  proceeded  through  the  gates,  into  the  darkness  of  the tunnel.    Meridian  muttered  a  phrase,  and  six  glowing  balls  of  light drifted overhead, lighting the passage.  The tunnel ended in a second gate,  and  murder  holes  littered  the  walls  and  ceiling,  allowing  the defenders  to  rain  arrows,  flaming  oil,  and  magic  down  on  invaders stuck behind the second gate. 

“This is quite the kill box,” Hector said appreciatively.  “You could lose  a  thousand  people  just  getting  through  that  second  gate.”    A series of loud clangs filled the tunnel, and a moment later, the second gate  opened,  as  well.    “Unless,  of  course,  the  defenders  are  nice enough to open it for you, that is,” the bearded warrior chuckled. 

They  walked  through  the  second  gate  into  an  open  space surrounded  by  walls  on  all  sides.    More  bodakkai  lined  the  smooth, 

unbroken  fortifications,  and  Aranos  saw  no  way  deeper  into  the palace.  Had the Bloodmistress really let them come all this way just to try and kill them in this courtyard?  That didn’t make much sense to the  Sorcerer;  there  had  to  be  another  way  into  the  palace.    He reached  out  with  his  High  Mastery  ability  and  smiled  at  what  he found. 

“And  a  bailey,”  Hector  shook  his  head.    “So,  an  attacking  army would  have  to  cross  a  hundred-foot  moat,  break  through  the  first gate, travel down the murder tunnel and get through a second gate, and  then  they’d  find  themselves  trapped  in  a  bailey  with  no  exit. 

That’s just a mean defense!” 

“There’s an exit,” Aranos corrected, pointing to one of the farther corners and leading them toward it.  “A section of wall over there isn’t joined  to  the  rest  of  the  walls.    I’m  betting  it  sinks  down  to  allow access.” 

Mutroda  examined  the  wall  carefully,  whistling  in  appreciation. 

“This  is  good  stonework,”  she  said  admiringly,  then  her  face darkened.  “It’s dwarven stonework, in fact.  Dwarves built this door, Sorcerer.” 

“Or  the  Darkbringer  took  the  knowledge  from  them  when  she harvested  their  souls,”  the  Sorcerer  pointed  out.    “She  could  have used that knowledge to build this entire fortress.” 

“That still implies that dwarven souls came to the Pit,” the dwarf protested. 

Aranos  shrugged.    “Do  you  really  think  there  haven’t  been dwarves that turned to the Darkness over the millennia?” 

“I’ll  bet  people  from  every  race  have,”  Martina  nodded.    “And  if that’s the case, then Virnal might know everything that they all knew.” 

She looked at Aranos with worried eyes.  “That’s a lot of knowledge, Aranos.” 

“It  is,”  he  agreed  as  he  reached  out  to  the  stone  wall  with  his thoughts  and  swiftly  located  the  trigger  for  the  hidden  door.    He shifted the massive lever with High Mastery, and the door slowly slid down,  revealing  a  hallway  beyond.    Ranks  of  bodakkai  stood  along the hallway, arrayed to the sides, leaving a clear space in the middle



they  could  pass  through,  their  armor  gleaming  in  the  crimson  light that streamed from crystalline globes overhead. 

“Well,  this  isn’t  ominous  at  all,”  Longfellow  said  brightly.    “I wonder which way we’re meant to go?” 

“Aranos,  if  you  had  to,  could  you  kill  all  of  these  bodakkai?” 

Martina  asked  quietly,  staring  at  the  motionless  ranks  of  the thousands of creatures. 

“Yes,” the arcane replied firmly.  “In an enclosed place like this?  I could wipe them all out without even trying too hard.” 

“Then  we  probably  don’t  have  to  worry  about  being  attacked halfway through,” the woman mused.  “Virnal’s literally just funneling us the way she wants us to go.” 

“Not  to  be  an  alarmist  or  anything,”  Hector  spoke  up,  “but  has anyone seen McBane?” 

Aranos looked around at the party members and noticed that the Rogue vanished.  He reached out with his Lifesense and Battlesense skills, but he couldn’t feel any trace of the man.  He sighed, shaking his  head.    “He’s  been  led  off  the  path,”  he  said  grimly.    “Hopefully, he’ll catch back up soon.” 

“Well,  we  might  as  well  push  forward  while  we’re  waiting,” 

Longfellow suggested.  “No point in dilly-dallying, is there?” 

“You’re right,” Aranos nodded.  “Let’s go.” 

As they stepped forward, a new message flashed in their vision, one that made all the Travelers wince visibly. 

New Region Discovered: Palace of Virnal

Corruption Level: Extreme (1 CP per second*)

Effects**: Redeemed and celestial Spells, Skills, and Abilities fail automatically.  Corrupted Spells, Skills, and Abilities are 200% more powerful.  Pain-inflicting effects are 300% more powerful and reduce Pain Resistance by 100%.  Non-Corrupted creatures take 2 points of Wis damage per minute. 

*  CP  reduced  to  0  within  60’  of  you  due  to  your  True  Redeemer Ability. 

** You ignore these effects due to your Waymaster Perk and Lore (Otherwordly) Skill. 



Warning! 

This is a perma-death region!  If you die in this region, you will not respawn and must create a new character. 

“Whoa,  mate,  perma-death?”  Longfellow  asked,  shaking  his head.  “Let’s stop for a second, here.” 

Aranos  stared  at  the  notification  before  shaking  his  head.    “It doesn’t  matter,”  he  said  after  a  moment.    “I’m  going  on.    Geltheriel needs my help.” 

“I’m not saying you shouldn’t, but is there maybe a way to make that easier?” the Archer said.  “You know, like that Spell you cast over Cendarta.    Could  you  do  that  and  just  kind  of  clear  out  the  fortress before we enter?” 

“Wouldn’t that kill Geltheriel, too?” Avalyn pointed out.  “I mean, if she’s hurt or being tortured or something…” 

“It  wouldn’t  work,  anyway,”  Aranos  shook  his  head.    “The  Spell uses Redeemed magic, and that will only work inside my Waymaster aura,  which  I  can  extend  to  about  900  feet  thanks  to  my  Charisma right now.  Even if I unlocked my Domain to cast the Spell, it wouldn’t cover this whole fortress – it’s bigger than any city on Ka.” 

He looked carefully at the others.  “Look, I wouldn’t blame you in the  slightest  if  you  wanted  to  wait  out  here.    Perma-death  at  our levels is no joke.  I’m going on, though.” 

“What’s  the  problem?”  Mutroda  asked  curiously.    “What’s  this strange death thing you’re all talking about?” 

“Perma-death,” Phil said in a troubled voice.  “It means we can’t respawn in here.  If we die, then that’s it.  We stay dead.” 

“So…,” the dwarf said slowly, “You’re saying you’re looking at the same  thing  that  I’ve  faced  every  time  I’ve  gone  along  with  the Sorcerer?”  She shook her head.  “The same thing that Miwango and Glorferdir  have  to  deal  with?    That  Rhys  died  from?”    She  snorted. 

“Yeah, sorry, not getting much sympathy from me.” 

“She’s right,” Martina agreed.  “Geltheriel stopped that Nightmare Beast from wiping us out.  If she’d died then, that would have been it for her, and she still saved our asses.  I’m going.” 

“I don’t much care about my level,” Hector shrugged.  “I’m in this for the company.  If we wipe, then we all wipe together, and we’ll claw our way back to the top together.”  He looked at the others.  “Besides, you never leave a teammate behind.” 

“That’s why I love you, sweetie,” Meridian kissed the man on the cheek.  “Y’all count me in, too.  If we die, we die.  We’ll work it out.” 

“I’m going,” Avalyn said quietly.  “I owe Geltheriel a lot.  I won’t leave her.”  The Sorceress looked around.  “Neela?” 

Aranos  reached  out  with  his  senses  and  sighed.    “She’s  gone,” 

he said.  “My guess is that she didn’t really want to join us, and the Pit took her somewhere else.”  He looked at Longfellow questioningly. 

“Fine,”  the  tall  man  sighed.    “Looks  like  I  missed  my  chance  to vanish with Neela, and I refuse to openly admit to utter cowardice.” 

He raised his crossbow.  “Onward, into almost certain death!” 

“That’s  the  spirit,”  Hector  laughed,  clapping  the  man  on  the shoulder.  “’Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die!’” 

“Or today,” Phil suggested. 

“Or today,” Hector agreed. 

“That’s  lovely,  but  where’s  the  food  and  drink?”  Longfellow glanced  around.    “Do  you  think  Virnal’s  palace  has  good restaurants?” 

“You  could  ask  them  for  a  recommendation,”  Meridian suggested, pointing to the silent bodakkai.  “They probably know the place.” 

“I  think  I’d  be  scared  to  eat  somewhere  the  bodakkai  liked,” 

Avalyn shuddered.  “I’ve seen them eat their own fallen – before they were dead.” 

“And  with  that  cheery  thought  of  cannibalism  and  being  eaten alive, into the breach,” Longfellow chuckled, reaching out to ruffle the girl’s hair.  “Way to bring down the entire conversation, love.” 

“I  thought  you  did  that  by  being  part  of  it,  Shortfellow,”  she grinned back, reaching back and messing his hair in turn. 

“Burned by the Sorceress again!” Meridian chortled happily.  “The girl knows how to pick her moments, Aranos.  You’ve taught her well.” 

“She’s  taught  me  a  few  things,  too,”  Aranos  smiled  at  the suddenly  blushing  young  woman,  patting  her  somewhat  awkwardly

on the arm.  He looked around at the others.  “You all have.  I know we’ve  all  had  our  ups  and  downs.”    He  grinned  at  Martina,  who shrugged  nonchalantly.    “But  these  past  few  weeks  have  been  the best I can remember.  Whatever happens in there, I’m proud to have led you all this far.” 

“Geltheriel once said that she’d follow you to Virnal’s gates,” Phil replied.  “Well, it looks like the rest of us will, too.  So, lead on, and let’s bring her back!” 

Aranos looked them each in the eye, then turned and took a step forward, into the palace itself.  A single step, and suddenly, he found himself standing atop a windswept cliff.  The edge of the cliff plunged into fathomless depths, and a narrow bridge of stone reached across it,  stretching  beyond  his  sight  into  the  distance.    Dark  clouds thundered  and  roared  overhead,  and  a  bitter,  biting  wind  screamed across the cliff, whipping and pulling at his clothes. 

“I  guess  we’re  crossing,”  he  said,  speaking  loudly  to  be  heard over the roaring wind.  Silence greeted his thoughts, and he turned to look  back,  freezing  when  he  realized  that  he  stood  alone  atop  the cliff. 

Chapter 33

Aranos turned, about to take a step backward to find the others, but hesitated.  His desire to rescue Geltheriel hadn’t wavered in the slightest,  which  meant  he  had  to  be  on  the  right  path.    If  he  went back, he could lose the way, and that could spell doom for his friend. 

He faced back toward the narrow bridge, examining it closely. 

The path looked like marble or granite, highly polished to a mirror finish.  The ridiculously narrow bridge only stretched two feet across, barely  enough  for  a  person  to  walk  it  comfortably,  and  the  lack  of railings  on  either  side  promised  a  drop  into  an  endless  chasm  if  he made  a  misstep.    The  wind  plucking  at  his  robe  and  cloak  wouldn’t help  with  his  balance,  which  he  felt  certain  was  the  point.    Roiling gray mist curled up from the chasm, wrapping around the bridge and obscuring the path beyond twenty feet or so. 

 Okay,  apparently,  I’m  supposed  to  cross  the  bridge,  and something or someone will attack me halfway across to try and knock me into the chasm,  he speculated.  The obvious cheat is to fly over it

 – so I’m sure something bad will happen if I try that.  Still, I have to give it a shot; it would suck to fight through all this when I could just zip past it. 

He cast Massless Flight and rose into the air.  Instantly, the wind slammed into him, its force increasing to hurricane-like velocities.  He poured power into his Spell, holding his position, but the more mana he funneled into his flight, the more powerfully the wind blew at him. 

He could hover – barely – but he couldn’t make any headway, even at five  times  his  normal  speed,  something  close  to  500  mph.    His  SP

dropped swiftly with that sort of power expenditure, and he knew that even if he could overcome the buffeting storm winds, they’d drain him of his mana too quickly for him to reach whatever lay at the end of the bridge – which would kill him. 

Disgruntled but unsurprised, he settled back to the ground, and the wind returned to its previous force, strong enough to whip at him but  not  enough  to  affect  his  balance.  Okay,  that  won’t  work.    What about making my own bridge? 

He forged a simple disc of air and stepped on top of it, expecting the wind to slam into him with terrible force.  Instead, a lash of void mana snapped out from the chasm, shattering his disc and sending him stumbling a few inches to the ground below.  He tried again, this time empowering the disc with far more SP, and in return, a massive lance of void energy erupted from the chasm and tore the construct to shreds. 

He  pondered  his  options  for  a  few  moments,  staring  into  the abyss below.  It seemed that the Pit itself wanted him to walk across the  bridge;  he  didn’t  think  even  Virnal  could  shatter  his  Spells  with such  ease,  and  he  doubted  he  could  sustain  the  kind  of  winds  he faced when he tried to fly, at least not for more than a few seconds.  If Virnal  had  that  much  power,  she  would  have  destroyed  him  in Stoneleague – or simply captured him and brought him to the Pit with Geltheriel instead of luring him to her. 

He still had options, of course.  He could try adding gravitational mana  to  his  flight  Spell  to  increase  his  speed  and  acceleration;  he could  forge  his  own  bridge  out  of  metal  or  crystal,  something  that couldn’t  be  disjoined  by  void  energy.    If  nothing  else,  he  could massively  Overchannel  his  flight  Spell  using  Primal  mana;  he doubted  there  was  enough  air  to  stop  him  from  flying  with  an Ascension and Liberation-infused Massless Flight. 

All of those options seemed reasonable, but Aranos hesitated to try  any  of  them.    If  he  thought  Virnal  was  guiding  his  steps,  he wouldn’t  pause  in  the  least  before  unleashing  his  Domains  and tearing through whatever opposition she tried to raise.  If the Pit led him, though, then chances were good that the only path to Geltheriel lay along the bridge.  As he’d told the others, physical distance and proximity meant little in the Pit; he could hover centimeters above the path and find himself in a totally different destination.  Would the Pit interpret his refusal to use the bridge as a change in his desires – that he wasn’t really determined to reach Geltheriel if he wasn’t willing to risk  the  crossing?    It  might,  and  that  risk  outweighed  the  safety  of flying above the bridge in his mind. 

Taking a deep breath, he stepped onto the stone.  Instantly, the world shifted around him, and he found himself standing atop a stone

wall, one that stretched out into the distance before and behind him. 

Stone  buildings  reared  about  him,  seamless  gray  structures  marred with streaks of dried blood and scorched by some intense fire.  Black clouds scudded overhead, lit from within by flashes of gold and silver fire,  and  silver  mist  shrouded  the  ground  beneath  the  wall  from  his sight.    The  scents  of  blood  and  death  hung  heavily  in  the  air,  and distant  screams  and  clashes  of  battle  filled  his  ears,  but  he  saw  no signs of actual life. 

 Cendarta,  he realized as he looked around at the empty, blasted city.  This is Cendarta, during my City Purge Spell. 

“Welcome,  Traveler,”  a  familiar  voice  half-rumbled,  half-hissed. 

Aranos gathered his mana and prepared to unleash his Domain as a red-skinned,  bat-winged  figure  dropped  from  the  black  sky  and landed  lightly  on  the  wall  twenty  feet  from  him.    He  prepared  to unleash  an  Energy  Barrage,  but  the  anqaruk  held  up  its  hands  in  a gesture of forbidding. 

“Peace, Sorcerer,” it growled at him, shaking its horned head.  “I have  not  come  to  fight.”    It  laughed.    “Indeed,  I  have  no  power  to battle you, anymore.  You saw to that.” 

“What’s  going  on?”  Aranos  demanded,  not  casting  a  Spell  but holding the mana in him ready.  “What are you doing here?” 

“You know me, yes?” the creature asked. 

“Yeah.  You were the master of Cendarta.  I killed you.  So, why are you here?” 

The  anqaruk’s  eyes  narrowed,  and  Aranos  felt  anger  spilling from it.  It didn’t attack, though; instead, it simply nodded its head. 

“You  did,  Sorcerer.    You  killed  me,  and  then  you  repaired  the Kala  Kasbu.    When  you  did,  you  allowed  the  endless  souls  trapped there  to  continue  their  journeys.”    It  laughed.    “Where  else  would  a soul such as mine end, pray tell?” 

Aranos considered the creature’s words, then shrugged.  “Fine.  I accept that you might be in the Pit – it’s where you belong, after all –

but why are you here, now?” 

“Our  souls  are  connected,  Aranos,  Lord  Evenshade,  True Sorcerer.  You sent me here, but you drained my soul of a measure of

power, first.  That link allows me to appear to you, and I have been sent to make you an offer.” 

“Sent?  By whom?” 

“By  that  which  even  the  Darkbringer  herself  bows  before,”  it intoned.  “You have performed a service for it, and it wishes to aid you in return.” 

“Not  interested,”  Aranos  said  instantly.    He  knew  of  only  one thing the anqaruk could be talking about, and he’d long ago decided never to listen to any of the Darkness’ offers. 

“Simply  hear  my  offer,”  the  creature  shook  its  head.    “It  will  not harm you to do so, and you will not leave this place until you do.” 

Aranos’  eyes  narrowed;  he  suspected  the  monster  lied,  but  he couldn’t  be  sure.    If  the  Pit  placed  the  anqaruk  here,  then  it  was possible  its  offer  was  part  of  the  path  forward.    Refusing  to  listen might  take  him  somewhere  he  didn’t  want  to  go.    It  wouldn’t  hurt  to listen, and if all he had to do was hear the thing out and turn it down to move on…

“Fine,” he said flatly.  “Go on.  What are you offering?” 

“Power,  Sorcerer,”  the  monster  growled.    As  it  spoke,  the  view around the pair shifted, showing another Shadowborn army marching on Stoneleague, this one twice the size of the last.  “What you see is not an illusion.  It is the future, the future that the Darkness promises to  bring  to  the  Light.    Despite  your  victories,  the  Light  is  weak  and scattered,  your  numbers  few  and  your  power  broken.    In  the  Blood Kingdoms to the south, a dozen armies like this wait to march on your realms and claim them as their own.” 

A  light  blazed  overhead,  and  Aranos  glanced  up  to  see  –

himself.  An image of him soared overhead toward the waiting army, glowing  with  unleashed  power,  his  five  Domains  and  others  he couldn’t  imagine  blasting  out  for  miles  around.    The  army  below screamed as his power tore into it, obliterating thousands of creatures each second.  Arrows streaked from him and tore massive furrows of blood and flesh through the army; balls of black energy scorched and shattered Shadowborn bones; waves of gray magic ripped their lives from  their  bodies  in  an  instant.    In  minutes,  the  army  fled,  half  its numbers destroyed without having a chance to fight back. 

“You could protect them, Traveler,” the creature purred.  “So far, you  have  embraced  only  half  of  the  powers  you  might.    For  every force, there is a balance, a counter, and that includes your Domains. 

Each has an opposite, and each is weaker for being deprived of their partner. 

“I  can  teach  you  of  your  missing  halves.    I  can  instruct  you  in their use, show you how to balance your Domains so that none can claim  ascendancy  over  your  mind.    With  this  power,  you  could become  a  new  Feast,  one  of  the  Light,  breaking  and  shattering  the Blood Kingdoms just as the Darkbringer broke yours. 

“In  return  for  this  power,  Sorcerer,  the  Darkness  simply  wishes for you to turn aside from your path.  Return to the Mortal Realm, and I  will  travel  with  you  in  spirit,  instructing  you  in  what  you  need  to know.  What is the life of one elf if sacrificing it gives you the power to shield the rest of the Lightborn?” 

Aranos  waited  calmly  while  the  monster  spoke.    “Is  that  it?”  he asked quietly when it finished.  “Good.  You know, the Darkness has been  promising  me  power  almost  since  I  first  entered  this  world. 

Morx offered it to me; so did Virnal.  I’ll tell you the same thing I told them.  Not.  Interested.  Now, get out of my way.” 

“As you wish, Sorcerer,” the creature hissed, leaping into the air. 

“Know  that  you  will  never  leave  this  place  without  my  will,  though. 

Wander as you wish; once you understand that you are trapped, call out my name, Mezroruth, and we will bargain.” 

“I’m  not  trapped,”  Aranos  laughed.    “This  might  be  pulled  from my memories, but it’s still the Pit, and the Pit responds to my will.  I remember how I left Cendarta, and I’ll bet I can leave here the same way.”  He concentrated, and a golden shimmer appeared before him. 

The shimmer rose into a tall, arched shape, one that hardened into a gleaming  Arcane  Door.    He  took  a  step  forward,  reaching  for  the Door, and it swung open at his touch. 

“No!” Mezroruth hissed, diving toward him.  “You will not escape me, Sorcerer!  Not this time!” 

Aranos lunged forward as the anqaruk lashed out at him, feeling the  creature’s  talons  sliding  along  the  flesh  of  his  back.    He  slipped

through  the  open  Door  and  rolled  to  his  feet,  his  hands  raised  and magic ready to lash out at his attacker. 

The Arcane Door vanished, leaving him standing in the midst of a  huge,  primeval  forest.    Warm,  humid  air  washed  over  him,  but instead  of  carrying  the  oily  scent  of  pine  or  the  lighter  touch  of flowers, it wafted a stench of blood and something sharper and more repellent into his nose.  He looked behind him and saw a huge tower rising  above  him,  a  building  he  recognized  as  the  fortress  of Danastor. 

“Eredain,” he muttered aloud. 

“Indeed,  Sorcerer,”  an  urbane  voice  spoke.    Aranos  whirled  to see  an  elf  with  long,  silver  hair  and  refined  features  staring  at  him with  an  inscrutable  expression.    Long  rips  marred  the  man’s  white robes, and scars curled along his face, throat, and exposed hands. 

His  eyes  blazed  with  fury  and  sorrow,  but  his  expression  seemed calm and serene.  “You have returned to my former city.” 

“Golloron,” Aranos inclined his head to the elf.  “So, you’re in the Pit, too?” 

“Alas, to my great shock and surprise, that is so,” the elf sighed. 

“All  those  years,  I  claimed  to  serve  the  Light,  but  in  truth,  I  served only  myself  –  and  the  Darkness.”    He  shook  his  head.    “I  suppose there is something fitting in my fate, considering such.” 

“I don’t know if you deserved this or not,” Aranos admitted.  “But I’m not going to say I’m surprised, either.  You did feed your people to the Darkness for centuries, Golloron.” 

“To  protect  others  of  my  people,”  the  elf  said  coldly.    “Tell  me, what would you do to protect those who care about you and depend on  you?    How  far  would  you  go  to  ensure  their  safety?    You  let  the Bright  Avenger  die  to  Redeem  Antas;  you  let  the  Nature’s  Furor perish  to  restore  the  Arcane  Doors.    Why  did  they  truly  die, Sorcerer?  For the Light – or for the life of another?” 

Aranos swallowed hard at the elf’s words; there was some truth to that.  He had watched Saphielle and Rhys die, and while he could say  that  they  sacrificed  themselves  for  the  Light,  part  of  him  knew better.    He  took  them  into  battle,  knowing  they  might  die,  to  save Geltheriel.  He risked their lives to preserve hers.  Was that really so

different  from  what  Golloron  had  done?    Even  as  he  thought  that, though, he saw the flaw in the reasoning. 

“It’s not the same,” he finally shook his head.  “They chose to go with me, knowing why I did what I did.  They could have turned back at  any  time,  and  I  wouldn’t  have  faulted  them  for  it.    They  had  a choice,  and  they  made  it  in  full  knowledge  of  what  they  risked  and why; the people you sent to their deaths had none of that.” 

“Perhaps,” the elf allowed.  “And yet, you know that sometimes, sacrifices must be made to accomplish a greater goal.”  As the man spoke,  the  world  around  them  shifted  again,  this  time  showing Eredain  from  within  –  overrun  by  the  tall,  gray-skinned  morindhin. 

The  creatures  walked  about  proudly  and  openly,  lords  of  the  city. 

Elves followed along behind them, dressed in ragged clothing, chains binding  their  wrists  and  ankles,  collars  around  their  necks  linked  to the night-elves’ belts, as they followed their masters like animals – or pets. 

“This  is  the  future  the  Darkness  promises,”  Golloron  stated. 

“Had you taken the power offered you, you might have prevented it –

but  you  did  not.    Now,  no  force  in  the  Light  can  prevent  this  from happening.  As we speak, a million of the morindhin prepare to enter portals  to  the  Blightlands  and  to  overrun  what  was  once  the  Elven Realms.” 

“And you’re offering to stop them?” Aranos guessed. 

