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Chapter One

Dry brush snapped underfoot as Kaiser, Hikaru, and I trekked along the trails of Mount Coot-Tha. It’s a lookout about five kilometres west of Brisbane City, in Queensland, Australia.

Two months had passed since the events of Romania, where we had stopped an ancient interdimensional dragon from escaping his cosmic prison and consuming the universe. And what a couple of months they were! They say the older you get, the fewer adventures you have, but I’ve found the opposite to be true.

I took my kids and Kaiser to Japan for a week while Hikaru stayed with her father. Back in the Romanian mountains, we didn’t really talk much about the lives we had outside the microcosm of the EDGE Force mission. Suffice to say, Hikaru had many responsibilities that weighed down on her.

Her father, Satoshi Hayashi, was head of a Japanese robotics giant called Hayashi. His health had recently taken a turn for the worse, which left her brother Kenshi to take over the mantle Satoshi had worn for half a century. The company bumped up Kenshi from Vice President to President, and he took over the day to day operations of the business. That left Hikaru and her mother, Akari, to tend to Satoshi and keep him in good spirits.

I was absolutely shit scared of meeting Hikaru’s parents, but it was important. My family, the Rideouts, are pretty laid back. Japanese culture was a lot more formal than anything I was used to, but Hikaru helped me try to navigate it. Politeness and tradition don’t tend to be highly valued in Australian society.

Luckily for me, Satoshi warmed to me reasonably quickly. My nerves jangled when he asked Hikaru and Akari to give us some time alone in his hospital room, but my kids were stoked at being let loose without their dad around.

Hikaru had promised to show them a ramen place she loved. Both Seth and Lorelei had watched Naruto growing up and wanted to experience authentic Japanese ramen. Seth said he was going to eat six bowls, and I didn’t want to say anything to dampen his spirits. Hikaru also said she knew about a huge collectables store with all the latest Gundam models and Japanese-exclusive Transformers, so Seth was out of the room and ready to go before anyone else, with a massive backpack ready to be filled to the brim.

That left Satoshi and me alone. Unfortunately Kaiser couldn’t come to the hospital, but Hikaru made sure he was well taken care of at their penthouse in Shibuya. He had complete control of the television and could watch whatever he wanted. He was in smart-puppy heaven, and still totally addicted to Rick & Morty.

Satoshi propped himself up on his hospital bed and beckoned me over. “So, Hikaru has chosen you, has she?”

I chuckled nervously. “I guess so.”

Satoshi shook his head. “No, Hikaru does not guess. When she is ready to make a choice, her mind is set. She is my little girl, even though she is grown. Tell me, what is it that you love in this life?”

I felt like this was a test, but the answer came so quickly and decisively that I found myself saying the words before giving it much thought. “My family first, and my work second. I love what I do.”

“Hikaru tells me you are a writer?”

I nodded, though I didn’t just see writing as my work these days. The protection of our reality was just as important to me.

Sometimes, when people ask you if you’re a writer, inevitable questions come. “Have you written anything I would have read? You should make your books into movies! I’ve got such a great idea for a story, do you think you could write it for me? Is that your real job? Like, do you actually make money from it?” Every single time those questions came with a tone that you brace yourself for. You can hear it coming from a mile away.

My eyes glaze over when those questions come, so you just smile and nod.

Satoshi’s comment didn’t come with the normally expected tone, so I answered him honestly.

“Yeah, I am.”

“That is a noble pursuit. Do your books make the world a better place?”

I shrugged slowly. I thought he was going to ask if they made money, which they did, but nobody had ever asked me if they made the world a better place before. “I hope that they do. There are enough monsters out there in the real world as it is, but sometimes you need that hope that only comes from seeing the good guys win over evil. I’ve made enough money to keep a roof over my family’s heads and keep food on the table, so I count that as a success.”

He nodded. “Yes. Hope is important. Very few achieve their ikigai. I have always wanted to write a book, but never found the time. My company was always the focus. A legacy to pass onto my children.”