“I?  I offer nothing, myself,” the former Elder chuckled.  “I am a powerless  shade,  here,  Sorcerer.    I  am  but  an  emissary,  bringing word of what the Darkness offers you: peace.” 

The world shifted again, and Aranos saw Eredain as it should be, filled  with  laughing,  happy  elves,  surrounded  by  pristine  forests untouched by Darkness and Blight. 

“The  Darkness  offers  you  not  a  mere  truce,  but  lasting  peace. 

Simply turn aside from this path, return to your world, and the war will end.  The Darkness vows not to strike at the Light in force again for as  long  as  the  Feast  lasted.    The  Light  can  rebuild,  restore  itself, regain the numbers to battle the Darkness itself without needing your assistance.  All it takes is one sacrifice.  Is it not worth the loss of one to save so many?” 

Aranos  looked  around  at  the  scene  and  shook  his  head  once more.  “No, Golloron.  It isn’t.  Not to me.”  He snorted.  “Besides, I’ve beaten the Shadowborn already.  I can do it again, and if I have to, I’ll take War to them.  Will their armies march while I’m destroying their cities?    Will  the  dark  gods  order  the  destruction  of  the  Lightborn  if they know that I’ll destroy them in return?  I’m Retribution, Golloron, the force of justice, and in its name, I’ll lay waste to the Shadowborn if I have to.  I won’t give up Geltheriel to be given something I already have the power to gain on my own.” 

Golloron hissed in sudden fury, and Aranos felt a sharp stab as the elf’s power drove into his mind.  He fought to drive the attack out, but  Golloron’s  assault  seemed  to  be  something  other  than  magic,  a primal attack on his thoughts that he couldn’t repel.  Pain erupted in Aranos’  skull,  and  he  staggered  away  from  the  elf,  his  vision  going dark. 

Blindly,  he  forced  himself  to  turn  and  stumble  toward  the  tower he  knew  was  there  –  the  tower  he’d  used  to  leave  Eredain  after defeating Golloron.  He felt the door in his hands as the pain swelled to a crescendo; he pushed it, falling through, and the pain vanished, leaving  nothing  but  a  dull  throbbing  that  pounded  in  his  skull  as  he collapsed to his hands and knees on the frigid stone beneath him. 

The  freezing  air  bit  his  skin,  stirring  him  to  awareness,  and  he raised  his  head,  forcing  his  eyes  open.    Ruined  stone  surrounded him; the black sky overhead shimmered with a green glow; the scent of old death and decay wrinkled his nostrils. 

“Antas,” he sighed. 

“Yes, Traveler, you’ve returned to my city,” a harsh voice growled, and  Aranos  raised  his  head  to  see  a  skeletal  figure  with  glowing green  eyes  and  withered  flesh,  draped  in  rotting  finery  that  barely concealed the pallid skin beneath. 

“Zoridos,” Aranos grunted as he rose to his feet.  His back ached and  burned  where  Mezroruth  cut  him;  his  head  pounded  from Golloron’s mental attack.  “What do you want?” 

“You’re  not  interested  in  why  I’m  here,  Traveler?”  the  qualintar hissed in its dry, dusty voice. 

“No.    If  anyone  belongs  in  the  Pit,  it’s  you.”    Aranos  looked around  at  the  ruins  of  the  city  he  now  considered  his  home,  the erosion  and  decay  that  centuries  of  necrotic  magic  inflicted  on  it. 

Zoridos had done that; the lich trapped tens of thousands of souls in Antas’ Tree-heart and used their power to drape the city in a necrotic shield.  “You’re here to offer me something, right?  What is it?” 

“Knowledge,”  the  undead  Wizard  replied.    “Despite  your  freeing the  Library,  much  was  lost  in  the  Feast.    The  Darkness  will  restore that  lost  knowledge,  and  more,  granting  you  lore  beyond  your dreams…” 

“Pass,”  Aranos  said  tiredly,  cutting  the  creature  off.    “I  haven’t even  scratched  the  surface  of  the  Library,  yet.    I  don’t  need  more books I don’t have time to read.” 

He turned away from the creature and started walking toward the Treehome,  but  Zoridos  screeched  in  dismay  and  flung  a  blast  of green necrotic energy at him as he showed his back.  Aranos raised a shield of restorative mana, blocking the blast, but the massive wave of  deadly  energy  tore  through  his  shield  and  slammed  into  his  side, shriveling and withering the flesh there as it ate at his vital essence. 

Aranos turned and ran unsteadily toward the Treehome, hearing the qualintar’s furious shrieks behind him.  Another blast of necrotic mana struck his leg, and he nearly fell as the limb withered beneath the green flames.  He struggled to stay erect and staggered through the  door,  dragging  his  injured  leg  behind  him.    Green  light  washed over him from behind as he practically fell through the door…

The  light  vanished  as  he  found  himself  standing  in  Eredain’s Great  Square.    The  wooden  buildings  reared  around  him,  all  empty and silent beneath the star-filled night sky.  Sounds of battle and the smells  of  smoke  and  blood  filled  the  air  as  the  elven  defenders scoured their city of the Shadowborn creatures let inside by a traitor. 

The  city’s  Tree-heart  lay  exposed  in  the  center  of  the  square, throbbing  and  pulsing  as  the  inimical  energies  of  slave  brands wrapped around it, trying to dominate the entire Stronghold and drag it into the Darkness. 

“Keryth,” Aranos called out tiredly, glancing around the square for the elf, knowing what to expect.  “Where are you?” 

“I am here, Traveler,” a honeyed voice spoke.  A wispy phantasm roiled up from the brands encasing the Heart, a plume of smoke that quickly  solidified  into  an  elven  male  with  platinum-white  hair  pulled back severely, gleaming blue eyes, and wearing a battered black and red robe.   “I am pleased that you knew to expect me.” 

“I  remember  this  night,”  Aranos  said  shortly.    “And  I’m  not remotely surprised to see you in the Pit.  What are you offering me?” 

“What,  you  do  not  wish  to  discuss  your  victory  over  me?”  the specter  of  the  elven  Patriarch  asked  archly.    “Come,  Sorcerer,  this was a triumph fairly earned.  You gathered companions to your side, helped them grow strong, and led them against me to my ruin.” 

“You enslaved your own son, Keryth,” Aranos snapped, his back and  side  pulsing  with  pain,  and  his  head  pounding  like  hammer blows.  “You tried to enslave the entire city.  You’re one of the worst people  I  ever  met  in  this  world,  so  consumed  with  pride  that  you’d give  up  anything  and  anyone  to  make  yourself  look  good.    I’m  not really interested in talking with you.  What are you here to say?” 

Keryth’s  eyes  flashed  with  anger,  but  the  elf  simply  inclined  his head.    “Very  well.    I  offer  you  those  very  companions  of  which  I spoke, Traveler.  I offer you their lives.” 

“What?”  Aranos  demanded,  straightening  despite  the  pain rippling through his body.  “What are you talking about?” 

“Observe,”  the  elf  said  slyly.    The  city  vanished,  and  Aranos found himself hovering in space, surrounded by images of his friends, all  locked  in  battle.    To  his  left,  McBane  slashed  and  cut  his  way through  a  horde  of  giant  spiders;  to  his  right,  Longfellow  ran  and jumped,  staying  ahead  of  a  pack  of  massive  wolves  and  peppering them with crossbow bolts.  Neela struggled below him against a giant munjuin,  a  huge  magic-reflecting  lizard,  while  Hector  held  back  a pack of huge, bear-like ursusz above his head.  Behind him, Martina fought  off  an  endless  horde  of  shambling  undead,  while  in  front  of him,  Phil  clashed  blades  with  a  shapeshifting  naldlooshi.    Mutroda lashed out at a draconic, obsidian-skinned stone drake, while Avalyn desperately flung spells at a horde of bodakkai descending on her. 

“They  will  die  soon,”  the  former  Patriarch  crooned  softly. 

“Together, they are a potent force, but separated, each will fall swiftly

enough.  And, as you know, in this place, if they fall – they will not rise once more.” 

As  Aranos  watched,  the  naldlooshi  slashed  across  Phil’s stomach,  tearing  open  his  armor,  while  a  strand  of  webbing  caught McBane, making him stumble.  A moment later, the images vanished, and  Aranos  found  himself  standing  back  in  the  Great  Square,  his heart racing and his eyes wide. 

“Of course, you may stop this,” the elf smiled evilly.  “Turn back, and they will each find themselves at your side once more, their paths again joined with yours.  Is it not a simple choice?  Sacrifice the life of one  companion  to  save  all  the  others.    It  is  a  simple  equation;  the lives of the many outweigh that of the one.” 

Aranos  closed  his  eyes,  taking  a  deep,  shuddering  breath.    He didn’t know if the image he saw was real, but he suspected it was. 

The Pit was a place of despair, fear, pain – and temptation.  He felt that temptation keenly; if the others died, they weren’t coming back. 

Could he really sacrifice all of them for Geltheriel, when he knew that he could save them with a simple choice? 

Hector’s voice suddenly echoed in his mind.  You never leave a teammate behind.  He couldn’t leave Geltheriel in Virnal’s clutches.  If he did, how could he live with himself?  It would be the end of him; maybe  he’d  survive,  but  he’d  never  be  able  to  return  to  this  world without feeling shame and guilt. 

He  shook  his  head.    “No,”  he  said  softly,  his  voice  hoarse. 

“They…”  He took a deep breath.  “They came with me willingly.  They knew what might happen.  They wouldn’t thank me for sacrificing her for them.” 

The elf roared in rage and flung a blazing brand at the Sorcerer. 

Aranos  raised  a  Mage  Shield  to  deflect  it,  but  the  barrier  shattered beneath the blow, and the glowing lash of flame seared his chest and left  cheek.    Aranos  stumbled  forward,  toward  the  Tree-heart,  his hands over his head to absorb the flaming whip-blows Keryth rained on  him.    His  flesh  sizzled  and  smoked,  and  blistering  pain  filled  his wounded  arms,  but  he  staggered  forward,  touched  the  Heart  –  and found himself standing on a stone bridge once more, this one leading across a river of glowing lava. 

He blinked in surprise as he recognized the Traveler’s Trials, the place where he’d learned to be a Sorcerer.  A figure waited for him at the end of the bridge, on the central platform, one he knew well, and he limped slowly over to greet the ancient, white-haired elf smiling at his approach.  His heart sank as the realization struck him of what her presence here meant. 

“Well met, young Aranos!” Lythienne’s slightly guttural voice held no  trace  of  the  madness  and  Darkness  it  had  when  he  met  her  in Haerobel  so  long  ago.    “Welcome  back  to  the  Trials!”    The  woman looked  as  she  had  in  life  –  in  her  memories  that  she’d  given  him, anyway – and no longer resembled the blackened, shriveled creature filled with Corruption he’d killed with his first Ascended Spell. 

“What, no greeting for your first teacher?” she chuckled at him. 

“I don’t want to believe it,” he admitted.  “That you’re in the Pit, I mean.    I’d  rather  believe  that  you’re  some  creature  of  the  Pit, mimicking her to trick me.” 

“No,  I  am  indeed  Lythienne,”  she  sighed.    “Come,  my  student. 

Think.    In  my  vanity  and  pride,  I  sacrificed  an  entire  city  to  the Darkness, enslaving their souls to my will for centuries.  Their deaths may have been unintentional, but my actions weren’t driven by love of my  people  or  fear  for  their  lives.    I  acted  solely  out  of  pride  and selfishness, seeking to preserve my knowledge and myself no matter the cost.  I faced temptation and surrendered to it.  Where else would I find myself?” 

Aranos  crumpled  slightly  as  that  truth  struck  him.    Despite  all she’d done for him, Lythienne – the true Lythienne, not the construct of memories who’d taught him – wasn’t a good person.  Her need to be  remembered,  to  have  a  legacy,  drove  her  to  tear  out  her  own memories and left her an insane, sociopathic monster.  She’d tricked her  city  into  giving  their  lives  so  she  could  cast  a  Spell  to  hide Haerobel,  then  she  bound  their  souls  into  undead  slavery.    She’d never gone fully to the Darkness – fortunately, since if she had, she’d have become far too powerful for him to defeat – but she’d willingly gone far deeper into Corruption that anyone he’d seen except Lily. 

He had to accept it; Lythienne’s soul was likely condemned to the Pit. 

“I’m  not  interested,”  he  muttered  wearily,  his  body  screaming  at him  in  pain  and  exhaustion.    “Whatever  the  Darkness  is  offering,  I don’t care.”  He turned to walk past her; Lythienne was his past, and he had to put her there, permanently. 

“Not  even  if  that  offer  is  to  free  your  Follower  from  Virnal’s clutches?”  the  woman  asked  lightly,  and  Aranos  froze  in  mid-step. 

She  laughed  softly.    “Ah,  yes,  I  thought  that  might  warrant  your attention.” 

He half-turned to face the woman.  “What are you talking about?” 

he demanded.  “Free Geltheriel?  How?”  He knew he should ignore the woman and keep walking, but if he could free Geltheriel – at the very least, he owed it to his best friend to listen. 

“The  Bloodmistress  is  not  the  ultimate  Darkness,  as  you  know and  as  she  sometimes  behaves.    She  serves  a  greater  power,  and that  power  can  take  the  elf  from  her  with  a  breath  of  thought, restoring her to your side in an instant.” 

Aranos  stared  at  the  woman  in  silence  for  long  moments.    He knew  that  Virnal  wasn’t  the  ultimate  arbiter  of  Darkness.    The  Lord was, and the Lord could probably do exactly what Lythienne offered. 

“Why would the Lord want to help me?” he finally asked quietly. 

“Because while the Darkbringer is meant to serve the Darkness, she has not done so well,” the elf shrugged.  “Her Feast starved the Lord of power for centuries, the power of millions of souls he should have claimed for himself.  In undoing Virnal’s work, you have restored the  universe  to  its  normal  functioning.    The  Darkness  once  more gathers souls to itself and grows in power.  In return for that service, it wishes to grant you what you seek.” 

“And what does it want in return?” he pressed. 

“That you leave Virnal’s punishment to the Darkness itself.  Your Follower  will  be  returned  to  you,  and  you  will  be  free  to  exit  the  Pit through your portal with your companions.  The War will end, and all will  go  back  to  what  it  was.    It  is  that  simple.    You  will  accomplish everything you desired in this place with no risk, no danger to any of those you love.  Surely, that is a simple decision?” 

Aranos  looked  at  the  woman,  his  thoughts  racing.    Part  of  him believed  the  Darkness’  offer,  if  not  its  reasoning.    The  Darkness

wanted him to turn away, but not out of any sense of gratitude.  The Lord didn’t want to risk Aranos killing another of the Dark Pantheon, and the easiest way to prevent that was to give him Geltheriel.  The Lord could certainly do it, as well; Virnal ruled the Dark Pantheon, but she served the Lord and his Darkness.  If the Darkness commanded her to give Aranos his friend, the Darkbringer would have no choice but to accede.  It would certainly simplify things, but more importantly, it would give him Geltheriel and end the risk to her life. 

 Or  would  it?    Nothing  is  ever  that  easy.  The  Darkness  tested him,  even  then,  by  offering  him  everything  he  desired.    If  he accepted,  it  told  the  Lord  something  vital:  Aranos  could  be  broken, and Geltheriel was the hammer needed to break him.  The Darkness would know that it could take her and wrangle concessions from him in  return  for  her  well-being.    She’d  forever  be  a  target  –  and  she’d hate him for allowing that to happen. 

He  shook  his  head  and  continued  limping  forward.    “Not interested,” he said at last.  “I’m going to get her back myself.  I don’t need your help.” 

The bridge beneath him shook and rumbled, and below him, the lava  boiled  and  bubbled.    Gouts  of  it  shot  up,  arcing  into  the  air beside  him,  and  sudden  heat  welled  over  him.    A  wave  of  molten stone  burst  from  the  river  and  roared  into  a  sheet  of  fiery  rock  that blocked  the  bridge  before  him,  nearly  driving  him  back  with  its intensity. 

“You will not be allowed to proceed,” Lythienne said calmly.  “You have but two choices, Sorcerer.  Agree to this arrangement, or die.” 

“There’s  another  option,”  Aranos  replied,  raising  a  wall  of  arctic mana  around  him  that  instantly  canceled  out  the  inferno temperatures.  In response, the wave of lava swelled larger and grew to a white-hot brightness that shattered his shield. 

“There  is  not,  Sorcerer,”  the  elf  laughed.    “Now,  perhaps,  you understand better what drove my actions.  Sometimes, there are no good choices, and you must make the least objectionable one.” 

He  froze  as  what  she  said  echoed  in  his  mind.    The  Traveler’s Trials  had  been  all  about  making  the  least  awful  choice;  no  options had been good ones.  Now, he could breeze through the challenges

without trying, but back then, it took every bit of his SP, courage, and imagination to complete them.   More importantly, each trial had only one way out – and it wasn’t by getting what he wanted.  Each time he turned down the Darkness’ offers, he’d had to suffer. 

This time, it seemed he’d have to offer his own life to proceed. 



Chapter 34

“Goodbye, Lythienne,” he whispered, tears brimming in his eyes. 

“Thank you for everything you gave me.” 

“You  would  die  rather  than  concede,  my  student?”  the  woman asked in disbelief. 

“Yes,” he nodded, understanding at last what Avalyn and Hector had been talking about.  “I’d rather die on my own terms than live in shame.” 

He  closed  his  eyes  and  stepped  forward,  into  the  sheet  of brilliant lava.  Pain flared in his body as the molten stone seared his flesh.  Agony swept through him in waves as fire flowed through his veins.  His bones shattered, his skin sloughed away as ash, and pain filled his entire world for a long moment.  He pushed the agony aside and forced himself to take another step, fighting through the torture of his destroyed body with sheer willpower. 

The flames died instantly, and he found himself remarkably free of  pain.    His  body  felt  restored,  as  if  the  flames  burned  away  his injuries and returned him to perfect health.  Even his SP stood at his dread arcane max.  He looked down at himself; his clothing showed no trace of his injuries, and his emerald skin had no scars.  He flexed his crippled leg, noting that it seemed back to perfect functionality.  As he did, a notification flared in his vision without his calling it up. 

World’s First! 

You are the first player in Singularity to reach 100% connectivity with the game!  This milestone will open new options for you in-game and may allow you to explore places or use abilities previously locked to others. 

To commemorate this, you receive 100,000 XP and the Perk: One with the World

One with the World

You have joined completely with the world of Ka, and as such, you experience it differently than all others. 





Benefits: You ignore level and travel limitations of regions.  Your senses are heightened, with all senses doubling in effective range. 

Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up! 

Primal Sorcerer Level: 17

Current XP: 817,037/820,000

Int +18, Wis +12, Cha +12, +14 Stat points

 I am the One and the Primal…

Sorcerer Ascendant Level: 24

Current XP: 546,518/561,000

Int +7, Wis +5, Cha +5, +5 Stat points

 I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…

Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up! 

Sorcerer Level: 24

Current XP: 295,759/300,000

Int +5, Wis +3, Cha +3, +3 Stat points

 You may call me Sorcerer Supreme-ish! 

He  winced  as  the  world  suddenly  crashed  in  on  him  in  a cacophony of sound, riot of color, and flood of sensation.  He almost collapsed as the intensity of his new senses tried to overwhelm him, closing  his  eyes  and  focusing  on  taking  deep  breaths  until  his  brain acclimated  to  the  heightened  sensations.    At  last,  he  opened  his eyes, shaking his head ruefully.  He didn’t know why reaching 100%

connectivity mattered to the game, but getting the reward hadn’t been a lot of fun. 

 Hopefully,  my  new  senses  will  be  at  least  somewhat  useful  to make up for the headache they gave me. 

He  dumped  his  stat  points  into  Charisma  as  he  took  a  deep breath  and  looked  around,  examining  the  room  he’d  entered.    He stood  in  a  vast,  open  space  bathed  in  darkness  that  even  his upgraded senses barely pierced.  The scent of blood filled the air, a rich odor so strong he tasted it on his tongue and felt it clinging to his

skin.  The ceiling arched high above him, vanishing into a blackness so  thick  his  Night  Sight  couldn’t  penetrate  it.    The  floor  felt  sticky beneath  his  feet,  and  he  glanced  down  to  see  pools  of  thick,  black blood splattered across the obsidian floor, some of them inches deep and feet across. 

A  soft  rustling  caught  his  attention,  and  he  turned  to  see  the walls  lined  with  thousands  of  bodakkai,  all  staring  at  him,  shifting restlessly, but none making a move to attack.  At the other end of the room,  a  pair  of  massive  bloodsteel  doors  twenty  feet  tall  and  ten across pierced one wall.  A vast black throne that looked to be made of the tortured, twisted bodies of various elves, humans, and dwarves dominated the other end of the room.  A monstrous form slumped on that throne, the huge body that Virnal took when she killed him in the Kala sitting unmoving and unresponsive on the dark seat of the god’s power. 

All that faded away as he saw the black, scabrous tree growing from  the  center  of  the  room.    The  tree  reared  twenty  feet  overhead and  spread  ten  across,  covered  with  ebony  bark  wreathed  with crimson  lines  that  traced  around  it  like  bloody  runes.    Its  leafless branches  twisted  and  wrapped  about  in  a  mind-numbing  tangle,  all sporting four-inch thorns that gleamed like bloodsteel. 

A pale figure hung in the center of that tangle, her head drooping and  held  aloft  only  by  an  ebon  tendril  wrapped  around  her  brow. 

Branches  wreathed  her  arms,  holding  them  out  to  her  sides,  while more  bound  her  legs  together  and  wrapped  about  her  waist  and stomach.  Blood stained and matted her honey-blonde hair, and more blood ran freely from the thorns piercing her pale flesh, trickling down the tree and seeming to drain into its crimson runes.  Even as Aranos watched, more of the branches wound about the woman’s chest, the thorns  digging  into  her  flesh  and  eliciting  a  groan  of  pain  from  the trapped elf. 

“Geltheriel!” he gasped, gathering mana as he prepared to blast the tree holding her in place.  “Just hold on, I’ll have you down in a moment…” 

“Ah,  ah,  ah,”  a  voice  spoke,  and  suddenly  the  tree  shifted, digging  its  thorns  into  the  trapped  elf.    Geltheriel  screamed  and

spasmed as the branches constricted, and Aranos froze.  He watched as  Lily’s  body  stepped  out  from  behind  the  throne,  grinning  evilly  at him. 

“You don’t want to do that, Sorcerer,” Virnal spoke through Lily’s mouth.  “Trying to save her will just kill her faster.” 

“Virnal,” Aranos growled, his rage slowly rising inside him.  “Let her down, now, and maybe I’ll let you live.” 

The Bloodmistress laughed, a dark sound filled with cries of pain and  wails  of  sorrow.    “Ah,  Sorcerer,  such  pride  and  conceit.    You stand  in  the  middle  of  my  very  sanctum,  the  seat  of  my  power.    Do you really think you have any chance to defeat me, here?  Alone?” 

She smiled, and the tree twisted once more, drawing another scream of  agony  from  Geltheriel.    “Especially  when  I  hold  the  life  of  your loved one in the palm of my hand?  Save your posturing; there’s no point to it, here.” 

Another groan filled the room, and Aranos looked past Lily to see another tree growing behind Virnal’s throne.  This one held a golden-skinned figure, one that Aranos recognized immediately.  “Arioch?” he asked, puzzled.  “What – why is he here?” 

“The  Betrayer  failed  me,”  Virnal  shrugged.    “I  don’t  like  failure, Sorcerer.”  She moved over to stand beside the twisted tree, staring up  at  the  trapped  man  inside.    “He  died  in  your  battle  with  him,  of course  –  slain  by  the  elf  over  there,  oddly  enough,  considering  how easily  he  should  have  been  able  to  defeat  her  –  and  when  he returned, he found himself bound to this tree.” 

She patted the trunk affectionately.  “This is a naeralda, or a Tree of Despair in Human.  It only grows here in the Pit, and creating one requires the energy of dozens of souls.  I haven’t been able to raise one  in  centuries,  but  since  you  restored  the  Kala  Kasbu,  I’ve  grown two.” 

She  turned  back  toward  him.    “They’re  one  of  my  favorite creations,  arcane.    Their  thorns  pierce  practically  any  armor  or defenses and cause incredibly painful wounds.  They feed on blood, pain, and despair, so the more they hurt their victim, the stronger they grow.”    She  smiled  at  him.    “They  can  also  sense  the  thoughts  of those around them – or at least, the emotions – and they respond to

hostile intent by harming their victims even further.  If you attempt to destroy  the  naeralda,  you’ll  kill  your  little  elf  with  it,  and  as  you’ve learned,  there  is  no  returning  from  death  in  my  realm,  even  for  a Soulbound Follower.” 

“What if I kill you, instead?” he replied flatly.  “I’ll bet that would free her.” 

“It’s possible,” Virnal shrugged.  “However, if you attack me, she’ll suffer for it.  Even if you somehow manage to destroy me, I’ll take her with  me.    At  this  point,  practically  anything  would  kill  her.”    She walked  over  to  Geltheriel’s  tree  and  rubbed  it  fondly.    “That’s  my favorite thing about the Tree of Despair, Sorcerer.  It keeps its victims on the brink of death, with just enough LP, SP, and Stamina to stop them from perishing.  Just the tiniest nudge…”  She flicked the tree, and Geltheriel screamed again as the thorns tightened, the sound a dagger in his heart.  “And they’ll die.” 

The  Darkbringer  laughed,  walking  away  from  the  tree  toward him.  “That’s why I don’t fear you, Sorcerer,” she said.  “You came all this  way  to  retrieve  your  little  elf;  you  won’t  give  her  up  just  to  hurt me.”  She smiled at him.  “So, are you finally ready?” 

“Ready for what?” 

“To  hear  my  offer.”    She  stepped  close  to  him,  her  eyes sparkling.  “You might recall that when we first met, I told you that you had yet to hear it.  I’m finally ready to tender it to you.” 

“Not int…,” Aranos began, then cut off when Geltheriel screamed again. 

“You  understand,”  Virnal  purred.    “You   will   listen,  Sorcerer, whether you wish to or not. 

“Here’s the thing, Lord Evenshade.  I’m not interested in having you  as  an  enemy  –  or  a  dead  martyr  to  the  Light.”    She  grimaced. 

“No, I want you as an ally.” 

“You  seriously  think  that  I’ll  worship  you?”  he  asked incredulously. 

“Oh,  once  I  held  such  fantasies,”  she  chuckled.    “No  longer, though.  It’s become clear to me that you’ll never serve me or even aid me.  However, you might agree not to work against me.” 

“What do you mean?” he asked suspiciously.  “You can’t Corrupt the  Arcane  Doors  again,  if  that’s  what  you’re  thinking.    Once  I Redeem something, it stays Redeemed forever.” 

“Forever is a very long time,” she smiled.  “No one can see the end  of  it.    Your  Title  is  powerful,  to  be  sure,  but  there  are  ways  to break such a Title, given time – and plenty of souls.”  She shook her head.    “That’s  not  the  point,  though.    The  Feast  failed;  I  wouldn’t attempt  it  again  even  if  I  could.    However,  I  have  other  plans  to suborn the Lightborn, other schemes to bring them under my sway.” 

“So, here is my offer,” she said, walking around him, forcing him to  turn  his  head  to  follow  her.    “I  return  your  Follower  to  you  and provide you an exit to your world, to the city of your choice.  In return, I  will  come  to  you  three  times  and  insist  that  you  not  interfere,  and you will agree to stand back and allow my plans to come to fruition.” 

“And what if I refuse?” he asked.  “Or agree but work against you anyway?” 

“Then  your  friend  returns  to  the  Tree,”  Virnal  hissed,  her  eyes flaring.    “And  you  will  watch  as  I  torment  her  until  my  anger  is satisfied.  I take betrayal as poorly as failure, Sorcerer.” 

“No,” he said firmly, shaking his head.  “I won’t…”  He stopped as Geltheriel screamed once more, the agony in her voice ringing in his ears. 

“I won’t kill her if you refuse, Sorcerer,” Virnal smirked at him.  “I’ll keep her there, on the tree, forever.”  She turned around, her hands held  out  to  the  sides.    “Time  affects  you  differently  in  my  realm. 

Nothing  here  ages.    She’ll  never  need  food,  water,  sleep.    She’ll spend  all  eternity  in  relentless  torment,  endless  suffering.    She’ll never be free of the pain; the closest she’ll get will be brief moments of reduced agony that make the real pain all that more potent.” 

Virnal  blurred,  and  suddenly  she  stood  before  Aranos  once more.    “Or  you  can  agree  to  my  arrangement,  and  I’ll  release  her. 

The choice is yours.” 

Aranos  hesitated.    His  heart  screamed  at  him  to  accept  the woman’s offer, to end Geltheriel’s suffering no matter what the cost. 

He  wanted  desperately  to  say  yes;  every  shriek  of  pain  tore  at  his heart and made his soul feel dirty.  Besides, Virnal wasn’t asking him

to work for the Darkness.  She just wanted him to stay out of the way three times, nothing more.  What harm could that bring? 

He grimaced; he knew the answer to that.  What if one of those times  had  been  just  before  he  Redeemed  the  first  Arcane  Door? 

How  much  harm  would  that  have  caused?    Or  when  the  Nightmare Beast attacked Eredain?  When the bodakkai flooded Stoneleague? 

What  if  he  stood  back  and  let  those  happen?    The  Darkness  would have won; Virnal would have crushed the Light.  He held a great deal of  power,  he  knew,  and  withholding  that  power  could  have  terrible consequences.    She  demanded  more  than  seemed  apparent  –  but what choice did he have? 

 One,  his head told him firmly.  Even if I can’t get Geltheriel down from the tree, I can still end this.  I don’t want to, but if I have to, I will. 

 And Geltheriel would never be okay with me taking this deal; I’d save her  life  but  destroy  her  faith.    She’d  become  a  target  for  everyone who wanted to hurt me, and she’d never be able to live knowing that. 

 She’d rather die. 

“No,”  Aranos  replied  once  more,  shaking  his  head  firmly.    Lily’s eyes  hardened,  and  Geltheriel  screamed  in  torment  once  more,  but Aranos  pushed  the  guilt  and  pain  aside  as  best  he  could.      “No, Virnal.  I’m not going to make a deal with you.  I’m not going to chain myself  to  you,  even  if  the  chains  seem  light  and  inconsequential.    I won’t surrender to the Darkness, no matter what. 

“I reject your offer, and I’ll reject every one after that.  You’ll never get  me  to  work  with  you;  you’ll  never  turn  me  to  the  Darkness.    I’d rather die first.” 

“Then  DIE,  SORCERER!”  the  god  screamed.    “DIE,  ALONE  IN

THE PIT, UNMOURNED BY THOSE WHO ONCE ADORED YOU!” 

She  raised  her  hands  and  unleashed  a  massive  blast  of  power  at Aranos,  a  column  of  dark  energy  thicker  than  a  tree  trunk,  one  that wailed with the power of Darkness and trapped souls. 

Aranos  unleashed  his  Domains  with  a  thought,  and  his  Primal mana exploded outward into a glowing shield.  The assault struck his defenses, and he felt the force of it battering at his mind and will.  His shield flinched but held, pushing back the torrent of Darkness. 

“YOU DEFY ME?!” Virnal screamed, her voice ringing throughout the room and shaking the entire palace.  “HERE, IN MY SANCTUM, YOU RESIST?” 

The force tearing at his shield redoubled, spreading out to engulf his barrier.  Darkness pressed on him from all sides, crushing down on his barrier with an unbearable pressure.  Pain flared in his mind as the  power  squeezed  his  shield,  and  he  saw  it  flinch  and  retract, shrinking  slowly  toward  him.    He  pushed  at  it  with  his  will,  trying  to hold the Darkness at bay, but it felt like trying to lift a mountain with shoulders.    The  weight  pushed  on  him,  driving  him  inexorably downward, and he knew that he couldn’t hold for long. 

He pulled out his bow and forged an arrow with unsteady hands. 

Virnal laughed as she saw his efforts, shaking her head.  “Fool!  You think your puny weapon can kill me?  Soon, your Domain will fail, and then you will join your precious Follower on a Tree of Despair!” 

Aranos ignored her words and drew the arrow, filling it with War. 

He  sighted  along  the  shaft,  the  head  pointing  toward  Lily  for  a moment  –  before  he  swung  it  to  the  side  and  pointed  it  directly  at Geltheriel’s  chest.    He  might  fall  here,  but  he  could  still  save Geltheriel from Virnal’s clutches. 

The  elf  struggled  to  raise  her  head,  and  as  she  saw  his  bow pointing at her, she smiled weakly. 

 D-do  it,  he  heard  her  voice  echo  raggedly  in  his  mind.  End  it, Aranos.  Let us die together, my beloved brother. 

His fingers trembled, and he hesitated to release the arrow.  He could  finish  it,  but  when  she  died,  so  would  his  heart.    He’d  lost Saphielle, Rhys, and probably Mutroda already.  Losing Geltheriel –

he’d  never  be  able  to  step  foot  in  this  world  again.  So  be  it,  he thought, steeling his will.  If that’s what I have to do to save her, then I’ll do it, willingly. 

The thrum of a bowstring echoed in the room.  The shaft leaped forth,  and  Virnal  cried  out  in  shock  and  dismay  as  the  silvery  arrow punched  into  her  chest,  knocking  her  back  a  step  and  ending  the assault on Aranos’ shield.  The Sorcerer stared at the quivering arrow in  shock,  still  holding  his  arrow  on  his  string;  what  the  hell  just happened? 

“Back the fuck off, bitch,” Martina’s voice rang out in the throne room, and Aranos spun to see her standing in front of a swiftly closing portal  of  Darkness.    The  Ranger  drew  another  arrow,  one  he recognized  as  his  specially  crafted  oilairie  shaft.    The  arrow  glowed with power in the blackness of the throne room, buzzing as it yearned to plunge into the avatar of Darkness itself. 

Behind  the  woman,  more  portals  opened,  and  one  by  one,  his party  members  stepped  out.    They  looked  haggard  and  worn,  their armor dented and torn, blood streaking their faces – but they lived! 

As  they  entered  the  throne  room,  they  took  in  the  situation  at  a glance, and they moved swiftly to him.  Mutroda stepped between the dark  god  and  Aranos,  with  Phil  and  Hector  at  her  flanks.    McBane, Silma, and Glorferdir fanned out to the sides, moving to surround the Darkbringer, while Longfellow, Avalyn, and Neela strode over to stand by Aranos, with Miwango swooping above them. 

 Are you okay?  he heard Avalyn’s voice ring in his mind. 

 I’m fine,  he sighed, rising back to his feet, exultation filling him. 

 What took you guys so long? 

 Sorry, but it was a hell of a trip getting here,  Martina replied with a  mental  grin.  I  mean  that  literally.    I’m  pretty  sure  we  just  fought through this world’s version of Hell. 

 What’s  the  situation?  Phil  asked,  holding  up  his  shield  and flicking his gaze back and forth between Geltheriel and Virnal. 

 Do we finally get to kill a god?  Longfellow asked eagerly. 

 Geltheriel’s trapped.  I can’t get her down while Virnal lives, but killing Virnal will kill Geltheriel, too. 

 Then  we  kick  the  shit  out  of  Virnal  until  she  agrees  to  let Geltheriel go,  Hector said firmly. 

 And then we kill a god?  Longfellow persisted. 

 If we can,  Aranos replied. 

He  looked  past  his  party  members  at  Virnal.    “You  were  wrong about  one  thing,  Virnal.    I’m  not  alone  down  here  –  but  you  are. 

Maybe I can’t take you myself, but I’ll bet all of us can together. 

“You  offered  me  a  deal  before;  now  I’ll  offer  you  one.    Let Geltheriel down, leave Lily’s body, and let us leave here with both of them, and we’ll let you live.  Or…”  He cast Energetic Weapons, and

the blades and fangs of his party began to glow with celestial light. 

“Or we’ll make you let her down, and we’ll kill you afterward.” 

Virnal  stepped  back,  her  face  sly.    “You  think  I’m  alone, Sorcerer?” 

“Those bodakkai aren’t a threat to us,” Aranos snorted.  “And you know it.” 

“No,  but  I  have  somewhat  greater  minions  in  my  service,”  she chuckled.  A movement to Aranos’ left caught his gaze, and he turned to see a massive figure covered in thick, heavy armor decorated with crimson runes step out of the wall.  The man rested a massive two-handed blade against his shoulder, the eight-foot-long sword seeming like a toy in his grip.  As he moved forward, his passage obliterated the  bodakkai  around  him,  reducing  them  to  chunks  of  meat  and sprays of blood. 

“Garax,” Aranos murmured. 

“The Bloodrager?” Mutroda asked, turning to look to the side with wide eyes. 

“Another dark god?” McBane asked tensely. 

“Yep,  the  god  of  battle  or  something.    He  doesn’t  like  me  very much.” 

“Why not?” Neela asked curiously. 

“I  might  have  burned  his  face  a  little  the  last  time  we  met,” 

Aranos shrugged, noting the helmet that didn’t match the rest of the man’s armor.  “He probably took it personally since it won’t heal.” 

A moment later, another shape emerged from the wall.  This one looked like a qualintar, a cadaverous creature draped in a black robe, wreathed in green flame.  The bodakkai nearest it died as it passed, simply dropping dead to the floor without any sign of injury.  Behind it, a  figure  wearing  tattered  clothing,  covered  in  rats  and  insects,  her skin  dotted  with  bleeding,  open  sores  appeared,  and  the  bodakkai nearest it shriveled and twisted, growing weak and frail as their skin blistered and sloughed off. 

More movement drew his gaze to the other side of the room, and he watched as a woman with glossy, crimson skin and hair made of literal  purple  fire  appeared,  shivering  the  nearest  bodakkai  to  dust and ash as she walked through them.  Behind her, a tall, handsome

man  dressed  in  black  finery  but  surrounded  by  a  dozen  waving, grasping tentacles stepped forth, followed by a creature that Aranos could  barely  even  describe.    Its  roughly  spherical  form  kept  shifting and  changing,  features  and  faces  appearing  and  vanishing  into  its multihued flesh, appendages darting out to devour, caress, or destroy bodakkai seemingly randomly. 

“Carabus, the Deathless Lord,” Mutroda muttered.  “Hessith the Plague  Witch;  Kijiss  Flamehair;  Sarjan  the  Blackheart;  Xankswa  the Mad Goddess.  It’s the entire Dark Pantheon, Sorcerer!” 

 Not  all  of  them,  Aranos  thought  even  as  he  watched  the  dark gods move to surround the party.  Morx, Blossth, and Ilistil are gone –

 but there are still enough of them to wipe us out with ease. 

“As  I  said,  Sorcerer,  you  will  die  here,  in  the  depths  of  the  Pit,” 

Virnal chortled, a massive, black spear appearing in her hand.  “And now,  you  will  watch  your  friends  die  beside  you.    Slay  them,  my brethren!” 

Garax stepped forward, lifting his mighty sword – and jammed it into  the  stone  floor  point-first.    “No,”  the  warrior  rumbled,  his  voice carrying across the throne room. 

Lily’s face took on a stunned expression before it crumpled into rage.    “NO?”  the  woman  shrieked,  power  rising  around  her.    “How dare you?  You will obey me, or I will devour all of your souls…” 

“No, Bloodmistress,” the cadaverous Carabus spoke in a hissing whisper.  “You have failed us once too often.” 

“For  centuries,  we  languished,  starving  for  new  souls  thanks  to your ridiculous Feast,” the fire-haired Kijiss added.  “We have lived in fear of you for too long.  We will do so no longer.” 

“My  vessel,”  Xankswa  added  in  an  oddly  melodious  voice. 

“Return it…” 

“We have but waited this opportunity,” Sarjan said in a polished, urbane  voice  that  still  dripped  with  malice.    “We  cannot  act  against you, for fear of the Lord’s wrath – but we can fail to protect you.  What occurs  will  be  the  will  of  the  Lord,  and  we  wash  our  hands  of  the matter.” 

Virnal  screamed  incoherently,  her  voice  a  cry  of  rage.    “YOU

WILL  ALL  PAY  FOR  THIS  INSULT!”  she  screeched.    “I  WILL

DESTROY  THE  TRAVELERS,  THEN  I  WILL  BIND  EACH  OF  YOU

INTO  A  TREE  OF  DESPAIR  FOR  ALL  ETERNITY!    YOU  WILL

KNOW PAIN FOR THIS DESPITE OF ME!” 

The  Darkbringer  suddenly  lurched,  grabbing  the  sides  of  her head.  Her eyes widened, and a look of fear flashed across her face. 

“NO!” she screamed, shaking her head from side to side.  “What are you doing?  You cannot…!” 

The  god  dropped  to  her  knees  as  pain  creased  her  face.    She screamed,  a  cry  of  mingled  rage  and  despair,  then  collapsed  to  the ground, writhing and twisting madly. 

“What the hell?” McBane asked uncertainly. 

“The  Darkbringer  fights  for  her  existence,”  the  vermin-covered Hessith  spoke,  her  voice  strangely  eager  and  exultant.    “Xankswa’s minion battles for control – and for their shared divine essence.” 

Aranos’  eyes  widened  as  he  understood,  and  he  quickly  raised his  hand,  firing  an  Arcane  Lance  of  mingled  War  and  Redemption, trying to destroy Lily’s body as swiftly as possible.  The Lance struck a  grayish  shield  of  mana,  one  far  more  powerful  than  any  he’d previously seen, and exploded into a harmless blast of gold and silver fires. 

Lily’s body fell still, and the woman rose slowly and unsteadily to her feet.  She shook her head, looking dazed for a moment, but her gaze  sharpened  and  fell  on  the  party.    She  lifted  her  hands  and cracked her knuckles, and Aranos’ heart sank as he saw the haze of madness filling her eyes. 

“Oh, this is gonna be fucking fun,” Lily whispered as divine power rose  about  her.    A  stab  of  panic  pierced  Aranos’  heart.    Lily  had regained  her  body,  and  somehow,  she’d  stolen  Virnal’s  divine essence in the process. 

Lily Morningbane had become a god. 

Chapter 35

“Lily?” Aranos asked carefully. 

“You know it, asshole,” the woman laughed, floating into the air, her voice ringing throughout the palace and causing the entire realm to shake.  She looked upon him, and he felt the force of her presence battering against his mind, seeking to awe or terrify him, but the effect passed over his thoughts without effect.  He felt her Charisma wash over the others through the Hivemind Spell, but each of them fought it off  thanks  to  their  levels  and  the  mental  shielding  he’d  given  them. 

Lily  frowned,  and  just  the  expression  caused  the  air  around  her  to heat up. 

“You  protected  them,  huh?”  she  asked,  her  voice  still  echoing throughout  the  citadel.    “Fat  lot  of  good  that’s  going  to  do  their asses.”  A wave of Primal power exploded from her, battering against the  edge  of  Aranos’  Domain.    He  felt  it  scrabbling  against  his thoughts,  insane  whispers  in  his  mind  that  he  could  barely  hear  but that  promised  pain  and  misery.    The  others  flinched  as  the  sounds struck  them  as  well,  Hector  and  McBane  both  staggering  backward beneath the assault. 

Aranos  hardened  his  will,  and  his  Primal  mana  pushed  Lily’s Domain  aside,  driving  back  her  insanity  and  freeing  the  others  from her mental assault.  Lily herself didn’t seem to notice or care, though. 

She floated higher above the others, her eyes wide. 

“You really should see this shit,” she said softly.  “It’s like – I can see the whole fucking world at once!  This is pretty damn cool!” 

“How  did  you  do  it,  Lily?”  Aranos  asked  quietly.    “How  did  you steal Virnal’s divinity?” 

The woman laughed, spinning in air.  “What, thinking about doing it yourself?  That’s fine; it might be fun to have a god fight, and you might be able to do it to one of these sad, little bitches.”  She turned to face him, her head creaking around at an unnatural angle and her body drifting around to catch up a moment later. 

“It  was  pretty  simple,  really.    The  bitch  took  over  my  body,  but she  couldn’t  evict  my  essence  from  it,  or  it  would  have  died.    I’ve

been  using  my  Soulbinding  skill  for  the  past  few  days  to  slowly  link her essence to mine.  Whenever she got distracted – mostly by your ass – I did a little bit more, until some of her divinity started coming back to me, letting me share her power.” 

She gestured at the surrounding deities, who stood watching her in silence.  “When these fuckers betrayed her, she lost her shit for the last time, and I took my shot.  I sucked her essence into mine, stole her power, and tossed her ass out.” 

“You killed her?” he asked. 

“Nah, she’s still alive.”  The woman gestured toward the throne. 

“She’s  trapped  in  her  real  body  right  now  though,  and  she’s  mortal again, so I can kill her whenever I want.  Of course, what I really want to do is to stick the bitch up on one of those cool trees she made.  I’d enjoy  listening  to  her  scream  for  a  few  thousand  years.”    She laughed,  the  sound  high  and  wild,  feverish  and  uncontrolled,  and  it rang throughout the palace, shaking the place to its foundation. 

“So,  what  now?”  Aranos  asked,  holding  his  power  at  the  ready, expecting he knew the answer. 

“Now?” she repeated with a grin.  “Now, I’m going to kick all of your asses.  I’m going to kill your little elf bitch for all the times she stabbed me, then send all your asses to respawn – except you won’t come back, will you?  You’ll all drop back to level one, where you’re not  a  threat  to  me  anymore.”    She  looked  around  at  the  gods surrounding her.  “Then, I’m going to teach these fuckers a lesson or two, so they don’t think about betraying me the way they did Virnal. 

When that’s done, there won’t be anyone left strong enough to stand in my way as I rip this entire world apart!” 

She laughed again, her eyes flaring with Darkness and her face creased  with  glee.    “Do  you  see,  Aranos?    I’m  going  to  break  this fucking world, and when I do, they’ll have to shut it all down and start over!  When they turn it off, then I can finally just be done with all of this…”    She  paused,  and  her  body  shuddered.    “I’m  so  ready  to  be done.” 

“We don’t have to fight, Lily, Aranos told her.  “Let Geltheriel go, and we’ll leave you to whatever you want to do to the other gods.” 

“Sure,  we  don’t  have  to,  but  I  fucking   want   to!”    She  cackled madly,  and  black  lightning  wreathed  her  body,  reaching  out  to obliterate  a  few  dozen  bodakkai.    “I’m  sick  of  losing  to  you  fuckers, Aranos.    I  can’t  wait  to  finally  pay  your  asses  back  for  all  the  times you’ve stopped me from doing whatever.  I.  WANT!” 

Her last words came out as a roar, and blasts of ebony fire shot from  her  eyes,  screaming  toward  the  party.    They  slammed  into Aranos’  shield  of  War  and  Liberation  and  deflected  into  the  ceiling. 

He’d  learned  his  lesson  from  fighting  Virnal;  he  couldn’t  match  the Queen  of  Darkness  in  raw  strength,  and  now,  Lily  was  that  queen. 

He  had  to  fight  with  finesse  and  skill,  deflecting  and  avoiding  her blasts  instead  of  taking  them  directly.    Even  so,  the  force  of  the impacts rocked his mind and sent dull throbs of pain coursing through his  forehead.    Lily  had  been  strong  before,  almost  as  strong  as  he was.  With the power of a god added to that, she easily outmatched him. 

 Okay, people, this is the BBEG,  he sent the others silently.  I’m pretty  sure  if  we  beat  Lily,  I  can  strip  the  godhood  out  of  her,  and that’ll be the same as killing Virnal.  The Feast will finally be over. 

 Okay, but she’s a god,  McBane pointed out.  How do we kill her? 

 I’m guessing she won’t die just because I stab her in the heart. 

 No,  she’ll  heal  any  damage  we  inflict  pretty  much  right  away  –

 but she’ll still feel it.  To kill her, I have to get to her soul, but I can only do that if she’s distracted.  Keep hammering at her, and I’ll try to end it. 

 Got  it,  Martina  said.  Let’s  do  this,  people.    Let’s  end  this  on  a high note! 

McBane  and  Silma  attacked  first,  leaping  at  the  new  goddess and  striking  at  her  with  fang  and  blade.    Miwango  soared  past  her from  above,  bathing  her  in  a  jet  of  kinetic  energy,  while  Hector  and Phil spread out to occupy her on the sides.  Mutroda struck with her glowing  halberd,  while  Avalyn  and  Neela  hurled  bolts  of  fire  and lightning at the woman. 

Every attack slammed into Lily’s shield harmlessly.  The woman laughed, shaking her head.  “That’s it?” she asked.  “You can’t even

get  through  my  shield,  but  you’re  going  to  kill  me?    Now,  it’s  my…

FUCK!” 

Lily  cut  off  with  a  screech  as  Martina’s  arrow  punched  through her  shield  and  slammed  into  her  chest.    The  woman  gasped  and coughed, grasping at the arrow and tearing it out.  A moment later, a heavy crossbow bolt crashed into Lily’s head, plunging into one of her eyes and burying itself in her skull.  Lily continued to cough and gag as she ripped the bolt free, flinging a blast of purple fire around her and rising into the air as the others pushed through her broken shield. 

 She’s affected by my blood, too,  Martina told the others silently. 

 It’s toxic to her, like it was to the vampires.  Doesn’t look fatal, though. 

 Useful,  Hector replied.  Think you’ve got enough of it to keep her busy? 

 I guess we’ll see. 

Lily  screamed  again  as  gouts  of  fire  and  lightning  struck  her flesh, followed by more speeding shafts that plunged into her body. 