“What’s ikigai? I don’t recognise that word.”

“Ah, it is a Japanese term. Your ikigai is the thing that brings meaning to your life, makes the world a better place, and that you can make a living from. It is your reason for being.”

“Yeah, I guess writing is my reason for being.”

“A man who has found and follows his ikigai is worthy of my daughter.”

He offered me his hand, and I took it. At that moment, I saw what was wrong with Satoshi. Thanks to the blessing I’d received in the Romanian mountains I could now sense sickness in a person if I made contact with them, skin-to-skin.

Age and stress had taken their toll on him over his half-century in the workforce. He was seventy-five years old and had only just stepped down as President of Hayashi. As we shook hands, I imparted a bolstering wave of healing anima. It wouldn’t reverse the ravages of time, but it would help make his remaining days more pleasant.

By the time Hikaru, Akari, and the kids returned, Satoshi and I talked like old friends. His spirits had rallied, and he spoke more animatedly than ever. He regaled us with tales about starting out from nothing and building a robotics company in a time when that technology was purely the arena of science fiction.

The longer we talked, the more I thought about my new mission that was even more important than writing books.

I was a Balaran Knight, charged with healing and protecting the world. The cosmic dragon we locked away in a prison beneath the ancient city in the mountains was only one of many. There appeared to be many powerful interdimensional entities that have bled through into our reality.

Another of these powers was a good cosmic interdimensional dragon named Balaur, who sought to heal and protect. His power is where mine comes from, and his mission—to stop the event known as the reality crash—is my mission.

That is the entire reason why we were on Mount Coot-Tha on that sunny morning in May. It was my favourite time of year, when the weather turned from Autumn to Winter, and the mornings were delightfully brisk. It was the best time to go hiking.

I carried a Balaur seed in my backpack, which we would plant somewhere in the bush. This would allow Balaur to create an anima absorption field over the coming months. We were approximately ten months away from an event known as the reality crash, where our entire timeline came to an abrupt and decisive end.

EDGE Force had mobilised its forces shortly after our mission in Romania. They established a direct line of contact with Balaur, and all their plans and contingencies shifted in an instant. EDGE Force pivoted from a strategy of sacrificing 90% of the population of Earth to circumvent the reality crash, to transporting Balaur seeds across the planet to absorb the cosmic energy wave that was in our future. This wave of cosmic energy seemingly triggered some kind of a shutdown of the simulation we called our reality, and maybe Balaur’s spreading influence could help us stop it.

The seed I held in my backpack would grow and spread over the coming ten months, protecting the people of South East Queensland: the place I was born and raised.

Other EDGEs were sent on missions across the planet, planting other seeds in large population centres. The plan was for Balaur to have enough nodes around the world that most people would be spared if the reality crash should come to pass.

I was still at a loss as to what the reality crash actually was. EDGE Command was sparse on the details, but they believed that the shutdown of our entire reality begins on Earth and expands outward from our planet, causing a universe-ending cascade of corruption. Something that happens here is the catalyst for the event, and if we could absorb the energy wave that begins this process, maybe we could stop it from happening.

That’s the theory, at least. We had ten months to prepare.

“I think this is the spot,” I said as we approached a fork in the hiking trails.

One path led up towards the mountaintop, but the other led down onto the side of the mountain. Many years ago, when I was in my early twenties, a bunch of buddies and I had gone on a hike in the middle of the night here. Well, a drunken stumble might be a more apt description, but you get the picture. While we ambled through the bush, caterwauling as only drunk young men can do, we came across a cave complex off the beaten track.

That cave would be the perfect place for Balaur’s seed to grow in seclusion and spread its protective net around this place that I call home.

We followed the downward path until Hikaru suddenly stopped in her tracks. A window panel opened in my view a second later, and the message within terrified me.