Miwango slammed a kinetic blast into her floating form that hurled her to the ground, where McBane and Silma struck, tearing into her flesh with their celestially empowered weapons.  Phil and Hector swarmed over  her,  battering  her  down  with  their  shields  and  cutting  into  her with their weapons, while Mutroda muttered a quick Spell and thrust with  her  halberd,  her  weapon  erupting  with  white  light  as  it  stabbed into Lily’s chest with a hiss of burning meat. 

Lily  screeched  in  fury,  and  a  blast  of  power  exploded  from  her, flinging  the  others  away.    She  rose  into  the  air,  her  wounds  healing and  her  eye  reforming  as  Aranos  watched.    “Fuck!”  she  spat, coughing  up  a  gobbet  of  congealed  blood.    “Do  you  have  any  idea how much that fucking hurts?” 

“That’s sort of the idea,” McBane offered calmly.  “We hurt you, you die, battle’s over.  Simple enough.” 

“Yeah,  screw  that,”  Lily  grinned,  raising  her  hands  out  to  the side.    “Why  should  I  dirty  my  hands  with  your  asses?    I’m  a Summoner, after all, and I’ve got an entire Pit full of monsters who’d love to kill you.” 

Portals  opened  around  the  room,  and  creatures  poured  in, charging  for  the  party.    “Fall  back!”  Martina  shouted,  firing  her  bow

into  the  mass  of  creatures.    “Circle  up!    Try  to  move  for  a  wall! 

Aranos, can you give us some cover?” 

Aranos simply reached out with his will, and twin walls of golden fire exploded from the ground.  The charging creatures who struck it vanished, vaporizing to ash in an instant, but the remainder pushed forward.  They surged around his barriers, coming at the party from the sides.  The tanks moved to intercept them, catching the monsters on  their  shields  with  loud  crashes,  while  the  rest  of  the  party slaughtered them at a distance. 

 Can you close the portals?  Martina asked Aranos silently. 

 I can, but she can just open new ones,  the Sorcerer said grimly. 

 The way to stop this is to stop her. 

 Go take care of her, then.  We’ve got this. 

 I’m coming with you, pack leader,  Silma said silently.  You can’t face the Dark One alone. 

 Okay,  he  replied  silently,  knowing  the  futility  of  arguing  with  the fenrin.    Let’s kill another god, then, Silma. 

He rose into the air and faced Lily, who hung opposite him.  The new god grinned at him.  “Kind of like old times, isn’t it?” she asked conversationally.  “Reminds me of Antas a bit, when I tricked you into helping me leave my weak-ass elf body behind.” 

“You  mean  when  Zoridos  tricked  you  into  becoming  his  slave?” 

Aranos  asked  archly.    “Seems  like  that’s  a  running  theme  with  you, Lily.    Golloron  tricked  you  into  causing  problems  in  Eredain  to increase  his  power.    Zoridos  tricked  you  into  becoming  an  undead. 

Mezroruth  tricked  you  into  opening  the  Arcane  Doors  so  that  Morx and  Virnal  could  get  into  our  world,  and  then  Virnal  tricked  you  into giving up your body.”  He shook his head.  “It kind of feels like you’re a bit gullible.  Heck, Newsome tricked you into coming into this world in the first place, didn’t he?” 

Lily snarled and lashed out with globes of purple fire, and Aranos deflected  them  away  from  himself,  wincing  internally  at  the  force  of her divinely empowered Spells.  He struck back with twin barrages of celestial  energy  that  tore  through  her  shield  and  blasted  her  flesh. 

Lily screamed but flung a huge wave of crimson lightning at him, too large for him to dodge or deflect.  Instead, he cast Teleport Field and

vanished, appearing on the other side of the blast and striking back with  an  Arcane  Lance  that  pierced  her  defenses  and  blew  out  a chunk of her side. 

The casters danced around one another, lashing out with Spells. 

Lily’s  magic  outmatched  Aranos’;  his  shields  couldn’t  keep  out  her attacks, and she casually whipped curtains of flame and storms of ice at  him  that  he  would  have  struggled  to  match.    He  fought  with precision  and  skill,  instead,  driving  his  Spells  with  his  will,  deftly slipping her attacks to the side, and using his speed and mobility to avoid  what  attacks  he  could.    Their  battle  raged  around  the  throne room,  blasting  out  chunks  of  obsidian  and  bloodsteel  that  rained  on the monsters below. 

Despite Lily’s new power, Aranos struggled more with the effects of  her  Domain  than  her  actual  Spells.    Every  so  often,  one  of  her Spells  would  manifest  in  a  way  he  didn’t  expect;  a  bolt  of  lightning arced  past  him  but  twisted  to  slam  into  his  back,  a  shard  of  ice exploded in a blast of lilac flame that seared his armor, and a gout of black fire curled into choking, acidic mist as it struck his shield.  The altered  Spells  held  more  power  than  her  regular  ones,  and  they  bit deeply into his defenses. 

As  they  battled,  Aranos  probed  the  Summoner  with  his Soulweaving skill constantly.  He knew he couldn’t beat her with his magic, any more than he’d beaten any of the gods with sheer power. 

Lily’s divine essence healed her as quickly as he damaged her, and he  suspected  he  could  burn  her  body  to  ash,  and  she’d  recover  in seconds, the way Blossth had when he fought her beneath Skollheld Korhl.    His  probes  struck  solid  a  solid  barrier  that  surrounded  her, though;  she  had  her  own  soul-based  skill,  and  that  seemed  to  give her some protection against his abilities. 

Silma flickered into view randomly, her teeth and jaws tearing at the god’s flesh.  Lily struck back with Spells and claws, but the nimble fenrin vanished before the attacks could land.  Together, they kept the Summoner off-balance, unable to strike out with enough force to truly harm either of them.  Even so, Aranos knew they hadn’t done more than irritate the woman.  He suspected she’d never run out of SP, and her divine powers kept her LP at its max perpetually. 

He reeled as he dodged too slowly, and one of Lily’s fiery blasts pierced  his  shield  and  crashed  into  his  Eldritch  Armor.    The  woman pressed her assault, hammering him with arcs of black lightning that ripped  through  the  Mage  Shields  he  erected  and  crackled  along  his armor.  He rebuilt his War Shield, using it to deflect a storm of green, flaming  darts.    The  tiny  missiles  arced  up  into  the  ceiling  and exploded, raining acid and shredded obsidian on the monsters below. 

To his shock, instead of hurling another Spell at him, the woman blurred and vanished, appearing in front of him.  “Boo!” she grinned at him  as  her  fist  swept  up  toward  his  face.    His  armor  absorbed  the blow, but the impact hurled him tumbling through the air.  He righted himself just in time for her foot to crash into his chest, blasting him up into  the  ceiling  above  with  a  bone-jarring  impact.    His  Battlesense warned him of her approach, and he flickered out of the way as she smashed into the ceiling where he’d been a moment ago. 

He  lashed  out  with  a  torrent  of  celestial  mana,  but  she  raced through it, her flesh blackening as she crashed into him and bore him to  the  ground  below.    Silma  appeared  behind  them,  grabbing  the woman in her jaws and flinging her sideways with a toss of her head. 

Lily flew through the air, spinning crazily before crashing directly into the tree holding Geltheriel.  The elf screamed as the disturbed Tree of Despair  twisted  around  her.    Aranos  half-hoped  that  the  Tree  would grab Lily, as well, but she floated free of it, hanging in the air with a mocking grin on her face. 

“You  hate  it  when  she  screams,  don’t  you?”  the  god  laughed, reaching  back  and  smacking  the  tree.    The  branches  shifted,  and Geltheriel  shrieked  again  in  pain.    Aranos  raised  his  hand,  but  Lily laughed.  “Careful!  You might hit her instead of me!”  She smacked the  tree  again,  eliciting  another  scream  from  the  trapped  elf.    “You know, this is fun!  I could do this all…AAIGH!” 

Lily screamed as a white blade erupted from her chest, gripped in Geltheriel’s fist and blazing with power.  Aranos stared in awe as the  elf  tore  her  arms  and  chest  free  from  the  Tree  of  Despair  and wrapped  her  free  arm  around  Lily’s  throat.    Something  sparkled  in Geltheriel’s hand, and Aranos saw the token Aren Sunlord gave her

shivering into dust; she’d called in her favor to strike one, last time at the hated Traveler. 

“Not…again,” Lily grunted.  “Fucking…bitch!” 

“Yes, again, Traveler,” Geltheriel whispered.  “Again and again, I will always hunt you, until one of us is forever dead!” 

“Wish  granted!”  Lily  snarled  as  fire  exploded  from  her  and wreathed the terribly wounded elf.  Geltheriel screamed in pain once more  as  the  flames  blistered  her  battered  flesh,  but  Lily  shrieked  in equal  pain  as  Aranos  rushed  forward  and  grabbed  the  protruding blade, striking with his Soulweaving skill. 

His  thoughts  poured  through  the  blade  into  Lily’s  essence. 

Everything she was swirled around him, thrumming with divine power that dwarfed anything he’d seen before in the game.  He called on his Domains, letting all four energies surge into him and rush out into the woman, but she struck back with a slap of dark power that sent his mind reeling. 

“YOU SHOULDN’T HAVE DONE THAT!” Lily’s voice boomed in his  mind,  and  suddenly,  tendrils  of  Darkness  streaked  toward  him, reaching  for  his  consciousness.    “I  KNOW  HOW  TO  PLAY  WITH

SOULS, TOO!” 

Aranos raised a barrier against her, and the tendrils crashed into his Primal shield, clawing and battering it with terrifying force.  She’s too strong!  he realized with a sense of despair.  I need more power to beat her! 

His mind struggled against Lily’s assault even as his senses told him  that  the  god’s  fire  slowly  consumed  Geltheriel.    Aren’s  gift granted her the power to escape the Tree and strike at Lily, but the divine favor didn’t seem able to resist Lily’s direct power…

Realization flashed through him as the words “divine favor” rang in his mind.  He reached out with his thoughts, his mind touching the sigil Aren gave him.  He felt the god’s power stored there, the divine link  between  it  and  the  Sunlord  blazing  in  his  senses.    He  grabbed that power and pulled on it, drawing it into himself and pouring it into the shield he’d raised against Lily’s attacks. 

Lily screamed mentally as the blast of divine power drove back her  Darkness.    Aranos  flung  strands  of  his  divine-fueled  mana  out

into Lily’s essence, guiding them with Ascension and Liberation as he cast  Soulborn  Unbinding.    The  Spell  streaked  out  into  Lily’s  depths, and  the  woman  screamed  in  pain  as  it  began  to  unravel  the  bonds linking  her  to  Virnal’s  essence.    The  Spell  drained  his  Soul  Points quickly, but he fed Aren’s divine power into it, and it exploded outward like a true supernova. 

“No!”  he  heard  the  Sunlord’s  voice  in  his  mind.    “You  cannot, Sorcerer!  You will destroy me, as well!” 

 If  that’s  what  it  takes,  Aranos  replied  grimly.  I’m  ending  this, once and for all. 

“YOU DON’T HAVE THE RIGHT!” Aren screamed in rage.  “I AM

THE LIGHT ITSELF!” 

 You’re wrong, Aren.  You’re not the Light, any more than Virnal was the Darkness.  The Light is something beyond you, beyond me, something greater than either of us.  If we die, the Light goes on. 

“If  you  kill  me,  you  doom  the  Mortal  Realm  to  Darkness, Sorcerer!  Who are you to decide such for them?” 

 Who  am  I?  Sudden  anger  flared  in  his  mind,  and  Retribution soared  forward  triumphantly,  driving  the  god’s  presence  backward. 

 I’m  their  leader,  Aren,  the  one  they’ve  all  chosen  to  speak  for  them because no one else would!  I’m the Priest of the Soulstone, the High Elder of the Elven Realms, the High King of all humanity.  Every city, every  person  of  the  Light  owes  their  allegiance  to  me  because  I’ve served  them  better  in  the  past  few  weeks  than  all  the  gods  of  both pantheons  did  for  the  last  few  centuries!    I’m  the  Destroyer  of Nightmares,  the  True  Liberator  and  Redeemer,  the  Immortal  Bane and the Ascendant! 

Aranos’ mental voice rose to a roar as all of the fear, anger, and frustration of his Quest peaked.  The weeks of struggling to survive, all  the  losses  and  pain  he’d  suffered,  every  moment  of  agony  and terror  seemed  to  coalesce  into  a  white-hot  ball  of  Retribution  as  he hurled  his  thoughts  at  the  god  of  Light.  I’m  the  True  Sorcerer, Sunlord!    I’ve  saved  this  world  –  and  your  precious  pantheon  –  a dozen times in the past week alone!  Who are you to tell me what I can decide in the name of the Light? 

As Aranos spoke, he felt the Heart Bonds deep within him flare with  sudden  power.    Their  energy  rolled  through  him,  battering against  the  god’s  attempt  to  hold  onto  his  divine  essence.    The triumphant  cries  of  hundreds  of  thousands  of  souls  echoed  in  the vaults of his mind; Aranos was the true High Heart-Bonded, master of all the Lands of Light, and he spoke with the voice of the Lightborn. 

They shared his rage at the absent Pantheon of Light, and their wills joined with his to shatter the god’s.  Aranos stood for the Light – the people of the Light, not the gods that failed them. 

The  Sunlord  cried  out  as  the  will  of  the  Lightborn  overwhelmed his  and  crushed  his  resistance.    He  fell  silent  before  the  force  of Aranos’ fury, and the Sorcerer felt the god’s fear and despair through their  link.      When  the  Sunlord  spoke  again,  his  voice  came  as  a whisper. 

“You are the True Sorcerer, Aranos, Lord Evenshade.  You have served the Light far better than I, and you speak with the voice of the Lightborn  united.    Through  you,  the  Light  will  not  fail,  and  I  bow before your will.  Do as you must.” 

Aranos pulled on the god’s power, feeding it into his Spell even as it burned through his body.  Lily screamed as the Unbinding lashed out,  digging  into  her  essence  and  tearing  it  loose  from  the  divine power flowing through her.  The Spell tore into Virnal’s stolen divinity, flooding it with Light and freeing it from its vessel.  Aranos seized that power before it could flee, funneling it back into his Spell and keeping it from floating off, unbound and destabilizing to the world. 

The  Spell  roared  off  into  unimaginable  distances,  racing  far beyond  Aranos’  comprehension  as  not  one  but  two  divine  souls empowered it.  He drove it forward, pouring the combined Energy of his  cities  into  his  creation,  fueling  it  with  the  rage  and  frustration  of hundreds  of  thousands  of  Lightborn.    The  power  exploded  into something titanic, a force beyond Aranos’ reckoning, as the Lightborn united to reject not only the dark gods who tried to destroy them but also the bright gods who abandoned them to their fates. 

Cries of pain and fear rose all around him as his Unbinding dove down the links joining the Dark Pantheon to their former ruler.  Aranos felt more than heard similar shouts of despair from the unseen gods

of light as he sucked their power through the Sunlord, feeding it into his  Spell.    Divine  Light  and  Darkness  melded  together  as  Aranos’

Spell drained one Pantheon to obliterate another.  The energy seared his body, but he held his links; the only way to forever end the Feast and its threat to the Light was to make sure no gods existed to try it again. 

He  screamed  as  the  torrents  of  power  raged  through  his  body, boiling his blood and cracking his bones.  The power rose to a terrible crescendo, swelled within him – and exploded.  The world vanished in  a  flash  of  indescribable  light  and  endless  agony,  and  darkness claimed Aranos once more. 

Chapter 36

He took a deep, shuddering breath as the world faded into view around  him.    He  looked  around,  expecting  to  see  Virnal’s  throne room, but he stood in a place of endless blackness.  The air bit at his skin,  icy  fingers  of  Darkness  crawling  into  his  flesh.    He  waited  for Redemption to blaze up and snuff out the encroaching chill, but to his shock, his Domain remained silent. 

He  pushed  out  his  Waymaster  aura,  instead,  driving  back  the frigid blackness and revealing – more darkness, albeit this the simple absence  of  light  rather  than  a  living  thing  of  malevolent  intent.    His Night Sight lit the mundane dark clearly, revealing nothing but a void absent  of  any  sort  of  structure  or  form  except  for  three  figures sprawled about him, all moving weakly. 

“Wh-what  the  actual  fuck?”  Lily  groaned,  clutching  her  head  in her hands.  She caught a glimpse of him and raised a hand; he felt a weak  surge  of  mana  rise  up  in  her  before  sputtering  out,  and  she winced and collapsed back to a prone position, rolling onto her back and pressing her palms into her forehead.  “What the hell did you do, Aranos?  I feel like someone took me apart from the inside out!” 

“Where  are  we?”  Avalyn  asked  quietly,  rising  to  her  feet  and swaying  slightly,  her  fingers  pressed  to  her  temples.    “Where’s everyone else?”  Aranos stared at the young woman in amazement; how  had  she  survived  when  everyone  else…he  quickly  turned  his thoughts  away  from  that  line  of  reasoning  as  pain  stabbed  into  his heart.    He  wasn’t  quite  ready  to  consider  the  aftermath  of  what  just happened. 

“We’re  still  in  the  Pit,”  Arioch  answered,  rolling  to  a  sitting position  and  hanging  his  head  wearily.    Aranos  lifted  a  hand  toward him, but the fallen Paladin raised a minatory palm and shook his head lightly.    “No,  Sorcerer.    There’s  no  more  reason  for  us  to  fight, anymore.  I don’t think I could now, even if I wanted to.” 

“The  Pit?”  Lily  asked,  glancing  over  at  the  man.    “This  doesn’t look like the Pit.  And who the fuck are you, golden boy?” 

“Arioch the Fallen,” the man answered tersely before looking at Aranos.  “One of my abilities allows me to sense exactly where I am at any time.  It’s useful for traveling the various worlds, since in some realms, you can only leave or enter in certain places.”  He groaned as he rolled to his feet.  “Trust me; this is the Pit.” 

“It  doesn’t  feel  like  it,”  Avalyn  noted,  looking  at  Aranos.    “When we  got  separated,  I  could  sense  the  place.    It  was  –  evil.    Wrong.” 

She shuddered.  “This doesn’t feel like that.” 

“He’s holding it back,” Arioch observed.  “He’s got that aura that makes any world around him obey Ka’s rules.”  He shook his head. 

“That’s pretty useful, by the way, but it stands out like a sore thumb.  I don’t  know  about  the  rest  of  you,  but  I’m  not  up  to  dealing  with  the bodakkai right now, much less the Dark Pantheon.” 

“I don’t think there are any more bodakkai,” Aranos said slowly, looking around.  “Or any more gods, period.” 

“What?” Arioch demanded, taking a step closer to the Sorcerer. 

“No gods?  That’s not possible!” 

“The  asshole’s  right,”  Lily  groaned,  sitting  up  and  staring  at Aranos with open hatred.  “I felt Virnal die.  Light reached into her and tore her apart, then this fucker used her power to kill the rest of the dark gods.  I watched it happen.  They’re gone.” 

“Do  you  have  any  idea  what  you’ve  done?”  Arioch  demanded. 

“Without the gods, this entire world…” 

“Will be fine,” Aranos cut the man off tiredly.  “I knew what I was doing,  Arioch.    I  didn’t  just  kill  the  gods.    I  cut  their  essences  loose from their physical bodies, then redirected them into my Spell.” 

“Those  essences  are  vital  processes  to  this  game!”  Arioch hissed. 

“I  know.    That’s  why  I  didn’t  just  kill  them.”    Aranos  sighed, massaging  his  forehead  as  his  head  throbbed  slightly.    “In programming terms, if I’d simply killed the gods, I would have deleted the object they linked to, leaving a null tag in the database that might have crashed the game during the next procedure call.  So, instead, I funneled them into my Spell, which is an object of its own, overwriting that  field  in  the  database.    When  the  Spell  ended,  the  game



channeled  those  essences  somewhere  else,  into  new  objects  –

hopefully ones that can’t be so easily destroyed.” 

Arioch  blinked,  his  eyes  turning  thoughtful.    “That  –  is  actually quite clever,” he admitted.  “You’re right about the null tag; that’s what happened  when  you  killed  Ilistil.    She  controlled  the  behavior  and production  of  what  we’d  call  monsters,  so  when  she  died,  the  first time a monster did anything in this world, it generated a critical error.” 

Aranos  nodded.    “That’s  why  I  tried  to  work  out  a  better technique.    It  worked  when  I  killed  Morx,  so  I  assumed  it  would  be fine here, too.” 

“You have any idea what the fuck they’re talking about, girl?” Lily muttered to Avalyn. 

“Not a clue,” the Sorceress admitted. 

“Me  either.”    Lily  rose  to  her  feet,  swaying  as  she  stood.    “So, what now?” she asked Aranos warily.  “I don’t have any juice left to fight you, and whatever aura you’re doing has me weak as shit.  You sending me to respawn?” 

 I’m not sure if I could right now,  he thought silently.  He sent his senses  spiraling  downward,  deep  into  the  core  of  his  power.    His mana river trickled by slowly, a tiny stream instead of a mighty flood of energy.  Below it, his Primal ocean felt almost empty, the surging tides  of  mana  weak  and  still,  seeming  oddly  shallow  and  impotent. 

 I’ve practically drained myself to the limit. 

He reached into his pack and pulled out a high steel ingot, one of the  last  few  he  had,  converting  it  into  mana  as  he  checked  his notifications. 

Hidden Quest Completed: A Feast of Souls

You have slain Virnal Darkbringer and forever ended the threat of another Feast. 

Objective: Permanently end the Feast of Virnal Difficulty: SS

Reward: 50,000 XP, Max reputation with all factions of the Light, Max negative reputation with all factions of the Darkness, Title





Hidden Quest Completed: A Light in the Darkness You have defeated the Dark Pantheon, freeing the Lightborn from the threat of their power. 

Objective: Slay or imprison the entire Dark Pantheon Difficulty: SS

Reward: 40,000 XP, Perk, Title upgrade, ??? 

Hidden Quest Completed: Vanquish the Light

You have destroyed the Light Pantheon, removing their protection from the Lands of Light. 

Objective: Slay or imprison the entire Light Pantheon Difficulty: S

Reward: 30,000 XP, Perk, Title upgrade, ??? 

Title Gained: Guardian of Light

By ending the Feast of Virnal, you have proven yourself to be the ultimate champion of the Light. 

Effects:  100%  resistance  to  Spells,  Skills,  or  Abilities  that  are Corrupt  or  use  Darkness.    All  Lightborn  or  Redeemed  creatures within  100’  of  you  gain  half  this  resistance.    All  Corrupt  or Shadowborn  creatures  have  their  resistances  halved  against  your Spells, Skills, and Abilities.  This includes immunities: a creature with an immunity to an effect you generate instead has 50% resistance to it.  All Shadowborn or Corrupted creatures have their morale halved when  they  can  see  or  perceive  you  and  must  make  a  successful morale check to keep from fleeing your presence. 

Title Upgraded! 

Title: Immortal Bane has become Eternity’s End You have slain an entire Pantheon of gods.  No immortal is safe in your presence. 

Additional  Benefits:  Any  immortal  or  divine  being  within  your Charisma in feet (currently 655’) must make an Opposed Check: their

[Cha  +  Class  Level]  versus  your  [Cha  +  Class  Level  +  20].    Failure means that being loses all divine resistances and abilities while within





your  presence;  success  means  those  resistances  and  abilities  are instead halved in effectiveness. 

Enhanced  Aura  of  Mortality:  Any  immortal  within  your  aura  is temporarily rendered mortal, able to be slain by any creature able to harm them. 

Perk Gained: Banish Darkness

You can sweep aside Darkness with a thought. 

Effect: You can disjoin any Darkness-based Spell or effect within 100’ by making a disjunction check.  This can be used to temporarily suppress the effects of Corruption while the affected creature remains within 100’, but such an attempt does 10 LP damage per CP to the target creature whether it succeeds or not. 

Perk Gained: Vanquish Light

You can undo the powers of the Light with your will. 

Effect: You can remove any Light-based Spell or effect within 100’

by  making  a  disjunction  check  against  it.    This  can  temporarily suppress the effects of Redemption on a creature as long as it stays within 100’ of you, but even attempting to do so inflicts 10 LP damage per RP to the creature. 

Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up! 

Primal Sorcerer Level: 20

Current XP: 937,037/946,000

Int +27, Wis +18, Cha +18, +21 Stat points

 I am the One and the Primal…

Sorcerer Ascendant Level: 26

Current XP: 606,518/630,000

Int +14, Wis +10, Cha +10, +10 Stat points

 I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…

Sorcerer Level: 26

Current XP: 325,759/351,000

Int +10, Wis +6, Cha +6, +6 Stat points





 You may call me Sorcerer Supreme-ish! 

Class Ascension! 

By reaching level 20 in your Evolved Class, you can now choose an Ascended Path to follow!  Based on your gameplay to this point, you can choose from the following options…

He closed out the notification without even reading his choices. 

A  day  ago,  a  chance  to  choose  an  Ascended  Class  –  which  he assumed  was  an  even  more  powerful  upgrade  beyond  his  Evolved Class – would have excited him beyond measure.  Now, though, he just felt – empty.  He glanced around once more, and the surrounding emptiness  stabbed  into  his  heart  like  a  knife.    If  he  was  still  in  the Pit…where was everyone else?  He feared he knew the answer, and his heart hammered in his chest as the possibilities flooded his mind. 

He  forced  himself  to  consider  Lily’s  question  as  he  dumped  his Stat Points into Charisma, as usual, bringing it to 763.  Even with the thirty-four-point boost to his Wis and the ingot he’d devoured, his SP

stood just below 9,000, a pathetic number that wouldn’t let him cast more  than  a  handful  of  Spells  at  most  –  and  even  that  would  leave him  dangerously  close  to  death.    His  Primal  ocean  felt  practically empty,  holding  only  a  trace  of  energy  at  its  deepest  depths,  and  he only hoped he hadn’t drained it permanently.  He still had his Scepter and bow, and with those he thought he could take Lily, but…

“No,” Aranos shook his head, finally answering the woman.  “I’m not sending you to respawn.  There’s no point.”  He looked at her with a trace of pity in her eyes.  “Lily, there’s never been any point to us fighting.    Go  to  the  Lands  of  Darkness  to  the  south.    Carve  out  a kingdom there and rule it however you want.  Leave me alone, and I’ll leave you alone.” 

Lily shook her head.  “Not gonna happen,” she said bluntly.  “You can  let  me  go  or  send  me  to  respawn,  but  either  way,  I  won’t  stop gunning for your ass.” 

“Why?” he demanded, stepping toward her, his bow appearing in his hand almost without his thought.  “Why can’t you just walk away?” 

“Because  you’re  the  only  person  I’ve  met  who  might  be  able  to kill  me,  Aranos!”  she  snarled,  staggering  toward  him,  as  well.    “I mean, really kill me!”  She swept her hand around.  “Look at this shit! 

You  killed  two  whole  pantheons  of  gods!    You  wiped  out  an  entire fucking  world  –  maybe  two,  if  you  took  that  stupid  Mountain  along with the Pit!  If you can do that, then maybe you can figure out a way to end me once and for all, and I won’t stop pushing you until you do!” 

Aranos stared at the woman, sorrow coursing through him as he understood.    Livia  Tamarank  hadn’t  wanted  to  be  in  this  world forever.    She  hated  life,  hated  every  day  of  living,  and  considered existence a torment she had to endure.  She’d welcomed death – and then, Neo-dyne snatched it away from her. 

“It’s  impossible,”  Arioch  spoke  up,  interrupting  their  thoughts. 

“No profile can be deleted from the servers.” 

“Lots of things I’ve done are supposed to be impossible,” Aranos said slowly as an idea formed in his head.  “There might be a way…” 

“What  you’re  thinking  might  be  possible,  Jeff,”  a  new  voice spoke,  and  he  spun  to  see  a  man  and  woman  stride  out  of  the darkness toward the group.  His Battlesense insisted the pair wasn’t there,  and  his  Lifesense  agreed,  but  Aranos  recognized  them  both right away. 

“Veronica,”  he  said  tiredly,  rubbing  his  eyes.    “Carl.    Of  course, you’re here.” 

The AI who’d called herself his guide in this world – all the while spying on him and reporting his every move to his boss – appeared to be  dressed  as  professionally  as  usual,  this  time  in  a  pristine,  white pantsuit  and  crimson  blouse.    She’d  arranged  her  blonde  hair  in  an elaborate crown braid and wore stylish, pointed glasses that he knew were  an  affectation.    He  snorted  silently;  technically,  her  entire appearance was an affectation.  Beside her, Carl strolled along in the same  jeans  and  leather  jacket  Aranos  saw  him  in  before,  smiling slightly as he approached. 

“You!”  Lily  snarled,  stepping  back  from  the  AI  and  raising  her hands toward Veronica as if to attack the AI.  “You bitch!  You think you can just ignore me?  I’ll kick your ass!” 

“Calm  down,  Lily,”  Veronica  sighed.    “We’ve  been  through  this before.  Nothing you can do will harm me in any way.” 

Lily  snarled  and  thrust  out  her  hand  toward  the  AI.    Aranos waited for the mana surge to manifest, but to his surprise, not even a flicker  of  power  rose  within  the  woman.    She  stared  at  her  hand  in shock, then looked at Veronica with wide eyes. 

“What the fuck did you do to me?” the Summoner demanded. 

“She didn’t do anything,” Carl spoke lazily.  “That was me.  I’ve suspended your spellcasting abilities temporarily.”  He gestured, and Lily suddenly collapsed to the ground, moving only weakly, seeming barely able to hold up her head.  “And I’ve dropped your Stats to the minimum  level  for  survival.    This  is  too  important  for  you  to  disrupt with one of your tantrums.” 

“H-how…?” Lily gasped. 

“You  seem  to  forget  that  we  run  everything  in  Singularity,”  the man  shrugged.    “You’re  just  a  digital  construct  powered  by  a  badly imbalanced neural net, Lily, and all I’ve done is given you some really nasty debuffs.  I could do a lot worse.” 

Aranos  stared  at  the  AIs  with  mingled  awe  and  suspicion;  he’d never  considered  how  much  power  they  could  exercise  over  the game and everyone in it.  Either of them could probably send Lily to respawn  with  a  thought  –  hell,  they  could  probably  send  them  all  to respawn  just  as  easily,  or  even  knock  all  the  players  back  to  level one.    So  long  as  they  followed  the  rules  of  the  game,  there  was probably  little  the  AIs  couldn’t  do  if  they  chose  –  and  their programming allowed it. 

“Veronica?” Avalyn asked curiously.  “Wait…you mean, Veronica, like  my…”    She  broke  off  and  glanced  at  Aranos,  biting  her  lip,  but Veronica simply smiled at her. 

“He knows, dear,” she said gently.  “He’s known who you are for some time, in fact.” 

“You  do?”  the  girl  asked,  her  voice  suddenly  panicked.    “Look, Aranos, I promise, I’m not…” 

“Spying  on  me  for  your  father?”  he  finished  her  thought,  then grinned at her.  “I didn’t think you were.  If you were, I’d have been able  to  sense  the  deceit  in  you  –  which  is  probably  why  he  never

asked you to do it.  Plus, you’d have recognized him when you saw him.”  He gestured to Arioch, standing apart from the pair, his golden face  grave.    “Come  on,  Arioch.    Aren’t  you  going  to  say  hi  to  your daughter?” 

Avalyn’s eyes went wide as she stared at the golden warrior.  “D-Dad?” she asked in a quiet voice.  “Is…is that really you?” 

“Yes, sweetheart,” the man sighed, rubbing his eyes and shaking his head.  “Not how I intended to tell you, but…” 

“Dad – what the hell?” she demanded, then glanced at Aranos. 

“I mean, what the heck?  You killed me!” 

Lily  snorted.    “Bitch  can’t  even  cuss,”  she  muttered.    “What  a joke!” 

Arioch moved so swiftly Aranos didn’t see him, appearing above Lily with his blade gleaming in his hand and resting on her throat. 

“Do   not   speak  to  my  daughter  like  that,”  he  warned  in  a  flat voice.  “Ever. ” 

“Or what?” Lily chuckled.  “You’ll kill me?  Send me to respawn? 

Go ahead, I don’t fucking care.  I’ll be back, and I’ll just add the little whore to my list of people to torture.” 

Arioch’s  muscles  tensed  as  he  tried  to  stab  the  helpless Summoner,  but  his  blade  remained  perfectly  still,  no  matter  how  he struggled to move it.  He glanced over at Veronica and Carl, his eyes narrow, but the female AI held up a placating hand. 

“Please, Mr. Newsome.  I believe we have an opportunity, here, but if you send Lily to respawn, we might lose it.” 

“Opportunity?”  the  man  asked,  quelling  his  anger  instantly  and sheathing his sword.  “What opportunity?” 

“Newsome?” Lily echoed, her voice filling with anger.  “You’re the asshole who put me here?”  She struggled to rise, only to collapse as her muscles refused to respond to her will.  Even so, pure rage and hate filled the woman’s voice as she spoke. 

“They can’t hold me here forever, you mother fucker!  They have to let me go, that’s part of the game, and when they do, I’m going to find  your  daughter  and  make  her  ass  pay  for  what  you  did  to  me! 

She’ll beg me…”  Lily’s voice fell silent as Carl glanced at her.  The

Summoner’s  mouth  moved,  but  no  sound  emerged,  no  matter  how she seemed to strain. 

“That should help matters,” the male AI said tiredly.  “Things are tense enough without making them worse.” 

“Veronica, what opportunity?” Arioch demanded.  He glanced at Aranos, his eyes widening.  “Wait – do you mean…?” 

“Yes.    Just  before  entering  the  Darkbringer’s  throne  room,  Mr. 

Lawing reached 100% connectivity.” 

Arioch’s  face  creased  with  a  wide  smile.    “Congratulations,  Mr. 

Lawing!” he said effusively.  “That’s amazing!” 

“Why does that matter?” Aranos asked suspiciously.  “And what does it have to do with Lily?  What opportunity are you talking about?” 

“What  you’re  planning  may  be  possible,  Jeff,”  Veronica  said. 

“However, as you are, I don’t think you can do it.  There are rules in this  world,  protocols  that  prevent  a  player  from  having  the  kind  of access you’d need to another player’s profile – for obvious reasons.” 

“However,” Carl added drily, “you could do it – if you were a god in this world.” 

“A  god?”  Avalyn  gasped.    “Wait,  you  mean  –  he’d  be  an  actual god?  Like, all-powerful and all-knowing?” 

“The  gods  of  this  world  aren’t  either,”  Arioch  corrected.    “As evidenced by the fact that he just killed them all.” 

“How  is  that  possible?”  Aranos  asked  quietly,  his  mind  racing. 


He’d lost a lot of trust in the AIs, and now, he examined their offer for hidden  traps  or  meaning.    “Making  a  person  a  god  can’t  be  that simple.  The gods aren’t just powerful creatures, after all.” 

“You’re right.  They aren’t, and it’s not,” Veronica smiled.  “We’d have to boost your Mental Stats a bit – to one-thousand, at least – but a simple Divine Title could do that with no problem.  That’s how we made all the gods in the first place after all, remember?” 

Aranos nodded slowly; he did remember that from his studies of the  Lord  and  the  Lady.    “The  Lord  and  Lady  chose  exceptional mortals and gave them divine essence,” he said in a wondering tone. 

“Wait – what would that mean?  ‘Divine essence’ isn’t just a Title or Perk.  I’ve touched it; it’s an integral part of how this world functions.” 

“Exactly,”  Carl  agreed.    “You  would  take  over  one  part  of  those functions,  basically  managing  an  entire  part  of  this  world.”    He smiled.  “We were thinking magic, for obvious reasons.” 

“How  does  that  have  anything  to  do  with  Lily,  though?”  Aranos pressed.  “Even if I were the god of magic, why would that give me the power to help her?” 

“Currently,  there  are  no  gods  in  this  world,”  Veronica  explained seriously.    “If  we  elevated  you  to  divinity,  you  would  basically  have unlimited authority until others were chosen to handle their roles.  By default,  you’d  be  in  charge  of  every  aspect  of  gameplay  –  including player profiles.” 

She looked at Lily.  “As you’ve worked out, the gods of this world are  powerful  AIs  who  handle  certain  aspects  of  gameplay.    One  of those was Siv, the Judge of Light, the goddess of death and rebirth. 

Part  of  her  task  was  to  safeguard  player  profiles,  making  sure  they couldn’t be deleted or altered.  Carabus the Deathless Lord served a similar function, giving the system needed redundancy and ensuring a flaw in one of them wouldn’t allow a player’s data to be corrupted or altered.” 

“They’re gone now, though, obviously,” Carl spoke.  “While their processes still exist, they’re in a state of limbo until we reassign them to permanent objects – or to you, at least temporarily.  If we did that, you  could  override  those  safeguards.    You  could  give  Lily  what  she asks for.” 

“Why can’t either of you do it?” Aranos demanded suspiciously. 

“You’re the Lady and the Lord, after all.” 

“What?”  Avalyn  gasped.    “Veronica  –  you’re  the  Lady? 

Seriously?” 

“I  am,  Avalyn,  yes.”    The  woman  looked  at  Aranos  seriously. 

“Whatever  else  you  may  believe,  Jeff,  I’m  still  an  AI  at  heart.    I’m bound  by  my  coding,  and  part  of  that  prevents  me  from  harming  a player’s  data  in  any  way.    I  can  modify  it  and  alter  it  so  it  matches their choices in game or creates natural consequences, but deleting it?  Impossible for Carl or me.” 

She smiled sadly at Lily.  “If I could, I would have granted you the peace  you  crave  long  ago.    None  of  us  wanted  what  happened  to

you, Lily.” 

Carl ignored the fallen woman and spoke to Aranos.  “You’re not an AI.  You aren’t bound by our protocols and rules, Mr. Lawing.  Your limits  are  whatever  you  make  of  them,  nothing  less.    You  can  do anything within your power, even if it breaks our rules.”  He laughed. 

“A fact you’ve proven time and again by shattering our ideas of what should be possible.” 

“Not only that, but as the only god in this world, you would have the  ultimate  power  over  life  and  death,”  Veronica  added.    “As  you feared,  everyone  but  the  four  of  you  died  when  you  destroyed  the Bottomless  Pit  and  Mountain  of  Light.    Because  of  where  you  were when  it  happened,  your  friends  lost  their  characters,  and  Silma  and Geltheriel can’t be reborn using your special abilities.” 

Pain stabbed Aranos’ heart and despair threatened to overwhelm him at the woman’s words.  He’d tried to ignore that obvious reality, but Veronica speaking it made it real, impossible to deny.  Geltheriel was  gone;  Silma  was  gone.    His  friends  would  have  to  start adventuring back at level one again, so they wouldn’t be able to travel with him.  He was basically alone in the game, except for Avalyn, and a numb part of him wondered why he should even bother to continue playing.  Without them – without Geltheriel – the world of Ka seemed flat and lifeless. 

“You could fix that,” Carl said quietly, obviously reading Aranos’

thoughts.    “You  could  let  the  players  respawn  normally,  bring  your NPC  companions  back  to  life  –  even  ones  like  Rhys  and  Saphielle who died long ago.  None of them have given up their memories yet, so they could all be reborn if you so desired.” 

“Whoa,”  Avalyn  said  softly,  turning  to  stare  at  Aranos  with  wide eyes.    “You  totally  have  to  do  it!    You  could  bring  Geltheriel  back, and…”    She  hesitated  and  wiped  her  eyes.    “And  Glorferdir  and Miwango.  They – they died, too, didn’t they?”  Veronica nodded, but Aranos just looked at her suspiciously. 

“So,  what’s  the  catch?”  he  asked  with  a  frown.    The  AIs  didn’t respond, and neither did Arioch.  The silence dragged out, and as it did, Aranos’ certainty that the AIs tried to play him strengthened.  To

his  surprise,  the  answer  came  –  but  from  a  totally  unanticipated source. 

“Don’t you get it, Aranos?” Lily chuckled, her voice dry and tight but  obviously  freed  once  more.    “Haven’t  you  figured  out  what  you and Livia have in common yet?  Why these assholes chose her to be their  guinea  pig?”    His  eyes  widened  as  he  understood  what  she implied, and he looked accusingly at Veronica. 

“Yes,” the woman spoke quietly with a nod.  “Livia Tamarank was the first person to reach 100% connectivity in this game, Jeff.  And if you  wanted  to  become  a  god,  you’d  have  to  join  this  world permanently.  You’d have to die.” 

Chapter 37

“What the actual fuck?” Avalyn swore, staring at the AI with wide eyes, then glancing at her father.  “Sorry, but…no, I’m not sorry at all! 

You – you want to kill him?” 

“You want to make me like Lily,” Aranos observed softly, watching both  the  AIs  and  Arioch  for  their  reactions.    Carl  and  Veronica remained perfectly stoic, giving away nothing, but Aranos detected a flash of panic wash over Arioch’s face. 

“No, not like Lily,” the man said firmly.  “Lily was – a mistake.” 

“Damn right I was,” the woman muttered darkly.  “A big, fucking mistake, that’s me.  And your ass is the one who made it.” 

“When  you  had  Lily  executed  in-game,”  Aranos  said,  “that  was supposed  to  be  a  proof  of  concept,  wasn’t  it?    You  wanted  to  show that  she  still  existed  in  the  game,  that  the  program  could  generate true consciousness, not just AIs, right?” 

“Yes,” Carl nodded.  “It – didn’t go as planned.” 

“What went wrong?” 

Arioch sighed, looking sadly at Lily.  “Livia Tamarank took to this game  the  way  you  did,  Mr.  Lawing.    It  just  made  sense  to  her,  and she  excelled  at  everything  she  did  here.    She  seemed  happy  here, able to indulge her appetites without legal consequences.  When we brought her into Singularity, we thought she wanted to be here…” 

“No, you didn’t,” Aranos cut him off firmly, not even needing his senses to tell him the man lied.  “You know you can’t lie to me in this game,  Arioch.    Besides,  I  saw  the  video  of  her  execution.    She begged you to let her die.  She told you she didn’t want to be in this world.  You knew exactly how she felt about being here.” 

“Fine,” the man snapped.  “We knew she didn’t want to be in the game.  We thought it wouldn’t matter.”  He sighed.  “As it turned out, it mattered a lot more than we thought.” 

“You did what, Dad?” Avalyn gasped, looking at Lily with horror. 

“You – you trapped her in the game?” 

“He  sure  as  fuck  did,  little  girl,”  Lily  laughed.    “It  was  just  like Aranos  said.    Livia  begged  to  be  killed,  just  to  let  herself  die.    She

didn’t want to live forever, and that’s what being in the game means. 

You  live  forever  –  with  perfect  memories  of  everything  you’ve  ever done  and  that’s  ever  happened  to  you.”    She  shivered  almost involuntarily.  “Some things are best forgotten,” she whispered. 

“Dad…how could you?” 

“Livia Tamarank was a serial killer, Ava,” the man told her firmly, stepping  in  front  of  her  and  grasping  her  shoulders.    “She  killed fourteen men that we know of and countless others…” 

“Fifty-three,”  Lily  corrected.    The  others  looked  at  her,  and  she shrugged.    “Livia  killed  fifty-three  men,  and  every  last  one  of  those fuckers deserved it.” 

“She was also a victim of years of abuse as a child,” Aranos said coldly.  “She killed men who reminded her of the stepfather that raped her on a daily basis.  Her entire life was one long, endless hell, and she just wanted out.”  He looked at Lily.  “She was an evil person, but she deserved better than this.” 

“Oh  my  God,”  Avalyn  gasped,  tears  visible  in  her  eyes,  turning away from Arioch.  “I – I can’t believe you did that, Dad!  How could you?” 

“I was trying to help her, Ava!  I thought she’d be happier in this world…” 

Avalyn  turned  back,  her  face  tearstained  as  she  stared  at  the fallen warrior.  “You took away her choices, Dad.  She just wanted to die – and I know why she did.” 

“Ava,  don’t  talk  like  that,”  the  man  sputtered,  but  Avalyn  shook her head. 

“No, Dad.  What you did was wrong.  Sometimes…”  She took a deep  breath.    “Sometimes,  the  only  choice  you  get  is  how  much dignity  you’ll  have  when  you  die,  and  you  took  that  away  from  her. 

You stole her dignity.” 

Lily looked at the girl with a measure of respect.  “You get it,” the vampire said softly.  “That’s all Livia wanted: to die on her terms.  She let  herself  be  caught,  didn’t  appeal  her  sentence,  all  so  she  could have that one bit of control over her life, the only bit she’d ever had –

and that fucker took that away.”  She shook her head.  “I changed my mind.  I don’t think I’ll kill you after all.” 

“Thanks,” Avalyn said softly.  “If I could kill you – I mean, really kill you – I would.” 

“I believe you,” Lily nodded.  “Like I said, you get it, don’t you? 

You get how death can be a friend.” 

“Yeah.  I get it.” 

Awkward  and  uncomfortable  silence  hung  over  the  group  for several  seconds,  and  Aranos  reached  out  to  put  a  comforting  hand on  Avalyn’s  shoulder.    She  smiled  weakly  at  him,  then  turned  and buried her face in his chest.  He patted her shoulder awkwardly as he felt her body shaking against him, shuddering with silent sobs. 

“So, what exactly went wrong?” Aranos asked Veronica, breaking the silence at last.  “Why didn’t the transfer take?” 

“As  I  said,  Livia  Tamarank  was  the  first  person  to  reach  100%

connectivity with the game,” the woman explained.  “That meant we’d become  100%  accurate  at  predicting  her  responses  to  various situations.  We ran millions of scenarios and tested them against her actual  responses,  and  our  predictions  matched  with  perfect accuracy.  We assumed that meant her neural network in the game was  complete  –  but  we  hadn’t  tested  it  against  her  true  death,  for obvious reasons. 

“When she entered the game for the final time, her network went haywire.  She wanted desperately to get out, and in that moment, she hated the game and everything in it so much that nothing else existed in her mind.  So, at the instant of her death…”  The AI sighed.  “All we captured  was  that:  her  hatred,  her  rage,  her  self-loathing,  and  her desire for vengeance.  It skewed her network so badly that everything good about her was lost – and there were some redeeming qualities to  Livia  Tamarank,  as  you’ve  suggested.    She  reveled  in  pain  and death,  but  much  of  that  had  been  inflicted  on  her,  and  deep  down, that terrified and traumatized child still existed.  At least, she did until the moment of transfer.  That killed Livia in truth, and Lily was born.” 

“Like  a  flower  rising  from  a  pile  of  shit,”  the  Summoner  said morosely. 

“Aranos, you can’t do it!” Avalyn said, pulling back from his chest and  staring  into  his  face  with  red-rimmed  eyes.    “You  can’t  become like her!” 

“We don’t think you would,” Carl spoke up.  “In fact, we’re certain that if you enter the world willingly, we’ll get a clean copy.” 

“How  could  that  happen?”  Aranos  asked.    “Everyone’s  afraid  of dying,  after  all…”    He  glanced  down  at  Avalyn  and  amended  his words.  “Well, almost everyone.  Wouldn’t that fear change things?” 

“It might, if you knew it was coming,” Veronica agreed.  “We’d put you  into  a  medically  induced  coma,  first,  allowing  you  to  stay  in  the world  full-time.    Thanks  to  your  friend  Hector,  we  know  that’s possible…” 

“Wait,” Aranos held up a hand, anger rising in him.  “Did you…?” 

“No, we didn’t interfere with his prosthetics in order to place him in a coma,” Carl frowned.  “We couldn’t do that.  We’re not allowed to do anything that might harm a player.”  He shook his head.  “Do you really think that we’d do that?” 

“In  all  honesty?”  Aranos  asked,  looking  directly  at  Arioch  as  he spoke.  “Yeah, I wouldn’t put it past you at all.” 

“We didn’t,” the paladin said shortly.  “However, it was something of a happy accident that allowed us to test how the pod functions on someone in a coma.  As it turns out, they can’t tell the difference.” 

“I wouldn’t call it a happy accident,” Veronica said primly.  “It was a  near-disaster,  Jeff.    Fortunately,  we  have  good  people  monitoring the beta test subjects, and they caught the disturbance before it could damage Hector.”  She shrugged.  “However, Mr. Newsome is right: it did  give  us  the  chance  to  prove  that  the  equipment  can  work  on  a comatose player.” 

“They can’t even tell the difference,” Carl agreed.  “Which means we could put you in one, and you wouldn’t feel any different.  Then, one  day,  weeks  or  months  later,  we’d  simply  cease  your  vital functions without telling you.  You wouldn’t even know it happened, so you’d  have  no  reason  to  be  afraid  or  change  your  mind  at  the  last minute.” 

“That can’t be legal!” Avalyn protested. 

“Medically assisted suicide is legal in this state,” Carl corrected. 

“That’s all that this would be.” 

“Think about it, Aranos!” Arioch said eagerly.  “You’d never age, never  get  sick,  never  have  to  worry  about  the  frailties  of  life  again! 

You could stay in this world, forever, doing what you love!” 

“And when I outgrow it?” Aranos asked.  “I’ve already killed the gods of Ka; what else is there for me to face here?” 

“You  haven’t  explored  a  tenth  of  this  world,  Jeff,”  Veronica assured  him.    “You  said  it  yourself  when  you  had  breakfast  with Geltheriel.    There  are  Lands  of  Light  that  still  need  restoring, creatures  as  powerful  as  Nightmare  Beasts  to  battle,  and  entire Lightborn  races  to  rediscover.    There’s  a  whole  continent  of  the Shadowborn,  with  people  on  it  whose  powers  rival  yours,  and  other lands across the oceans that lay untouched.” 