URGENT BROADCAST TO ALL EDGES, PAST AND PRESENT
YOU ARE BEING HUNTED

Kaiser whined, then turned back to look at me.

“Do you smell anything?” I asked.

Kaiser lowered his nose to the ground and sniffed, then whirled right towards me. His eyes focused on something just behind me as he barked a savage warning.

I turned just in time to see something I didn’t initially understand. An orb floated on the path behind us, entirely spherical, spinning on its forward axis. It didn’t look real. I could only determine the spin direction because of the runes emblazoned on its outside walls. The runes glowed blue, which was a colour I associated with the anima of Mnemnhion, one of the interdimensional entities I was aware of.

But why would Mnemnhion be hunting us?

I immediately activated my Balaran Knight armour, which erupted from my skin and formed a protective barrier over my body. The green light created a metallic casing like a suit of armour, complete with draconic wing motifs on the breastplate and claws on the gauntlets and greaves. Most of the armour formed as a dull grey-black colour, but green anima glowed in between the armour plates.

Kaiser stayed behind me. He was brilliant for a dog, but any power he gained on our last mission was stripped away by EDGE Force upon our return. He had taken the form of a Grim—the massive black dog of legend which appeared as a portent of doom—but he was back to normal now. Just a regular old German Shepherd, albeit one that could understand English. Both spoken, and he was learning how to read as well.

Hikaru was blessed by Balaur, just like me, which gave her the ability to see sources of anima in our world that would otherwise go undetected. She had not yet earned her set of armour. She was supposed to be going through Balaran Knight training in Romania in the coming months to do just that.

“This construct is more powerful than us,” Hikaru said.

“Any weak spots?” I asked.

“Not that I can see.”

“Fight or run?”

“We don’t stand a chance. We have to run.”

I turned just in time to see another runed orb descend from the sky behind Hikaru. It was already spinning so fast that the runes were a blur.

“Hikaru, watch out-” I began, but the orb fired a wave of energy right at her.

The wave slammed into Hikaru with no immediate effect, but a devastating change happened as the seconds ticked by.

Pieces of Hikaru’s skin flaked off, floated into the air, and crumbled into ash. Her hair, clothes, and gear disappeared as she was slowly broken down and destroyed by that wave of energy.

Rage boiled up inside me. I dashed past Hikaru as she rapidly disintegrated into dust. A look of terror was stuck on her face as it turned grey and crumbled. I lashed out at the orb that had killed her with my clawed gauntlets, but the damned thing zipped out of the way. It moved like it wasn’t bound by the laws of gravity.

Then a blasting wave of force rocked through me from behind.

The other orb had done the same thing.

I turned back just in time to see Kaiser’s coat and eyes turn grey, and then he began to crumble, just as Hikaru had. If the wave of force had blasted through Kaiser and hit me, then…

The change began as a fluttering in my chest, and I knew this was the end. All the power that I’d attained so far was nothing when faced with this new threat. I lifted my hands in front of my face and watched in horror as my flesh turned grey and flaked away. Then I took a step forward and reached out towards Kaiser.

I tried to say I’m sorry buddy, but my tongue refused to work. My throat felt like it was full of sand, and I couldn’t catch my breath. Puffs of dust obscured my vision as things started to fade. The fingers on my hands were gone by the time Kaiser collapsed into a pile of dust.

Then, everything faded to black.


Chapter Two

My eyes snapped open to the view of a marble stone ceiling above. I got to my feet and looked around for the orb that had attacked us, but it was nowhere to be found. The stark walls of the small room felt quite close, and I had a sudden urge to leave into a more open area. I’ve never been claustrophobic, but I wanted to get out of here as soon as possible. The moment I set my gaze on the open door at one end of the room, a notification appeared, floating in the centre of my view.

What the hell? Was this EDGE Force’s doing? It didn’t look like their interface.

I concentrated, and a quest notification appeared.

New Quest: Orientation
Gather with the other chosen warriors in the Temple of Awakening. There, you will receive your orientation for the Contest of Valour.