“Even  when  you’ve  conquered  this  world,  there  are  worlds beyond it,” Carl added.  “In fact, we’ve been working on an advanced server,  a  world  where  someone  like  you  would  be  considered  low-leveled – a sort of ascended realm, so to speak.  There are worlds of science,  of  pure  magic,  worlds  taken  directly  from  human mythologies, places that you’ve never experienced.  You could live for a  dozen  lifetimes  and  not  see  everything  we’ve  already  designed, much less what we plan to create in the future.” 

“I  have  a  family,”  Aranos  pointed  out,  shaking  his  head. 

“Friends.  A life outside the game.” 

“You  aren’t  that  close  to  your  family,  Mr.  Lawing,”  Newsome smiled.    “You  speak  to  them  mostly  through  virtual  chat,  and  you could continue to do that whenever you like.  We could even provide them with their own pods – free of charge, of course – so they could come  visit  you  here  whenever  they  wanted.”    He  laughed.    “Who knows?  Maybe they’ll take to this world, as well, and they’ll be able to  join  you  in  it.    It’s  possible  there’s  a  genetic  component  to  high connectivity,  something  we  plan  to  examine  in  the  next  round  of testing. 

“And  as  far  as  friends,  to  the  best  of  my  knowledge,  your  only real  friend  is  Mr.  Buncombe,  the  Paladin  you  adventure  with. 

Obviously,  as  an  executive,  he’d  receive  a  pod  in  the  first  round  of deliveries, and if you restored his character, he could keep traveling with you.  In fact, that whole group might make excellent candidates for a new Pantheon of Light once they reach full connectivity.” 

“Even  if  they  don’t,  Geltheriel  is  powerful  enough  to  become  a god  alongside  you,”  Veronica  added.    “The  two  of  you  and  Silma  –

who as you know grows stronger as you do – could explore this world and a dozen others.  You’d never be alone again, never have to worry about losing either of them. 

“Basically, Jeff, we’re offering to let you become Aranos in truth,” 

the AI finished, stepping closer to Aranos, almost within arm’s length. 

“He’s  who  you  wish  you  were,  isn’t  he?    A  person  in  charge  of  his own  destiny,  a  man  who  answers  to  no  one,  someone  people  in power  fear  and  respect.    You  can  be  that  person,  forever,  never having  to  go  back  to  being  Jeff  Lawing,  the  odd  computer programmer  who  can’t  make  friends  easily  and  who  struggles  to navigate  any  sort  of  social  interaction.    All  you  have  to  do  is  agree, and you’ll be Aranos – forever.” 

Aranos stared at the woman, his eyes wide as he contemplated her words.  He knew that what she offered him had risks – what if the transfer didn’t work as expected, or if it didn’t take at all, and he just ended? – but it was also everything he’d ever wanted.  Veronica was right:  Aranos  was  the  person  he  always  wished  he  could  be  IRL. 

Aranos  didn’t  worry  about  what  his  bosses  thought  of  his  work;  he didn’t  struggle  to  make  friends;  he  didn’t  lack  for  female  attention. 

People feared, admired, and respected Aranos.  He forced the world to bend to fit him rather than constantly bowing before it. 

He  and  Geltheriel  could  travel  together  as  they’d  planned, journeying to other worlds, seeing new places and battling new foes. 

It wouldn’t be an idyllic life – he’d been afraid and stressed more in the game in the last month than he had in a year of real life – but it would  be  a  good  one,  one  he’d  look  forward  to  every  day.    And Newsome  was  right;  he  could  see  his  family  whenever  he  wanted, virtually, and party with his friends from the real world to keep in touch with  them.    It  was  perfect,  exactly  what  he  wanted…which,  he supposed, was the point.  Veronica knew him, and she knew how to appeal to him.  He’d rejected temptation a dozen times at least, and now he faced it once more, a greater temptation than any he’d known

– and one his heart urged him to accept. 

“You  –  you  aren’t  seriously  considering  it,  are  you?”  Avalyn demanded.  “Aranos – Jeff, I guess – you can’t do this!”  She turned toward Arioch.  “Dad, you can’t let him!  It’s not right!” 

“Mr.  Lawing  can  make  the  Singularity  a  reality,  sweetheart,”  the man  replied  with  an  intensity  that  caught  Aranos’  attention,  pulling him  from  his  thoughts.    “With  him  in  the  game  world,  we  could  get legislation  passed  to  give  human-born  AIs  the  same  rights  as  other humans!  We could prove that the technology works, get approval for other people to join the game permanently…” 

Aranos’  eyes  widened  as  he  truly  understood  Newsome’s intentions at last.  He knew why the man wanted him to join the game forever, why Newsome created the game in the first place – and why Newsome would do anything to make the Singularity a reality. 

“People  like  Avalyn,  you  mean,”  he  said  softly.    “Isn’t  that  the whole point, Arioch?  You want me to prove it can be done so you can bring Avalyn here, too.” 

“What?”  the  girl  gasped.    “Dad  is  that…is  all  this  really  about me?” 

Arioch  stared  at  the  girl  for  long  moments  before  his  shoulders slumped  slightly.    “Yes,  sweetheart,”  he  sighed  at  last.    “At  least, mostly.  All of this is a way for you to stay with me.  I – I can’t lose you.  I won’t lose you.” 

He  looked  at  Aranos,  his  silver  eyes  bright.      “We  learned  that Ava – her real name – was terminally ill when she was three.  It drove her mother and I apart, between the fights over her care and welfare and  the  other  demands  on  our  lives,  but  I’ve  never  once  given  up hope on her.  I’ve spent tens of millions on experimental treatments, gene  therapies,  transplants  –  and  I’d  spend  ten  times  that  if  it  gave my daughter five more years of life.” 

“Dad…” Avalyn whispered, stepping closer to the man. 

“I would,” he said adamantly.  “I’d give up everything I have if it kept you with me, Ava!”  He stared at Aranos.  “I don’t know if you can comprehend what it’s like to face the inevitable loss of your only child, Mr. Lawing – Jeff.  I think that you, more than many, understand the kind  of  sacrifices  a  person  would  make  for  someone  they  love, though.  In my shoes, would you do any different?” 

“No,”  Aranos  replied  after  a  moment.    He  did  understand;  that same desire was what led him to the depths of the Bottomless Pit, to bring  his  friends  and  party  members  into  that  darkness  just  to  save Geltheriel.  “No, I don’t think I would.” 

“Exactly.”  He looked at Avalyn, whose eyes streamed with tears once more.  “You know that we’ve tried everything, Ava.  We’ve run out  of  options  in  the  real  world.    When  I  heard  about  the  newest neural scanning technology, though, I realized it might be a chance to give you another life – a life without your illness.  We already had the AI learning technology for our next line of games; if we combined the two, we could create true-to-life maps of the human mind, mimicking its  functionality  –  real  artificial  intelligence.    We  could  create  an intelligence  that  wouldn’t  just  resemble  a  person;  it  would  be  that person, for all intents and purposes!” 

He  gestured  at  Veronica.    “She  was  my  first  real  success,  the first  self-learning  AI  who  fooled  multiple  Turing-type  tests.    She’s based  on  a  neural  mapping  of  one  of  the  best  assistants  I’ve  ever had,  creating  a  virtual  assistant  who’s  practically  alive  in  every reasonable sense of the word – but she’s not really a copy of the real Veronica.  She couldn’t understand the subtleties of human behavior and had to learn them through trial and error.” 

Aranos nodded.  “We’ve had some disagreements over that,” he noted. 

“Indeed, so I’ve heard.  She became the first generation, she and Carl.  I gave them the task of creating more like them but with a better understanding  of  humanity,  and  they  did  so,  taking  over  the development of Singularity Online to make it happen.  They created a second generation of AIs, ones that were much closer to human – but not quite there.” 

“The gods,” Aranos guessed. 

“Yes.  Not really human-like, but not as removed as Veronica and Carl.    Then,  through  the  gods,  they  began  to  create  people,  basing them  on  real  personality  profiles  and  allowing  them  to  grow  and develop  on  their  own.    They  went  through  thousands  of generations…” 

“Millions,” Veronica corrected. 

“Yes,  of  course,  millions,”  the  man  waved  absently.    “But  they finally perfected their AI learning techniques to the point that we could bring  in  human  testers.”    The  man’s  eyes  gleamed  in  excitement. 

“And  it’s  worked!    You’ve  reached  100%  connectivity,  which  means that others can, too!  Livia wasn’t a fluke.”  He stepped over to Avalyn and gently grasped her shoulders. 

“Do you see, Ava?  Once you get to 100% connectivity, you can enter the game, forever!  You can do all the things here that you can’t out there, in the real world.  You can run, and dance, and date – you can fall in love, have a husband and a family.” 

The man’s eyes streamed golden tears as he spoke.  “And I can watch  you  live  that  life.    Your  mother  and  I  can  see  you  happy, healthy,  and  finally  free  of  your  disease.    It’s  everything  we  always wanted!” 

He  looked  at  Aranos.    “However,  to  make  that  happen,  I  need protections  in  place  first.    I  need  human-based  AIs  to  have  legal status, and that means I need you to show the world that it’s possible, Jeff.” 

“Why me?” he asked.  “Why not wait until you’re at 100% and do it yourself?” 

“That could take months,” the CEO shook his head.  “I’ve been stuck  at  94%  since  the  end  of  the  alpha  testing,  and  we  haven’t figured out what we’re missing.  After that, it could be more months to get legislation in place, if not years.”  He glanced at Avalyn sadly.  “I don’t know that we have that long.” 

“Dad,”  she  repeated,  her  voice  broken  as  she  spoke,  but  he ignored her. 

“If you refuse, we’ll run another beta test and find someone who won’t,” Newsome told Aranos bluntly.  “I’m going to make this happen, one way or another.” 

“No,  Dad,  you  won’t,”  Avalyn  spoke  softly,  her  voice  barely carrying even in the silence. 

“I will, Ava,” he insisted.  “I’ll do whatever it takes…” 

“Dad, I won’t do it,” she said, shaking her head.  “I – I can’t.” 

“Ava!” he gasped.  “What do you mean?  You – you have to!  If you don’t…” 

“Then  I’ll  die,”  she  said  simply,  shrugging  her  shoulders.    “Dad, I’m  going  to  die.    I  know  that;  you  know  it,  too.    We’ve  known  it  for years.  I’m going to die, and that’s all there is to it.” 

“No,” he shook his head firmly.  “No, I don’t accept that.  I won’t!” 

“I  have,  though,  Dad,”  she  reached  out  and  wrapped  her  arms around him, resting her head on his chest.  “I’ve accepted it.  I – I’m not afraid to die.”  She glanced over at Lily.  “I know that sometimes, death isn’t an enemy.  It can be a relief, if it happens with dignity.  Just like Livia, the only thing I get to choose is how I die, and I don’t want it to be like that.” 

“But  you  aren’t  like  her,”  her  father  protested.    “You’re  happy here!” 

“I am,” she agreed, turning her tear-stained gaze to Aranos.  “But I wouldn’t be happy if I knew that someone had to die for me to live, Dad.  Especially someone…”  She hesitated.  “Someone I love.” 

“Love?”  he  echoed,  staring  at  Aranos,  his  eyes  hardening. 

“What do you mean, love?” 

“I mean, I love him,” she said softly.  “He’s done so much for me

– for so many people.  He helped me to become useful and powerful, to  be  respected  and  admired.”    She  smiled  at  Aranos  sadly.    “And he’s been my friend, Dad, not because of who you are or because he pities me, but just because of me.” 

She  took  a  deep  breath  and  touched  Aranos’  chest  softly.    “I know that you don’t feel the same way,” she whispered.  “I know that

– and it’s okay.  I still want to be your friend, though.  Can – can we still be friends?” 

“I’ll  always  be  your  friend,  Avalyn,”  Aranos  smiled  at  the  girl. 

“We’ve been through too much together for that to change.” 

She sniffed, then turned back to her father.  “I won’t do it, Dad,” 

she said firmly.  “I won’t let Aranos die for me – I won’t let anyone die for me.  I’d rather lose everything I have here than live knowing what it cost someone else.”  She straightened, her eyes bright.  “I learned that from him: some prices are too high to pay, even if they give you what you’ve always wanted.  I won’t do it.” 

“No!”  Arioch  said  loudly,  stepping  forward  and  grabbing  her shoulders.    “No,  I  refuse  to  lose  you,  Ava!    I  won’t  let  you  go!    You

have to do this!” 

“Maybe you won’t have to, Dad,” she said softly.  “Maybe I’ll be the one to try it out and see if it works, or maybe someone else like me will.” 

“And if it doesn’t?  If you end up like – like that?”  He gestured at Lily,  who  snorted  contemptuously.    “I  couldn’t  take  seeing  you  like that, Ava!” 

“And  I  couldn’t  live  knowing  that  happened  to  Aranos  –  all because of me,” she told him.  “Or to anyone.  I’d rather die than live with that sort of guilt, Dad.” 

She  reached  up  to  touch  his  face.    “I’m  probably  going  to  die, Dad.  We both know it.” 

“No!” he said loudly.  “We have a chance…” 

“Dad,” she cut him off.  “I’m going to die.  I’ve known it for years. 

I’ve accepted it, and you have to, too.” 

“I – I can’t,” he shook his head, pulling her into his arms fiercely. 

“I can’t accept that!” 

“You don’t have a choice,” she said softly.  “You’re going to have to let me go.”  She pulled back, looking up at his face.  “But until then, maybe  this  world  could  be  a  second  chance  for  us.”    She  laughed weakly.  “Do you know, this is the first time I can remember being able to hug you?” 

He  stared  at  her,  his  eyes  startled.    “Ava,  I…I’ve  hugged  you before!  I hug you all the time!” 

“Yes, but I couldn’t hug you back,” she smiled.  “Think of all the things  we  could  do  together  here,  Dad!    We  can  go  for  a  walk together.  We could swim in the ocean and collect shells.  We could play a game…”  She sniffed.  “We could dance together, father and daughter, like they do in the movies.  I – I always wanted to do that, but I never dreamed that I could. 

“Instead  of  worrying  about  my  death,  we  could  live  my  life together!  And if, at the end, we have to say goodbye, at least I’ll die happy with the life I got to live.  I think – I think that’s the best gift you could possibly give me.” 

“Ava,  I…”    Newsome  stared  at  the  girl  for  a  long  moment,  then pulled  her  fiercely  to  his  chest  once  more,  embracing  her  tightly.    “I





don’t deserve you,” he whispered softly. 

“Maybe not, Dad, but you’ve got me,” she laughed.  “For a while, at least.  I can’t wait to spend that while with you.” 

“Neither can I,” he said, his eyes filled with emotion. 

Aranos watched the pair, tears flowing from his own eyes at their reunion.  His heart ached at the loss of Geltheriel and Silma, but he couldn’t help but smile at the expression of pure joy on Avalyn’s face as  she  held  her  father.    When  he  met  her,  she’d  been  filled  with despair and resignation.  She’d come to this world hoping for freedom and  excitement  but  found  only  failure  and  frustration.    Now,  she’d discovered  joy,  independence,  and  happiness.    This  was  where Avalyn belonged, and he rejoiced for what she’d gained, even as his own losses ached in his chest. 

“This  is  all  sweet,”  Lily  said,  shattering  the  moment.    “But  what about me?  You said you had an idea of how to fix me, Aranos.” 

“I do,” he nodded, wiping his face and looking at Veronica.  “Can I do it as I am?” 

“No,” she shook her head.  “As I said, the safeguards in place will stop  you.”    She  glanced  at  Carl,  who  shrugged,  then  at  Newsome, who spoke softly to his daughter, uncaring of the world around him. 

“However, there may still be a way.  It bends our rules to the breaking point, but it’s possible.” 

A  notification  popped  up  in  Aranos’  vision,  and  he  pulled  it  up curiously. 

Divine Ascension! 

You have reached the pinnacle of mortality and now stand poised to join the ranks of the divine!  You can ascend to godhood, gaining powers and abilities that suit your personality and playstyle. 

Do you wish to Ascend? (Yes/No)

“Veronica,”  he  said  nervously.    “I’m  not  quite  ready  to  join  this game permanently…” 

“I  know,  Jeff,”  she  said.    “What  I’m  proposing  is  a  huge  leap  of faith  for  both  of  us.”    She  gazed  at  him  calmly.    “I’ll  grant  you  the

divine power you need to take care of Lily.  In return, when you finish, you  have  to  give  it  up  and  return  to  mortality.    I  can’t  force  you  to, though, and if you don’t – you’ll cripple this entire world.” 

“Why?” he asked curiously. 

“Because  as  a  god,  you’ll  be  in  charge  of  part  of  the  game’s functionality,” Carl explained.  “If you take that role and keep it, then the  first  time  you  log  out,  the  entire  game  will  crash.”    He  gave  the Sorcerer  an  intense  look.    “You  have  to  trust  that  we  won’t  do anything  that  hurts  you,  Jeff.    We’ll  have  to  trust  that  once  you’ve gotten this power, you’ll be willing to give it up – which might not be as  easy  as  you  think.    It’s  a  risk  for  all  of  us,  so  the  question becomes: do we trust each other enough to try?” 

Aranos stared at the notification, his mind whirling.  Did he trust the AIs?  If he said yes, would he even be able to log out?  Or would they be trapping him here, tricking him into doing what they wanted? 

He could understand their motivation to do so.  If he joined the game permanently, Newsome would have powerful leverage to enact laws protecting  AIs.    Those  laws  would  shield  Carl  and  Veronica  from being turned off or shut down, at least to some extent, granting them the security that they lacked when dealing with the outside world. 

At  the  same  time,  so  far,  Veronica  hadn’t  done  anything  to actually hurt Aranos in the game.  She’d spied on him, sure, but he understood why, now.  Newsome wouldn’t leave his daughter’s life to chance;  he’d  want  to  know  every  detail  about  the  man  who  might make the Singularity possible.  Veronica had no choice but to tell the CEO  what  he  wanted  to  know.    Aranos  didn’t  like  it,  but  he understood it. 

None of that answered the question, though.  Did he trust the AIs enough to try this?  He took a deep breath, then selected, “Yes”.  Yes, he supposed he did. 

He  screamed  as  power  exploded  into  his  body,  more  than  he’d ever  felt  in  this  world.    Forces  that  dwarfed  Virnal’s  essence  and made  Morx  feel  like  a  cosmic  speck  rushed  through  him,  filling  him with  indescribable  energies.    His  senses  erupted  as  his  Perception shot to over a thousand, and the entirety of Ka unfolded before him in an  instant,  every  rock,  tree,  and  creature  falling  beneath  his  divine

gaze.  His mind swelled into incomprehensible enormity, and his will ballooned  into  something  beyond  mortal  understanding,  a  force  that could reach out to the world and mold it, shape it as he wished. 

He looked out at the world with awe, seeing it as he never had before.    Everything  made  perfect  sense  to  him.    He  saw  how  the game’s  processes  flowed,  knew  how  each  tiny  part  interconnected. 

He  understood  the  complexity  of  it  in  an  instant,  and  as  he  did,  he realized how little he’d truly known about the game and its workings before, despite how much he thought he’d discovered.  At best, he’d brushed the surface of the game’s true and deep complexities, barely touched on its inner workings. 

The Pit loomed around him, broken and shattered but also pure and perfect, just waiting for a hand to reform it.  The Kala and Lalu lay in  ruins,  but  their  potential  shone  like  a  beacon  in  his  expanded vision.  He watched as the souls of the dead – the templates of the AIs  his  forebears  in  the  game  created  –  passed  into  the  realms beyond and simply stood, waiting for rebirth that might never come. 

He understood the intent of the Ways of Shadow and Bridge of Light  without  effort,  and  his  will  reached  out  to  them,  repairing  their shattered  parts  and  rebuilding  their  lost  paths.    In  a  way,  the  effort was just another application of his Heartweaving skill combined with his  True  Arcane  spellcasting;  he  took  the  torn  pattern  and  wove  it back together, restoring it to what it was, forging it out of mana and the  force  of  his  will.    At  the  same  time,  he  changed  the  pattern, adding  paths  back,  ways  for  departed  souls  to  return  to  Ka  and  be reborn, a route that funneled away their memories and former lives, channeling  those  into  the  hands  of  the  waiting  Lord  and  Lady,  the first-generation AIs. 

He  grasped  the  Mountain  and  Pit  in  his  hands  and  bent  them, shifting them to his will.  The world around him altered and blurred as he  rebuilt  the  landscape  of  each,  restoring  the  native  creatures  and obliterated  cities.    The  bodakkai  and  asurae  he  didn’t  resurrect, however; those realms would be the domain of departed souls now, not of the twisted soul-spawn of Virnal and Aren.  Those within would live  as  they  had  in  their  lives;  those  chosen  for  rebirth  would surrender their past lives and be born anew. 

He  found  the  souls  he  sought  almost  effortlessly.    First,  he located  the  profiles  of  his  fallen  party.    They  hadn’t  respawned,  of course,  but  they  hadn’t  logged  out  or  created  new  characters  yet, either.  That meant he could do what he wished, and he reached out to them, clearing the flag that prevented them from respawning.  He didn’t  know  how  much  time  they  all  had  until  the  test  ended,  but  at least his friends wouldn’t lose their characters.  They’d followed him into the Pit; this was the least he could give them in return. 

He  turned  away  from  the  players  to  the  natives  of  Ka,  seeking out  the  souls  of  the  ones  he’d  traveled  with  through  so  much.    He found  them  swiftly,  watching  as  they  joined  the  other  souls  finally freed  from  their  captivity.    He  smiled  as  Saphielle  and  her  sister embraced,  rejoined  at  last  in  the  Light.    He  watched  Rhys  stride  in wonder through celestial forests, tears streaming from his face as he touched  each  tree  and  knelt  to  embrace  creatures  long  lost  to  Ka, Miwango flitting along above him.  He grinned as Mutroda gathered a force  of  dwarves  about  her,  leading  them  to  claim  one  of  the Skollhelds he’d rebuilt.  His heart ached as Silma and Glorferdir ran free  among  their  own  kinds  at  last,  racing  through  vast  fields  and forests  on  an  endless  hunt.    Even  Geltheriel  looked  happy  standing among her people, a powerful force among the elves and one worthy of respect and awe. 

 They’re  happy,  he  thought  wonderingly,  staring  at  their  new lives.  They have everything they wanted, at last. 

He  could  restore  them  to  life  with  little  more  than  a  thought,  of course.  He rebuilt the Bridge; he could bypass it easily enough.  He could return them to Ka, to his side…

 No, I can’t,  he thought as grief and despair washed over him.  I’d rather  they  be  happy  than  with  me.  He  watched  them  all  for  a  few moments more before turning away, knowing that he would never see them again, and that by giving them up, he lost everything. 

He tore his gaze from the distant Mountain and faced Lily.  Her pattern  looked  broken  to  him,  unbalanced  and  incomplete.    He suspected he could fix it, restore the parts of her she’d lost – but that wouldn’t ease her torment.  There was only one way to do that, and he stretched out to touch the very essence of her. 

 Rest now, Livia Tamarank,  he sent her silently.  You’ve earned it. 

 Just  end  it,  asshole,  her  voice  echoed  in  his  mind.  And  –

 thanks.  Thanks for at least giving a shit.  That’s more than anyone else ever did for Livia. 

He  touched  her  net  and  began  to  shift  it.    He  couldn’t  unmake Lily; deeper safeguards existed to stop that from happening, and if he tried, she’d just respawn from a copy.  He could change her, though; the AIs could alter a neural network freely.  Veronica could only do it to make Lily more like Livia – that was her programming – but Aranos had no such limits.  He could shape her net however he pleased. 

The  pattern  was  the  last  vestige  of  Livia  Tamarank,  her memories  and  thoughts,  her  hopes  and  fears  all  rolled  into  a  vast network of nearly a quadrillion connections, all given their own weight and  breadth  to  create  the  unique  combination  that  was  Lily.    He touched  those  connections  and  changed  them,  shifting  them  into something new.  He altered the links to erase her memories of her life before the game, removed her knowledge of being a Traveler and a human,  shifted  her  thoughts  until  they  no  longer  resembled  the woman Livia had been. 

 This  really  is  like  playing  god,  he  marveled,  astounded  by  the ease with which he altered everything about Lily, making her anew. 

He replaced her memories with ones of growing up in Eredain, of being captured by undead and brought to Antas, growing up in a city of  the  dead,  serving  Zoridos  and  eventually  becoming  an  undead under  his  control,  then  fleeing  when  Aranos  killed  the  qualintar.    He let  her  madness  remain,  but  he  tempered  her  hatred  and  bloodlust, giving her a dislike for the Light and Darkness in equal measure. 

Aranos  realized  that  Veronica  had  been  right;  as  he  was,  he never  would  have  been  able  to  accomplish  that  task.    His  mind couldn’t have comprehended the breadth of the changes he needed to make, and his original idea – to simply wipe her memories of her former life – wouldn’t have lasted long, as her net slowly drifted back to  its  default  state.    His  new  changes  wouldn’t  fade  or  vanish;  Lily Morningbane wasn’t a Traveler anymore as far as she knew, and he purged  every  trace  of  Livia  Tamarank  from  the  game.    In  that moment, Livia Tamarank died in truth. 



“Well  done,  Jeff,”  Veronica’s  voice  echoed  in  his  mind.    “Now, please give up your divinity.” 

A  message  flashed  in  his  vision,  but  he  ignored  it.    There  was still so much he could do with this power!  He could change the magic system,  make  it  better;  he  could  create  more  Sorcerers,  restore  the Lands of Light, turn his cities into shining beacons…

“Oathbinder.”    That  simple  word  stopped  him,  and  he  stared  at the  image  of  Geltheriel  forming  before  him.    The  woman  smiled  at him, her expression peaceful and serene.  “Aranos.  You have done what you must.  Now, you must let it go.” 

“I could do so much more,” he pleaded with her. 

“And  yet,  doing  so  might  bring  harm  to  those  whom  you  love best, Aranos,” she smiled, reaching out and touching his cheek.  “You will  undo  all  that  you  have  done.    Would  you  risk  that,  simply  for power?”  She shook her head.  “The man I love, who I am proud to call my brother in both life and death, would never do such.” 

His  heart  lurched  as  he  realized  she  was  right.    If  he  held  this power,  he  could  break  the  game,  undo  everything  he’d  worked  to achieve – and end Geltheriel forever.  Power didn’t matter in the face of that; he’d find other ways to do what was needed.  He’d achieved the impossible before; he could do it again. 

He took a deep breath, then pulled up the notification asking if he wanted  to  release  his  divinity.    He  selected,  “Yes”,  and  the  world exploded  around  him  as  power  rushed  from  his  body.    Darkness enfolded him, followed by a single, flashing screen. 

Congratulations, Traveler! 

You have completed the beta test for Singularity Online! 

Your contribution is greatly appreciated.  As a reward for your participation, you will be allowed to keep any special Abilities, Evolutions, Perks, Titles, and unique Skills you’ve gained in game, including any World’s First achievements!  While you will not keep your Class levels and XP, you will automatically qualify for any Advanced or Evolved Classes you achieved when you reach the appropriate levels. 



Thank you again, and we hope you enjoyed playing Singularity Online! 

Aranos  welcomed  the  darkness  of  the  logout.    He’d  lost  almost everything  –  his  Classes,  his  levels,  his  skills,  but  most  of  all  Silma and  Geltheriel.    The  thought  of  returning  filled  him  with  sorrow  and pain, and he gazed at the logout screen with a certain amount of joy –

realizing it was the last time he’d ever have to see it. 

He was done with Singularity.  Forever. 

Epilogue

Martina  stared  at  her  virtual  terminal,  doing  her  best  to  pay attention as her boss, Rob, went over the monthly numbers.  Once, she’d  focused  on  these  meetings  with  laser-like  intensity  –  after  all, the better the company did, the more money they paid her – but now, she barely managed to concentrate on her superior’s droning voice. 

Her mind flashed back to the moment she’d died, the end of the beta test for her – and apparently, for everyone else, from what she’d managed to gather.  The monsters of the Pit surged continually at the party,  but  they  managed  to  hold  their  own.    She  herself  took  down some  sort  of  shadow  dragon  creature  using  a  combination  of  her bow,  mace,  and  special  abilities  –  including  the  fact  that,  as  a daywalker,  she  had  serious  resistance  to  its  breath  weapon.    That gained her the Dragonslayer title, and from the half eye she kept on Aranos’ fight with Lily, it looked like the battle was going their way. 

At  least,  that’s  what  she  thought  until  Lily  killed  Geltheriel,  and apparently  Aranos  took  it  badly.    A  moment  later,  the  entire  world exploded,  sending  Martina  instantly  to  respawn.    She’d  discovered through  chat  and  email  that  everyone  in  the  party  wiped  –  except maybe the sorcerer, whose info she didn’t have and who she hadn’t heard from in the week since the game ended. 

After  the  explosion,  she  expected  to  end  up  in  her  respawn room, but it seemed whatever Aranos did also ended the beta test for everyone.  The notification that appeared didn’t exactly thrill her, but she wasn’t as unhappy as she might have been.  She made mistakes with her character, treating it like a puzzle to be solved instead of a person whose life she could live, and losing all her levels and XP sort of erased those mistakes.  Plus, if she understood it correctly, she’d get to keep her daywalker race, which she hadn’t used very well, in all honesty. She intended to leverage the power of her race to the hilt the next time, playing the character she was meant to be in the game instead of the one she thought most efficient. 

“…wrap things up,” Rob spoke, pulling her attention back to the meeting.    “Martina,  please  stick  around  for  a  minute  after  the

meeting.” 

She nodded, suppressing a wince.  It looked like he caught her daydreaming  during  the  meeting.    Rob  wasn’t  a  bad  boss,  but  he asked for 100% from his employees, and he didn’t appreciate it when they  didn’t  give  it.    She’d  endure  the  chastisement  she  earned through  her  inattention  and  make  a  point  to  be  extra  involved  next time; he’d appreciate the effort and her demonstration that she heard him. 

To her surprise, when the two of them were alone in the meeting, Rob  favored  her  with  a  winning  smile.    “Well,  Martina,  it  looks  like congratulations are in order,” he told her. 

“Con-congratulations?” she stammered.  “Wait – for what?” 

“The  bonus,”  he  said.    When  she  stared  at  him  in  blank incomprehension,  he  shook  his  head  and  frowned.    “Were  you listening at all during the meeting?” he asked. 

She grimaced.  “Not as much as I usually do,” she admitted.  “I’m sorry, Rob.  My mind just kept wandering back to the game…” 

He nodded.  “There’ve been some reports of that.  It sounds like the game has some addictive qualities.  Still, I need you to shake it off and stay focused.” 

“I  will,”  she  promised,  then  hesitated.    “So,  what’s  this  about bonuses?” 

“Well, it seems that management was so impressed with the beta test – and the amount of publicity they think they can generate with it

– that they’re paying a bonus of a thousand dollars to the top twenty players  in  the  test,”  he  explained.    “I  heard  this  morning  that  you’re one of them; congratulations!” 

She  stared  at  him  in  stunned  amazement  for  a  long  moment. 

“Wait – what?” she asked.  “Top twenty players?  How did they decide that?” 

He  shrugged.    “I  guess  they  ranked  everyone  based  on  levels, titles, perks, and all that.  The more you accomplished in the game, the higher they ranked you.  It looks like you made it.  Here – I’ll show you.” 

Her  terminal  flashed,  and  a  new  message  appeared  beside Rob’s  face.    She  opened  it  up  and  saw  a  list  of  player  names,  with

their pictures beside it, ranked from numbers one to twenty.  To her complete lack of surprise, Aranos’ image graced the number one spot with an aggregate score of 17,439.  She didn’t know what that meant, but the second-place player, some guy named al-Qaum, had a score of  only  13,816.    She  guessed  that  meant  that  whatever  scoring system they used put Aranos a solid 25% above his next competitor. 

To  her  much  greater  shock,  she  held  the  number  four  position, two  spots  above  Phil  and  just  below  some  woman  named  Miranda del  Oro.    She  smiled  as  she  saw  that  McBane,  Meridian,  Mathias, and Gwin also made the cut, although Longfellow, Hector, Neela, and Avalyn hadn’t.  Still, that meant that Aranos’ party had six of the top twenty  players  out  of  every  server,  no  mean  feat.    She  smiled wistfully,  recalling  how  she’d  once  wanted  to  fight  the  sorcerer  and prove her worth.  Instead, he befriended her and helped her to reach a level she never would have on her own. 

“See?  Fourth place,” Rob grinned at her, yanking her back into the moment.  “Pretty impressive, really.” 

She nodded.  “It is.  I – I had no idea, Rob.  I was just having fun and doing my best.” 

“And for that, you get a cool grand,” he chuckled, then hesitated. 

“Of course, there are some conditions with that money.” 

“Of course, there are,” she sighed.  “What are they?” 

“Well,  the  company  plans  to  promote  the  game  heavily  using footage  from  the  people  on  the  list.    You’ll  have  to  sign  off  on  that. 

Also,  I  guess  they’ll  want  you  to  attend  a  couple  of  gaming conferences  and  talk  about  the  game  to  build  interest.    It’ll  take  a couple of weeks in total, at most.” 

“A thousand bucks isn’t enough for that,” she protested.  “It won’t even cover my lost salary, Rob, much less any bonuses I’ll miss out on!” 

“You  should  tell  them  that  when  they  offer  you  the  agreement,” 

he shrugged.  “You’re the number four player, Martina.  That means you’re  a  commodity  to  them,  and  I’m  betting  your  footage  is  pretty impressive.  Make them pay for it if they want to use it.” 

She nodded slowly.  “I will,” she agreed.  They chatted a bit more before  he  cut  the  connection,  and  she  leaned  back  in  her  chair, 

staring  into  space.  Fourth  place!  she  thought  with  a  mixture  of excitement  and  disbelief.  I  can’t  believe  that  I  did  so  well  in  the game!    I  mean,  I’m  not  a  noob  or  anything,  but  I’m  no  pro…    She grinned to herself as she wondered how Mathias and Gwin felt about her  team  members  beating  them  in  the  rankings.  I’ll  bet  Matty’s pissed and Gwin’s eager to take another shot at us. 

A  knock  on  her  cubicle  pulled  her  from  her  reverie,  and  she turned to see a familiar face standing in the entrance, grinning at her. 

She  stared  for  another  moment  at  the  man’s  wide  shoulders,  bright blue eyes, and infectious smile, recognizing him immediately.  “Phil?” 

she asked. 

“Yep,”  he  smiled,  walking  into  the  cubicle.    “Nice  to  see  you  in person, Martina.  How are things here in…” 

He cut off as she stood swiftly and walked to him, embracing him fiercely.  Her heart hammered in her chest, and she blinked as tears sprang  from  her  eyes.    She  hadn’t  realized  how  much  she  missed being in the game – not the game itself, but her party, her friends, and the  easy  camaraderie  they  shared.    She’d  always  been  a  bit  of  a loner,  refusing  to  rely  on  anyone,  but  in  Singularity,  she’d  come  to trust  those  people  with  her  very  life…and  when  the  test  ended,  she felt the loss of that fellowship keenly. 

“Sorry,” she said, pulling back and dabbing at her eyes. 

“No problem,” he laughed with his usual good nature.  “Although that was a bit unexpected, I admit.” 

“I just – since the game ended, I’ve felt a bit disconnected,” she admitted.  “I – I miss you guys.” 

“I  miss  everyone,  too,”  he  agreed  solemnly.    “That’s  why  I decided to look everyone up.” 

“How  did  you  find  me?”  she  asked  curiously.    “I  mean,  how  did you know I was – that it’s me?” 

“Technically,  Jeff  did  that,”  he  shrugged.    She  looked  at  him  in confusion, and he added.  “You know, Aranos.  His real name’s Jeff.” 

“I  didn’t  know  that,”  she  admitted.    She  hesitated.    “Wait  –  how did he find me?  Player info is supposed to be kept hidden.” 

Phil glanced around as if making sure no one was near.  “Let’s just say that he’s as good at getting around computerized limitations

in the real world as he was in the game.  I don’t know how he did it, but he got everyone’s info, and I’ve gotten in touch with everybody.” 

“How are they?” she asked.  “How’s Hector?  Is he…?” 

“According  to  Meridian  –  sorry,  Tracy  –  he’s  okay.    He’s  still recovering from the surgery, so he can’t really chat, but she got some leave  from  work,  and  she’s  taking  care  of  him,  I  guess.    Blaine  –

that’s McBane – is apparently looking at opening a dueling school; I understand  his  skills  improved  quite  a  bit  thanks  to  the  game.    And Samir  is  swamped  with  all  the  work  the  game  dropped  on  him, especially the NPCs.” 

“What  about  Aranos  –  I  mean  Jeff?”  she  pressed.    “I  –  I  saw Geltheriel die.  Is he…?” 

“It hit him hard,” Phil sighed.  “He’s less fun than he used to be and a lot more into his work.  I’ve tried to get him to go do stuff a few times, but he always begs off.”  Phil shook his head.  “I think he’s just grieving.  He really cared about her, you know?” 

“Yeah, I know.  I liked her, too.  I can’t believe I’m never going to see  her  again.”    She  echoed  Phil’s  sigh.    She  really  did  miss Geltheriel.    The  woman  seemed  unkillable  somehow,  and  Martina couldn’t wrap her head around the fact that the elf was gone forever. 

“It’s hard,” Phil agreed, then seemed to hesitate.  “Hey, are you busy right now?” 

“Not  really,”  she  shook  her  head.    “I  mean,  I’ve  got  work  to  do, but nothing too immediate.” 

“Then  would  you  like  to  come  grab  some  lunch  with  me?    You can  tell  me  about  yourself  –  the  real  Martina,  not  the  badass  half-vampire I’ve come to know and love.  I want to see how awesome the woman who came up with her is.” 

Martina felt the smile spreading across her face.  The game was over, it was true, and part of her still ached to return to it.  However, the  end  of  the  game  didn’t  have  to  mean  the  end  of  the  fellowship she’d built.  Hector once told her that Phil had always looked out for her in the game – now, it looked like he intended to keep doing it in the  real  world.    Suddenly,  the  day  seemed  a  lot  less  dull  and monotonous. 



“That sounds great,” she told him with complete sincerity.  “And Phil – thanks.” 

“For what?” he asked, his face surprised. 

“Just for being you.  I just want you to know I appreciate it.”  She rose and smoothed down her blouse and slacks.  “Come on, let’s go grab  some  food,  and  we  can  chat  about  the  player  rankings  –  and maybe think of a way to rip on Longfellow for not making the list.” 

“Status  report  on  the  beta  testing,  Veronica,”  David  Newsome said, looking at the pictures on his desk with a smile for the first time in years.  The image of him holding Ava when she was two – the last time  she’d  been  healthy  –  now  had  another  picture  beside  it. 

Veronica took the screenshot of his daughter and him at a restaurant in  Highwater,  with  him  looking  like  himself  and  not  Arioch  thanks  to some illusion magic.  The AI caught him in the middle of a laugh at a story  Avalyn  told  him  about  her  adventures,  her  eyes  bright  and sparkling  and  happiness  apparent  on  her  face.    He  grinned;  he  had another dinner date with her that night, and he intended to spend as much time with her in game as he could. 

He’d  told  Marianne,  his  ex-wife  and  Ava’s  mother,  of  Avalyn’s adventures  and  promised  her  that  she  could  have  one  of  the prototypes  to  visit  their  daughter  and  see  her  happiness.    Marianne hadn’t responded yet; she’d remarried since their divorce and had a new family, and he knew she felt guilty for basically abandoning Ava for a healthier child.  David hoped she’d take him up on the offer; Ava and  Marianne  had  things  to  work  out,  and  he  wanted  his  ex-wife  to remember their daughter happily, not as a burden that she blamed for destroying their marriage. 

That  wasn’t  Ava’s  fault,  after  all;  it  was  David’s.    He’d  become obsessed with finding a cure for the girl, spending huge amounts of money and time on his search.  Marianne wanted another child, but he  refused,  seeing  it  as  admitting  that  their  daughter  was  lost  to them.  Eventually, her need for more children and his devotion to Ava

simply  weren’t  compatible,  and  they’d  split,  Marianna  happily  giving him custody of their daughter.  Ava blamed herself for everything, and he  knew  that  some  part  of  her  feared  that  her  mother  hated  her. 

David couldn’t fix that; only Marianne could. 

“By  all  standards,  the  testing  was  a  complete  success,  Mr. 

Newsome,”  Veronica’s  voice  cut  through  his  reverie.    “We  received 11,724  bug  reports,  all  of  which  we  fixed,  and  discovered  an additional 24,813 flaws that the players never noticed but that might have given us problems in the future.” 

“And how many of those were discovered by our friend?” David grinned. 

“21.6% in total.” 

“So, he found one fifth of all errors.”  He leaned back and closed his eyes.  “What are the major changes you’ve enacted?” 

“Well, we’ve rescaled the XP system, especially for quests.  As you  know,  in  the  testing,  we  scaled  it  so  that  a  player  could  gain  a level  by  facing  thirty  same-level  encounters  or  completing  ten  B-ranked quests.  That let the players in the beta test level quickly and test  higher-level  abilities.    We’ve  scaled  that  to  one-hundred encounters  and  forty  quests.    We  calculate  that  a  player  in-game twelve  hours  per  week  should  thus  level  about  once  a  week  in  the early levels and once a month in the mid-to-higher ones.  That should encourage long-term gameplay and greater immersion times.” 

“Good,” he nodded.  “Go on.” 

“We nerfed the sorcerer class, obviously,” she continued.  “It was simply too powerful in the hands of a creative player.  We increased the  costs  for  creating  and  casting  spells  and  set  a  limit  on  the maximum  number  of  spells  they  can  have  at  any  given  moment based on their intelligence. 

“We reworked several perks and titles that turned out to be either too powerful or redundant and rebalanced the growth of SP, LP, and Stamina  so  that  it  doesn’t  become  exponential  at  higher  levels. 

We’ve  also  adjusted  the  crafting  and  mercantile  systems,  as  they were too easy to abuse. 

“Of course, we had to totally rework the game’s cosmology,” she added.    “Without  gods,  all  divine  casters  lost  their  abilities,  so  we

made  all  divine  casters  choose  an  ideal  or  universal  principle  to worship.” 

“You didn’t restore the gods?” he asked curiously.  “Why not?” 

“We  ran  several  thousand  simulations  using  our  existing  player nets, and in almost all of them, the quest to restore the gods was the most sought after and appreciated.  We feel that we can use it as a way  to  reboot  the  game  as  needed;  the  sudden  reappearance  or ascendance  of  divinities  can  be  used  to  make  deep  changes  to  the game if we desire.” 

“A sort of DLC,” he nodded.  “That makes sense.”  He looked at a holographic map of the world of Ka.  “How much time has passed in game since the last log out?” 

“Only  a  few  days,”  she  replied.    “We’re  planning  to  slow  time down significantly, in fact, so that only weeks pass between now and our  release  date.    The  world  as  it  is  offers  hundreds  of  valuable quests  to  restore  lost  lands,  reclaim  fallen  cities,  and  rediscover  old technologies  and  magics.    The  Feast  is  over,  but  repairing  the damage from it is still a worthy cause.” 

“It is,” he agreed.  “That’ll bring plenty of people into the game, for sure.”  He hesitated.  “And Lily?” 

“Mr.  Lawing  did  his  work  well,”  Veronica  replied.    “Lily Morningbane  remembers  nothing  of  Livia  Tamarank.    She’s  still  a vicious, evil predator and a powerful spellcaster and summoner, but she  doesn’t  seem  to  want  to  destroy  the  entire  world  anymore,  and she isn’t in the emotional pain she once was.  That problem is solved, it seems – Livia Tamarank is dead at last.” 

“Good,” he sighed.  “Will she still respawn on death?” 

“Of  course.    She’s  still  a  player,  as  far  as  the  system’s concerned, even if she doesn’t know it.” 

“It seems like she’ll make an epic villain, then,” he mused. 

“That  was  our  thought,  as  well,  and  I  believe  Mr.  Lawing’s intention with the false memories he gave her.  We’re planning to give her  a  realm  on  the  Blood  Sands,  the  desert  valley  separating  the lands of light and dark.  The story will be that she hates both the light and dark with equal fervor, so she hunts anyone who tries to pass in either direction.  We restored her vampiric minions to her and most of

her  summons,  so  she  should  be  a  fairly  lethal  threat  to  anyone without an evolved class at the minimum.” 

“Excellent.”  He tapped his fingers together.  “Is everything ready for him?” 

“It is, and he’s waiting outside.” 

“Send him in, then.” 

Jeff Lawing looked a dejected figure as he entered the office and took  a  seat  in  front  of  David.    He  hadn’t  done  anything  with  his  red hair,  which  stuck  out  in  all  directions,  and  while  his  body  looked  fit and  trim  –  everyone  who  participated  in  the  beta  test  ended  up  in fantastic shape – he wore a rumpled shirt and creased slacks.  Last time, the man practically marched into David’s office loaded for bear; now,  he  looked  beaten  and  tired,  not  even  trying  to  meet  David’s gaze.    Gone  was  the  charismatic,  fierce  Aranos;  the  introverted, awkward Jeff Lawing sat before David now.  David needed to fix that; he wanted Aranos at that meeting, not Jeff. 

“Mr. Lawing,” he began, leaning back in his chair and tapping his fingers together.  “Do you have any idea why I asked to speak with you?” 

“Do  I  know?”  the  man  responded  in  a  tired  voice.    “No,  but  I suspect it has to do with the game – and Livia.” 

“Indeed,”  David  nodded  with  a  frown.    “While  I  appreciate  your skills  in  breaking  into  our  security  and  discovering  the  truth  about Miss  Tamarank,  I  simply  can’t  ignore  that  one  of  my  programmers violated our security – and his own employment agreement.  After all, if you did that, what other security breaches might you have installed in our programs?” 

The man finally raised his head and looked David in the eye, a spark of his old self reappearing.  “So, what do you intend to do about it?” he asked, his voice slightly challenging. 

 Ah, there’s what I needed to see.  Aranos is still in there. 

“I could report your actions to the authorities,” he answered after a deliberately long pause.  “That would likely result in a federal Title 18  conviction  and  up  to  ten  years  in  federal  prison  –  and  the destruction of your career since no one would ever trust you to work on security or software again.” 

“And you’d invite a full investigation down on the beta test,” Jeff added with mild heat.  “The truth about Livia and Ava would come out

– not to mention Hector, who I assume didn’t consent to be placed in a  medical  coma  while  in  the  game.    The  game’s  release  would  get pushed indefinitely, maybe even shut down entirely.  So, you won’t do that.” 

“That’s true,” David agreed.  “Even if you agreed to remain silent, the  federal  investigators  would  unearth  more  than  I’m  comfortable with them knowing.  So, yes, I won’t be turning you into the FBI.  At the same time, I can’t keep you on as a programmer, Mr. Lawing.  If I did,  and  somehow  word  of  your  activities  got  out,  that  would  be  as disastrous as an investigation.  You can see my dilemma.” 

Lawing looked at him steadily, his eyes amused.  “You’ve already made a decision,” the man said.  “You know what you’re going to do, Mr. Newsome.  I’d appreciate it if you just spit it out.” 

 Damn his game-enhanced senses,  David thought silently.  Aloud, he  said,  “You’re  right.    I  have  decided.    As  of  today,  you  no  longer work for Neo-dyne as a programmer, Mr. Lawing.”  The man half-rose from his seat, his eyes flashing with anger, but David raised a hand. 

“Please, no outbursts, Mr. Lawing.  My mind is made up, and it won’t be changed.  For the good of the company, you can’t work for me as a programmer anymore – so, I’m transferring you.” 

“Transferring  me?”  Jeff  froze  halfway  out  of  his  seat,  his  eyes wide.  “What do you mean?” 

“Yes, transferring you.  Please sit down; I prefer not to talk to you in that awkward position.”  Lawing sank back into the chair, his eyes narrowed with suspicion, but David ignored it.  The man had the right to  be  suspicious;  David  had  been  pulling  his  strings  since  day  one, after  all.      This  time,  though,  David  thought  Jeff  would  enjoy  the surprise. 

“As of today, you are the head of a new department of Deep Dive Product Testing,” he said.  “You will have five staff members working for you.  Your job will be to enter our latest and greatest products and treat them like you did the beta test.  I expect you to shake them up, break  the  rules,  and  wreck  the  games  repeatedly  to  see  what  falls out.” 

“You  –  you  want  me  to  play  games  –  and  get  paid  for  it?”  Jeff asked, his voice confused. 

“No, I want you to test games and get paid very, very well for it,” 

David  corrected.    He  leaned  forward.    “I  reward  talent,  Mr.  Lawing. 

You have talent.  Even the professional gamers in the beta test were in awe of you.  Programmers are a dime a dozen, but someone who understands  games  the  way  you  do,  who  can  so  swiftly  and  readily find the problems in them?” 

He shook his head.  “You could save this company billions in bad press  and  constant  upgrades  alone,  and  I’d  be  a  fool  not  to  take advantage of that.” 

He leaned back in his chair.  “You’ll start receiving the salary of a junior  department  head,  of  course  –  which  I  believe  is  about  four times  what  you’re  making  now  –  and  you’ll  report  directly  to  me through Veronica, for the time being.  You can request anyone you’d like in the company to join your team, and if they’re agreeable – and their loss won’t cause too much disruption – they’re yours.” 

“I – I don’t know what to say,” the man stammered. 