The notification was accompanied by a map marker which appeared in the centre of my view. Beyond the stone doors, I saw movement.

If that pulse of power from those orbs wasn’t some kind of crazy death ray, but part of a larger mechanism that I didn’t fully grasp yet, then Kaiser and Hikaru might be here, too. The people who had done this called this a Contest of Valour. Whatever that meant.

Before leaving the safety of my room, I tried to open my inventory, but another message popped up.

Your inventory, status, equipment, skills, and maps are currently disabled. These features will become enabled once the contest has begun.

Okay. This definitely was some kind of game, not dissimilar to the interface EDGE Force had used previously but completely different in aesthetics.

Was this Mnemntech? They were closely aligned with the interdimensional entity called Mnemnhion, who was supposedly like a supercomputer capable of simulating his own versions of reality to calculate the odds of a particular series of events ending in a result that he favoured.

I needed more information. Someone else walked past the doorway, and they wore a strange white outfit. A glance down revealed that I wore something very similar. I’d been dressed in a white jumpsuit, and a pair of white shoes covered my feet.

This was so bizarre. I would find no answers in this empty room, so I stepped out into the hall at the same time as others emerged from their identical rooms. A man stood directly across from me, and a window appeared next to his head.

Quinn McGregor

That was it. No other information appeared. Quinn gave me a quizzical look when he noticed me staring at him.

“Hatchet? What kind of a name is that?” he asked.

It was strange that this system, whatever it was, recognised me by my EDGE Force callsign, not by my actual name. Just what kind of fingerprints did EDGE Force leave on me, even after they’d removed their EDGE Augment?

“Not as catchy a name as Quinn, I’ll give you that. Do you know anything about what we’re doing here?” I asked.

Quinn shrugged. His outfit was similar to mine, but there were holes all over it, like he’d been shot dozens of times but managed to walk away somehow. “No idea, Hatchetman. I’d be interested to find out what kind of contest this is, though.”

“You got the notifications, too?”

“Yeah, weird stuff. I mean, weird is pretty normal for me, but I feel like I’m in a video game or something. Anything like this ever happened to you?”

“Weird is pretty normal for me too,” I admitted. “But this? This is a first.”

Others joined us in this long hallway, stepping uncertainly out of their rooms into this new place. I knew something extraordinarily strange was happening when someone walked out into the hallway that looked like an honest-to-God dinosaur. A notification showed that this guy’s name was Lockjaw, and he had the head of a Tyrannosaurus Rex in miniature. But it’s the eyes that were unmistakably human.

“What are you looking at?” he growled, showing off the impressive fangs that lined his long jaws.

“Nothing man, my bad. It’s not every day I see something out of Jurassic Park walking around. My kids would love you,” I replied.

I couldn’t tell whether Lockjaw grinned or snarled. The expression was remarkably like both and like neither at the same time. He took a couple of steps toward me.

“Children are the tastiest. Maybe you should introduce me to them.”

I felt the blood rush from my face as my fight or flight instinct kicked in. Instead, I froze in place.

Lockjaw laughed. “Dude, I’m kidding. I’m a carnivore, sure, but I don’t eat kids. I might look like a monster, but I’m not one.”

“That was a joke?” I said with a surprised laugh. “You bloody well had me!”

“Just like I’ll have your kids for breakfast,” he said with a chuckle as he walked past me.

We all moved in the direction of the map marker, but the closer we got, the more worried I became. There were a lot of people here, and frankly, they were all weirdos. There was one kid named Spook with her hair covering her face like a Japanese school-girl ghost about to crawl out of a television. She couldn’t have been any older than my daughter, Lorelei. A grey-skinned dude named Franklin Gaunt looked like a literal walking corpse.

When we arrived in the atrium, I saw my buddy Kaiser walking around, sniffing the hands of people, trying to figure out what the hell was going on.

“Kaiser!” I called out.