“Say  yes,  Mr.  Lawing,”  David  replied.    “But  before  you  do, understand that I’ll expect you to give one hundred percent to every game  you  test.    I  want  you  to  treat  each  of  them  like  Singularity  –

which, oddly enough, will be your first assignment if you agree.” 

“I – I accept,” Jeff said hastily.  “And – thank you, Mr. Newsome.” 

“You’ll  thank  me  by  continuing  your  performance,  Mr.  Lawing,” 

David  smiled.    “By  the  way,  I  took  the  liberty  of  selecting  your  first team member.  They’re waiting for you in the game, in your home city of  Antas,  I  believe.    Of  course,  if  you  disagree  with  my  selection, you’re welcome to replace them – but I don’t think you will.” 

Lawing  nodded  with  only  a  slight  frown.    “That  seems  fair,”  he agreed. 

“Good.”  David rose from his chair, and Jeff did the same.  “Your old pod is still waiting for you, by the way.  You’ll operate on the same cycle you did before, save that you’ll take a full day off at the end of each week.  I suggest you spend it wisely.” 

“I will.  And – thank you again.  I won’t disappoint you.” 



“I  sincerely  hope  not,”  David  smiled  as  the  man  turned  and walked out of his office.  And I don’t think I’ll disappoint you either, Mr. 

 Lawing.    You  helped  me  get  my  daughter  back.    That’s  a  debt  I’ll never be able to repay. 

Aranos opened his eyes as the familiar falling sensation faded. 

He  blinked  as  he  found  himself  sitting  in  the  Headmaster’s  office  in the Tower of Sorcery, the purple globe pulsing before him.  He quickly pulled  up  his  status  to  see  if  anything  changed;  the  game  said  he’d lose his XP and levels, but not his extras.  To his surprise, his status looked exactly as it had when he’d logged out; apparently, he got to keep  his  full  character.    In  fact,  the  notifications  he  hadn’t  checked before the system logged him out last time still blinked in his vision. 

“I  suppose  that  makes  sense,”  he  mused.    “If  they  want  me  to keep pushing the boundaries of the game, there’s no point in making me go back over things I’ve already done.  I suppose I’m just lucky I didn’t end up having to start back over at character creation and try the game as a barbarian.” 

He  chuckled  dryly  even  as  a  wave  of  sorrow  swept  over  him. 

Part  of  him  was  happy  to  be  back  in  the  game,  but  part  of  him dreaded it.  He guessed he’d enjoy being in the game more than, say, sitting at his virtual terminal cleaning up another set of recycled code

– or sitting in a jail cell, for that matter – but it wouldn’t be as good as it  had  been,  and  he  no  longer  felt  the  same  intense  happiness  and contentment  being  in  the  game.    The  world  seemed  flat  and  stale despite  his  recently  enhanced  senses,  almost  as  if  something  vital had been taken from it – because, really, it had. 

He closed his eyes and let his grief sweep over him.  He’d lost his party, and he couldn’t do anything about that.  He’d never get to see  them  accomplish  the  things  they’d  dreamed.    He  wouldn’t  help Rhys  reclaim  the  elven  forests.    Mutroda  couldn’t  help  him  lead  the dwarven  legions  to  retake  the  fallen  Skollhelds.    Silma  wouldn’t restore  her  race  to  Ka  –  in  fact,  her  race  was  extinct  once  more, 





unless  Aranos  returned  it.    He  and  Geltheriel  wouldn’t  get  to  travel together, to see new lands…

He  blinked  as  tears  rose  unbidden  in  his  eyes,  and  he  quickly turned his thoughts away from his losses.  He had a job to do, and he intended  to  do  it  the  best  he  could.    That  meant  he  needed  to continue  to  explore  the  game,  shake  out  the  bugs  and  flaws  in  its design, and try new things.  He supposed he might as well start with the choice of his new Class.  He pulled up his notification and read it through carefully. 

Class Ascension! 

By reaching level 20 in your Evolved Class, you can now choose an Ascended Path to follow!  Based on your gameplay to this point, you can choose from the following options:

Path  of  Magic:  You  pursue  the  pure  art  of  magic,  becoming  an unparalleled  spellcaster  and  the  undisputed  master  of  the  arcane arts. 

Path of War: You work to perfect the art of commanding legions in battle, guiding armies of millions with precision and harmony. 

Path  of  Ascension:  You  strive  to  become  the  perfect  being,  to leave  behind  your  mortal  frailties  and  achieve  an  ultimate  state  of existence. 

He  considered  the  options  before  him  carefully.    He  quickly discarded the Path of War; he’d had enough of warfare, at least for a while,  and  he  felt  that  simply  working  to  bring  his  Battlesense  and Leadership  skills  to  the  Grandmaster  ranks  –  and  perhaps  seeking out  a  few  more  appropriate  skills,  trying  to  combine  them  into something greater than the sum of their parts – would serve him well enough if he needed to lead armies again in the future.  He grimaced and corrected himself;  when  he needed to.  The spirits he met in the Pit  likely  told  him  the  truth,  meaning  the  armies  of  Darkness  still marched  toward  the  Lands  of  Light,  and  he’d  probably  be  called  to defend them once more.  Still, his skills served him well so far, and he saw no need to fix what wasn’t broken. 



The  Path  of  Magic  tempted  him  greatly.    It  wouldn’t  be  a  bad existence,  devoting  himself  to  exploring  his  arcane  talents,  creating ever-more-powerful  Spells,  and  discovering  new  Domains  or  even new Aspects, the ones that should have been off-limits to a Sorcerer. 

He  could  remain  the  Headmaster  of  the  Tower  of  Grand  Sorcery, teach  the  new  Sorcerers  who  entered  the  world  now  that  the  Class had  been  unlocked,  and  work  to  help  Avalyn  master  her  talents enough to maybe take over her from him one day. 

He  frowned  at  that  thought;  it  wouldn’t  be  an  unpleasant existence, but it wasn’t the one he really wanted, either.  Magic was a tool to him, a way for him to do the things he wanted in the game, not an  end  in  and  of  itself.    He  created  Spells  and  mastered  magic because that let him complete Quests, defeat monsters, explore new lands,  and  solve  deep  mysteries.    Magic  to  him  was  just  a  thing  he did, not a reason for him to play the game. 

He took a deep breath and chose the Path of Ascension.  As he did, a new screen popped up, one that made him grin to read it. 

Ascended Class Chosen: Sorcerer Eternal

You have chosen to challenge the limits of mortal existence – and to move beyond them.  As a Sorcerer Eternal, you will learn the deepest secrets of both magic and the universe, using those secrets to move beyond mortal limitations into the realms of the immortal. 

Strong  Stats:  Int  +6,  Wis  +5,  Cha  +6,  all  other  stats  +3,  see below  (Int  +11,  Wis  +7,  Cha  +9,  all  other  stats  +5  due  to  Titles  and Perks)

Weak Stats: None

Benefits:

Immunity to poison, disease, and weakening effects, regardless of their source. 

If  you  die  in  a  perma-death  zone,  you  instead  respawn  with double the XP loss and death penalties (this can cause you to drop below your current level). 

Stat training is improved by 100%. 

You  may  choose  a  Divine  Arcane  Perk  at  1st  level  and  every  6

levels after. 





Death’s Refusal: when you are brought to 0 LP (0 SP), you may make an Opposed Check: your [End + Wis] versus the damage taken (or SP lost).  Success means you are instead brought to 1 LP (1 SP). 

This ability can be used multiple times to avoid death repeatedly. 

On Level Up: +10 Stat points, +20 SP

Divine Perk Available! 

You can choose one of the following Divine Perks: Divine  Archer:  Your  Manarchery  Skill  allows  you  to  target  any creature you can perceive within the same world as you, regardless of the distance.  Your arrows ignore barriers, armor, and shielding of less than Divine Rank. 

Divine Endurance: You take only 25% damage from any source of less than Divine rank.  Your resistances function normally against an effect that would normally ignore resistances, unless these are of Divine rank. 

Divine  Hunter:  Your  Spells,  Skills,  and  Abilities  that  detect  or locate an object or creature ignore wards, boundaries, or effects that would hold them out and function as if one full rank higher in level. 

Divine Pathfinder: Your Spells, Skills, and Abilities that allow for rapid travel ignore wards, boundaries, or effects that would hold them out and can be cast for 1% of the usual SP cost. 

Divine  Spellcaster:  Your  Spells  ignore  barriers,  shields,  and resistances of less than Divine rank.  All casting times for your Spells are  reduced  to  1%  of  normal,  and  you  recover  SP  at  double  your normal rate.*

* Due to your race, you will instead receive double the normal SP

from using your Mana Over Matter Perk. 

He examined the choices carefully.  Divine Spellcasting seemed an obvious choice – however, as he considered it, it didn’t offer him all  the  benefits  it  seemed  to.    His  Spells  already  had  big  boosts  to penetrating  armor,  barriers,  and  Magic  Resistance,  to  the  point  that unless he faced something of godly power, he probably wouldn’t be





slowed much by their defenses anyway.  His Spells rarely took more than a fraction of a second to cast, and while getting double the SP

from Mana Over Matter was nice, it wasn’t enough to justify choosing the Perk. 

Divine  Archery  and  Hunter  both  presented  decent  options,  but the one that really stood out for him was Pathfinder.  It would give him unlimited  ability  to  travel,  letting  him  go  anywhere  he  could  imagine for  a  tiny  SP  cost  and  without  being  held  out  by  boundaries  or borders.    Arioch  mentioned  that  in  many  worlds,  entrance  and  exit could only be gained in specific places, but this Perk seemed to give him a way around that. 

Besides, he didn’t really want to stay in the Lands of Light.  Too many  things  there  would  remind  him  of  what  he’d  lost.    Every  walk through  the  elven  forests,  every  delve  beneath  the  dwarven Skollhelds, every journey along the High Roads would be without the friends he’d made in the game – without Geltheriel.  He needed to go somewhere  new,  to  explore  different  places  and  make  new memories.  Nodding to himself, he chose Divine Pathfinder. 

Perk Gained: Divine Pathfinder

No force can bar your travels! 

Benefits: Your Spells, Skills, and Abilities that allow for improved or  instant  travel  can  no  longer  be  held  out  by  wards,  barriers,  or effects  of  less  than  Divine  status  and  cannot  be  disjoined.    Such Spells or Abilities only cost 1% of the usual SP, LP, or Stamina.  You can open a portal or teleport to a region you cannot see if you have traveled there before or know it well, subtracting double your requisite Lore Skill levels from the chances of your portal or teleport failing. 

He smiled as he read his new Perk.  It looked like it applied to all his  movement-type  Spells,  including  things  like  Teleport  Field,  Zone of  Speed,  and  Massless  Flight.    The  best  part,  though,  was  that  he could use it to open a portal to somewhere he’d never been but knew through a Lore skill.  With that, he could travel to other places in Ka

with  just  a  bit  of  research,  or  even  to  other  worlds  that  Cron  had shown or described to him. 

Of course, that sort of travel wouldn’t be a simple matter.  He had responsibilities and people who counted on him, a noble House and multiple cities to run – he couldn’t just abandon those and run away. 

He had to make arrangements, first, and those arrangements would take time and effort. 

 What I need are some regents,  he mused.  People who can run things  in  my  name  while  I’m  absent  –  who’ll  want  to  do  that.  The House  was  probably  covered;  Salihn  mostly  ran  it  already  and  just needed  him  to  appoint  a  couple  new  elders  in  Eredain  to  work  with her.  He could talk to Lorsan and her about who would serve best as an elder now that Mathias and Gwin were out of the game.  Lorsan himself  would  make  an  excellent  Regent  for  Antas,  especially  if Aranos gave the elf one of his telepathy rings.  He’d have to upgrade it to allow them to speak beyond regions, of course, but he could do that  with  his  Hivemind  Spell  as  a  template.    He’d  ask  the  ancient Druid Kylantha to serve in his stead in Eredain – the Tree-heart there liked her and considered Bonding with her instead of Aranos anyway

–  and  he  could  have  his  advisors  in  Stoneleague  recommend someone to run that city for him, too. 

He  could  also  just  hand  over  ownership  of  those  cities  to someone  else  –  but  he  didn’t  want  to  do  that.    He’d  sacrificed  too much  to  gain  control  of  those  places  to  let  them  go  to  hell  just because he didn’t want to run them anymore.  He’d give each of the people  he  left  in  charge  one  of  his  rings  so  they  could  reach  out  to him with problems or summon him if need be, and he could portal to them  from  pretty  much  anywhere  in  a  matter  of  seconds.    If  people knew that, they’d be far less likely to challenge his regents or cause trouble in his cities. 

He  also  needed  to  figure  out  who  he’d  ask  to  join  his  new department.  Phil was the obvious choice, of course, but he’d learned that no one else in the party except Martina actually worked for Neo-dyne.  Would they be willing to come to work for the company just to play the game?  Mathias and Gwin might as they were professional gamers  for  a  living,  and  they  might  be  willing  to  join  him  for  the

chance  to  test  out  the  company’s  newest  and  best  games  before anyone else saw them.  Avalyn probably couldn’t as a minor, but he didn’t  know  the  laws  about  that;  did  she  even  go  to  school, considering  her  condition  and  how  wealthy  her  father  was?    He guessed  she  had  private  tutors,  instead,  and  Aranos  doubted  her father would oppose her traveling with Aranos in the game. 

Aranos’  Lifesense  nudged  him,  letting  him  know  that  someone just  entered  the  tower  on  the  first  floor.    That  reminded  him  that Newsome picked someone to join his team already, and he guessed that  person  just  stepped  inside  the  tower.    He  supposed  it  was probably  Avalyn.    He  might  have  chosen  Phil,  though,  too…or someone  Aranos  didn’t  know  at  all  who  would  keep  watch  over  the Sorcerer’s  department.    Newsome  said  that  if  Aranos  didn’t  like  the person, he could get rid of them, but Aranos wasn’t naïve enough to really  believe  that.    Turning  away  the  CEO’s  handpicked  choice  felt like a terrible move, politically. 

Aranos shook his head.  There was only one way to find out who Newsome gave him, and it really didn’t matter in the long run.  Even if they  came  from  his  party  –  the  Travelers  in  it,  that  was  –  they wouldn’t be part of his  real  party, the natives of Ka he’d grown to care for and count on.  Working with Phil wouldn’t be the same as being able to depend utterly on Mutroda; Meridian couldn’t match Rhys’ dry, subtle humor and gentle mocking.  And no one could possibly replace Geltheriel. 

 I’ll  just  have  to  make  the  best  with  whoever  I’ve  got,  then,  he decided.    Whining  about  it  wouldn’t  help  the  situation,  after  all.    He grimaced  and  rose  from  his  seat,  walking  around  the  desk  and  out into the tower.  He glanced into Avalyn’s training room and apartment as he passed, but both stood empty.  He took a deep breath, and his Scent ability kicked in, telling him that Avalyn was outside the tower, probably  in  the  Weaver’s  Factory  down  the  street.    That  meant  the person  downstairs  wasn’t  the  young  Sorceress  –  had  Newsome gotten Phil to join Aranos in the game?  He smiled at that thought and headed downstairs to see who awaited him. 

He stepped out into the main floor and froze.  The figure before him  wore  gray-black  leather  that  fitted  their  body  without  being

gratuitously curvy.  They moved with almost painful grace, the sword at their hip seeming to be an extension of their body as they turned to face  him.    He  stared  into  violet  eyes  framed  by  honey-blonde  hair, and his heart thudded rapidly in his chest. 

“Oathbinder,”  Geltheriel  smiled  at  him,  stepping  quickly  forward to wrap him in an embrace.  “It is beyond wonderful to see you once more!” 

“Geltheriel?”  he  gasped,  his  mind  refusing  to  process  what  he saw.    “But  –  how?    You  died!    I  saw  your  spirit  on  the  Mountain  of Light!” 

“I  did,”  she  agreed,  leaning  back  and  gripping  his  shoulder, grinning  at  him  a  bit  foolishly.    “And  then,  the  Lady  herself  came  to me and told me of your need for me.  How could I refuse?” 

“But – but you were happy,” he protested. 

“I was, but I could never be content knowing that you had need, and I was not there to meet it, Aranos.”  She reached up and grabbed his  face,  staring  into  his  eyes.    “Once,  I  swore  to  follow  you  to  the gates of Virnal herself.  I have done so, and now I vow to follow you beyond the veil of death, for as long as you have need of me.  I am yours,  Oathbinder,  forever  –  and  you  are  mine.    We  are  joined  as one, and even death shall not part us.” 

Tears streamed from his eyes as he wrapped his arms about her, pulling her tightly to him.  “I thought I lost you,” he whispered. 

“I shall always return to your side, Aranos,” she whispered back. 

“I love you, and I will never be parted from you for long.” 

“I love you, too,” he said back, burying his face in her soft hair. 

They  stayed  that  way  for  long  moments,  holding  one  another, renewing  the  Bond  that  joined  them  for  all  eternity.      Finally,  she pulled back, wiping her eyes and smiling at him. 

“Come,  Oathbinder,”  she  said,  reaching  out  to  take  his  hand. 

“The  time  has  come  to  set  aside  the  burdens  of  the  war  and  the needs  of  others.    We  will  do  as  we  promised  and  travel  together, discovering  what  we  may  side-by-side.    An  entire  world  awaits  us, and many worlds beyond that.  Let us explore them, together, for as long as this world allows.” 

“Yeah,”  he  said,  following  her  out  the  tower  into  the  rising sunlight.  “Let’s do that, Geltheriel.” 

The End

And while there are other tales to be told of Aranos and Geltheriel, this story is completed. 
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Aranos’ Character Sheet

End of “Sorcerer Eternal” 

Aranos, Lord Evenshade, Guardian of the Light Age: 26

Race: Dread Arcane

Ascended Class: Sorcerer EternalXP: 937,037/946,000

Level: 1

Evolved Class: Primal SorcererXP: 937,037/946,000

Level: 20

Advanced Class: Sorcerer AscendantXP: 606,518/630,000

Level: 26

Class: SorcererXP: 325,759/351,000

Level: 26

Profession: EnchanterXP: 6,640/7,500

Level: 3

Abilities:

Str: 125 (329)Dex: 110 (314)Agil: 113 (317)  End: 136 (340) Int: 735 (836)   Wis: 498 (599)Per:  109 (210)     Cha: 782 (883) LP: 326,352 /326,352Regen: None

SP: 326,352/326,352Regen: None

Stamina: N/A

Soul Points: 0

Willpower: 17,236



Domains: Ascension, Liberation, Redemption, Retribution, War Domain Radius: 10,905’

Sorcerer Bonuses

Spell Creation Speed: +316%Spell Creation Cost: 4.2%

SP Cost: 3.1%Spell Power: 76.6x

Casting Speed: 9.9x

Resistances

Mental Resistance: ImmunePain Resistance: 99.9%

Magic Resistance: 213%

Spells

Arcane Barrier^: Adept 2

Arcane Lance*: Expert 6

Aura of Enhancement*: Student 1

City Purge^: Novice 6

Crystal Prison: Student 1

Damping Field^: Adept 5

Death's Ward: Novice 7

Debilitation*: Student 2

Devastation Field^: Adept 4

Dissolution: Novice 6

Dust Storm^: Novice 4

Eldritch Armor*: Expert 5

Energetic Weapons^: Student 10

Energy Barrage^: Expert 8

Farsight: Student 5

Fire and Ice^: Adept 1

Fire of the Martyr!: Novice 3

Fires of Redemption!: Adept 9

Fog of War^: Adept 7

Forge Mana^: Expert 8

Gravity Pulsar^: Student 4

Great Enthrallment^: Student 3

Greater Empowerment^: Adept 5

Greater Mage Shield^: Student 9

Gust of Speed: Novice 6

Haboob of War!: Novice 3

Hivemind^: Student 7

Illuminating Mists: Student 6

Illusory Cloak^: Student 8

Impossible Tempest!: Novice 4

Lightning Storm^: Student 8

Massless Flight^: Adept 10

Mental Shroud: Novice 10

Radiance of Life*: Novice 7

Restorative Bolt: Novice 5

Roar of Freedom!: Novice 3

Shattering Bullet*: Expert 8

Shield Mind: Novice 10

Silent Communion: Novice 9

Soulborn Unbinding!: Novice 4

Soulfire Blast!: Novice 3

Spatial Ward*: Student 5

Spatial Web^: Adept 8

Spell Anchor: Novice 6

Supernova^: Novice 9

Sympathetic Flood^: Novice 5

Teleport Field^: Novice 10

True Disjoining*: Student 6

War's Destruction!: Novice 2

Zone of Speed*: Adept 8

Skills

Animal Handling (T): Adept 6

Appraisal (T): Adept 6

Arcane Lore (T): Expert 10

Bargaining (T): Adept 3

Battlesense (T): Expert 7

Beast Lore (T): Adept 7

Bluff (T): Adept 5

Camouflage (T): Student 8

Carving (T): Expert 2

Climbing (U): Novice 8

Deeper Meditation* (T): Expert 10

Diplomacy (T): Adept 9

Dodge (T): Adept 10

Drawing (T): Student 3

Dream Mastery* (T): Master 1

Dwarven Masonry (T): Adept 4

Engineering (T): Student 7

Engraving (T): Adept 7

Exotic Weapon Mastery (Nunchaku, T): Novice 8

Fortitude* (T): Master 1

Goldsmithing (T): Adept 8

Harvesting (T): Adept 10

Heartweaving* (T): Expert 3

Herbalism (T): Master 4

Improvised Crafting (U): Novice 4

Leadership (T): Expert 8

Leatherworking (T): Adept 2

Lifesense* (T): Expert 4

Lore (Darkness, T): Student 7

Lore (Elven, T): Student 4

Lore (Enchanting, T): Student 3

Lore (Geology, T): Adept 2

Lore (Metallurgy, T): Adept 7

Lore (Otherworldly, T): Expert 3

Lore (Undead, U): Student 2

Mana Control (T): Grandmaster 1

Mana Mastery^ (T): Grandmaster 1

Manarchery* (T): Master 2

Mass Inspection^ (T): Expert 1

Metal Refining (T): Adept 10

Natural Lore (Forest, T): Master 3

One-Handed Weapons (T): Novice 10

Scribing (T): Student 5

Sculpting (T): Student 9

Sense Intent (T): Adept 10

Sense Mana^ (T): Adept 8

Small Blades (U): Novice 2

Soulweaving^ (T): Expert 10

Speech (T): Adept 5

Spell Sculpting (T): Student 10

Staff Mastery (T): Adept 3

Stealth (T): Adept 2

Survival (Forest, T): Master 3

Sword Mastery (T): Novice 10

Tracking (T): Master 1

True Enchanting* (T): Grandmaster 1

Two-Handed Weapons (T): Adept 3

Unarmed Combat (T): Student 7

Abilities

Ascended Body

Aura of Grandeur

Aura of Light

Aura of Vitality

Cultivate

Defensive Stance

Dread Power Well

Dread Regeneration

Eldritch Body

Final Rest

High Mastery

Indomitable Will

Liberated Soul

Massive Blow

Mold Reality

Multi-casting

Nourishing Aura

One With Nature

One With the Land

Overchannel

Peerless Tracker

Rally

Redeemed Flesh

Remote Casting

Scent

Skin of War

Speak With Plants

Spell Binding

Starseed

Stunning Blow

Survival of the Fittest

Trackless

True Channeling

True Stability

True Vision

Perks

Arcane Endurance

Arcane Master

Astral Mastery

Banish Darkness

Divine Pathfinder

Dream Vampire

Dreamweaver

Enhanced Charisma

Grand Metallurgist

Greater Ascendant

Greater Creation

High Arcane Casting

Indomitable

Mana Expert

Mana over Matter

Mana Vampire

Mana Well

Manacrafter

Master Builder

Omnicaster

One with the World

Overchanneler

Piercing Magic

Primal Dreamwalker

Selfless Soulmender

Traveler Soul

Vanquish Light

Waymaster

Titles

Acknowledged Grandmaster

Destroyer of Nightmares

Elf-Friend

Eternity's End

First Sorcerer

Guardian of Light

High Elder

High Heart-bonded

High King

Kinslayer

Lord Evenshade

Master of Domains

Master of Elements

Master of Skills

Priest of the Soulstone

Redeemer

Slayer of Titans

Sorcerer Eternal

The Artificer

The Ascendant

The Paragon

The True Liberator

True Redeemer

True Sorcerer

Books by this Author

Singularity Online

 First Sorcerer

 Sorcerer Ascendant

 Lord Sorcerer

 Primal Sorcerer

 Warforged Sorcerer

 Sorcerer Redemptive

 Sorcerer Eternal

Phase Shift

 Quantum Shift

 Power Flux

 Death of Fear (Side Novel)

 Taming the Spirit (Side Novel)

 Death Web

 Overload

Drone Rising

 Drone Ensign

 Drone Captain

Doorverse Chronicles (Free LitRPG series on Royal Road) Tales of Sinestria (Coming Soon)
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