My doggo buddy’s ears pricked up, and the moment he saw me, they flattened back down again as his big goofy doggy grin erupted. Kaiser ran at me, did a few laps of my legs, and then nuzzled his head into my hand.

[What the hell happened, man? Did we die? Is this heaven?] Kaiser’s thoughts drifted into my head as our connection by touch was re-established.

[I have no idea, but I don’t like this one bit. What have you managed to find out so far?] I thought back to him.

[Not a lot. No one here speaks dog, but I can tell the good guys from the arseholes. There’s one real familiar arsehole right over there.]

I followed Kaiser’s gaze and shook my head. Bastard, an EDGE Force defector, was here too. He wore a white jumpsuit very similar to mine, complete with a white mask which covered his face from nose to chin.

What the hell was under that mask?

[We didn’t leave things on bad terms in Romania,] I thought back to Kaiser. [He said we’d only have troubles if we found ourselves on different sides of a conflict. It sure looks like he’s neck deep in shit like the rest of us.]

Kaiser blew a breath out of his nose. [I still don’t like him.]

Lockjaw walked past us then and leaned down. “I enjoy eating puppies too,” then laughed like he’d just told the funniest joke in the world.

[What the hell is that?] Kaiser asked. His tail was tucked firmly between his legs.

[His name’s Lockjaw.]

[Yeah, I can see that.]

[Wait, you can see the notifications?]

[You bet your hairy pink butt.] Kaiser gave me another big doggy grin. [Looks like I’m just as much a part of this as you are this time. I’m no sidekick!]

I ruffled the hair on the back of Kaiser’s neck. [I’m happy that whatever’s happening, we’re here together.]

“Hello strangers,” said a familiar voice from behind us.

I spun, recognising the voice immediately. I took Hikaru in my arms and held her so tightly that I lifted her off the ground. Although the name plate displayed her as Naginata, just as mine called me Hatchet. This system used our EDGE Force callsigns over our real identities.

“I am so glad you’re not dead.” I put her back down again.

Kaiser barked once to voice his agreement.

“I was so scared that was the end,” Hikaru said.

Then I turned towards the centre of the atrium and the people gathering within. “I think this is just the beginning of something a whole lot worse.”

Bastard and I locked eyes, and it surprised me to see him raise a hand in greeting. Then he walked over towards us with another two people in tow. One was Scythe, the drop-dead gorgeous assassin who’d tried to kill us back in the Romanian mountains, but a new face accompanied them too. The newcomer was a young Japanese man wearing a white version of an old school ninja gi, complete with a full face mask. He reminded me of the ninja Storm Shadow from G.I. Joe I had watched as a kid.

“I wondered whether you’d end up here too,” Bastard said. “You’ve all met Scythe. This is my buddy Shuriken. If he chooses to talk to you, it pays to listen. That’s a lesson I learned the hard way.”

The names that appeared on their nameplates matched what Bastard said. I wondered why our nameplates used our callsigns, and the others were called by their own names, like those Quinn McGregor and Franklin Gaunt guys. Although I doubted whether Lockjaw’s parents had picked that name for him.

“No hard feelings about what happened in the mountains, yeah?” Scythe asked.

“You tortured Xiphos,” Naginata said, pointing right at Bastard. “You killed me. I will never forget that.”

“I am sorry about that,” Bastard said. “Everybody makes mistakes, and nobody can see the future. We’re both on the same side of whatever this is, though. We’d do well to put our past differences aside until we know what’s going on.”

I remained dubious. Trust was hard to regain once it was broken, but there was wisdom in his words.

Suddenly, a savage snarl erupted from beside me. It came from Kaiser, but I’ve never heard him make a sound like that before. He trembled in terror as he let loose a barrage of barks.

“Kaiser, what-” I asked as I spun, but then I saw him.

Grendel stood behind us, stalking towards Kaiser with his lips pulled back around mismatched fangs in jaws that were too large for his head. One eye was larger than the other, and his face had an asymmetrical slant to it, like I was looking at Kaiser through a funhouse mirror.

Well, maybe not a funhouse mirror. Perhaps a demonic mirror in a haunted house in the fifth circle of hell.

Both Grendel and Kaiser had their eyes locked on each other. Kaiser’s tail was tucked between his legs again. He was terrified. Suddenly, Grendel launched right at Kaiser, who yelped in terror. Kaiser ducked behind me, and I immediately activated my Balaran armour, which slammed into place a moment before Grendel hit me.

That wasn’t enough to save me. Grendel slammed into my chest and knocked me backward, armour crunching as the beast drove me to the ground. Its massive claws pierced my anima armour and slid into my flesh. Pain exploded as the beast tore strips of flesh from my chest, then snapped forward and took my head in its jaws.

The pressure built, and I realised this twisted creature was going to kill me if I couldn’t get free. I had no abilities or weapons aside from my claws, which were now integrated with the gauntlets in my armour. I plunged my clawed gauntlets into Grendel’s side as I felt the sides of my helmet buckle.

Naginata, Kaiser, Bastard, Shuriken and Scythe tried to dislodge Grendel, but the beast would not be denied.

A bright light bloomed in the centre of the atrium, and then suddenly, the pressure relented. Grendel’s jaws widened as he was plucked from the ground by an energy field.

The same energy flowed around me and lifted me back to my feet. My Balaran armour lost integrity while in that field. Healing energy sunk into my skin, repairing the jagged tears left by Grendel’s claws. It even reconstituted the white jumpsuit until it was whole again.

The light in the centre of the room was so bright that I had to turn away from it. A strange being stood in its place when the glow dimmed. It looked like a cross between a robot and a glowing energy source. It was mostly humanoid in proportion, with two arms, two legs, a body and a head sitting on top, but the joints between the limbs were held together by currents of white light. Was that pure anima? The head was the shape of a teardrop on its side, with a flat black screen where the face should have been.

The black screen lit up into a smiley face emoticon. Yeah, an emoticon, with a colon and a bracket, like I used on MSN Messenger when I was back in high school.

: )

“Greetings, chosen warriors of Earth,” the robot said. Its mouth changed from a smile to a line, then the mouth flicked back and forth between a circle and a straight line as it spoke. The robot swivelled its face towards Grendel, who thrashed inside the energy field but could do nothing to escape. “The time for conflict has not yet arrived. Any unwarranted attack on other chosen warriors in the Temple of Awakening shall be neutralised while rules of the contest are made clear. This area is a sanctuary, and any further attacks once the games begin will be met with the immediate execution of the aggressor.”

I shared an uneasy look with Hikaru. The mention of chosen warriors, games, and immediate execution immediately put me on edge.

The robot gestured with its three-fingers hands, which looked like a stronger version of the mechanism you’d see in those rigged skill tester claw machines my son loved wasting money on.

“Ten months ago, we detected a signal that marked your civilisation as ready for assessment for integration into the Alarendei Empire. I, Altessa, am here as an Emmisary of the Grand Empress Marennia Veknasz and her Imperium, to determine whether your civilisation will join us, or be harvested for your essence.”


Chapter Three

Join us or perish. What a pair of options. I took Naginata’s hand in mine and placed my other hand on Kaiser’s neck.

[I do not like this one bit,] Kaiser thought to me.

Kaiser trembled under my touch, still shaken by Grendel’s attempted assault. [Nor do I, buddy.]

“I am Altessa, The Assessor of Conflict, dutifully appointed steward of the Alarendei Empire’s Contest of Valour. You should all be very excited at being selected for this opportunity to fight for the right to join our glorious, galaxy-spanning Empire. The rules of this contest are simple.”

Altessa motioned upward with her claw hands, and a grand map appeared in the centre of the atrium’s floor. The structure resembled a plateau ringed by mountains. The landscape looked like Earth, but I couldn’t be sure whether they’d taken us off world. If they were responsible for breaking us down into atoms and then rebuilding us, who’s to say we were still on Earth?

“After I’ve explained the contest to come, you will form squads of five, and each squad will compete against the others in a cooperative conflict that will decide the fate of your planet and your people,” Altessa continued. “If you do not join a squad willingly, you will be assigned to a squad of our choosing.”

There was no question in my mind that Naginata, Kaiser, and I would be on one squad. Bastard and Scythe were both known quantities, but they also had a third member in Shuriken. I doubted that they would want to be broken up, either. This meant that we would need to choose two other members from this random assortment of spectacular weirdos to join forces with.

“Death is not the end, so do not worry if you fall on the first day of the contest. That is quite normal, and in fact, anyone who survives their first night on the Plateau of the Architects will receive a reward that the others will not. This contest will run for five days. If you die, you will not respawn until the following dawn, and you will rise again from your cradle here in the Temple of Awakening. This is a serious handicap, and should not be taken lightly. You will miss out on all the time and opportunity to level up, craft items, complete quests, and build fortifications to survive longer in this Contest of Valour. There is one exception to this. Anyone who dies on the fifth and final day will not be resurrected.”

Nervous looks passed through the gathered crowd. Everyone was here now, and I counted twenty-five people total. So that meant there would be five squads of five people each by the time all of this got started.

If this place was the Plateau of the Architects, and the Architects had something to do with the reality crash… Wait, didn’t Altessa say something about a signal being detected ten months ago?

I stepped forward. “Excuse me, Altessa, I have a question.”

“Yes, Hatchet? What is it?” That damned smiley face felt passive aggressive in the worst kind of way.

“You said something about a signal your Empire detected ten months ago. How much time passed between when you captured us and now? It feels like it was just yesterday, but I’ve got a sinking feeling that’s not the case.”

“You are correct. The enormous burst of power came from an event you were a part of. As were Naginata, Kaiser, Bastard and Scythe. Oh, to be powerful enough to resist the corruption of Sare’zmei! Such power will be a boon to the Alarendei Empire, if you survive this contest.”

“If that happened ten months ago…”

“Yes, we have kept you all in stasis until such a time as preparations could be made to begin the Contest of Valour.”

Rage boiled inside me. My Balaran Knight armour slammed around me again as I stepped forward. I wanted to leap on the fucking robot and drain its power, taking it all for myself.

But I stopped myself as Altessa held one of her claws up in warning.

“You may be upset, but you will not raise a hand against me. You cannot until the contest begins,” Altessa said. “I was lenient with Grendel. That beast cannot control its impulses, but you? I will reduce you to atoms. I could destroy you and remove your ability to resurrect.”

“You and your fucking Empire took me away from my kids for ten months. They probably-” my voice broke as I said it. “-they probably think I’m dead.”

“Odds are that you will be dead by the end of this, as will the rest of the people on your planet, so that is of no concern,” Altessa said. “Now, are you quite finished with your outburst? We have a lot of information to cover.”

Naginata put her hand on my shoulder, and Kaiser nudged his way under my fist.

[We’ll kill them all,] Kaiser thought. [But this is not the way to achieve that end. I can feel your hatred, your anger, your hurt. My heart echoes it too. They’ve taken us from our pack, but we’ll never stop until they’re all dead. I promise you.]

I nodded, then stepped back from the edge of the plateau hologram.

Altessa continued. “You humans are such an emotional race. That may yet prove to be your downfall, or it might be your reason for triumph! But that is to be decided in the contest, not to be speculated upon by me. You would do well to keep your emotions in check until this orientation has come to a close.”

I clenched my fists open and closed, trying to work off some of the anger boiling in my heart. Seth and Lorelei would have thought I was dead. My ex-wife Emily would have thought I’d finally abandoned my kids for good. I’d never even been given a chance to fight back against this.

Questions whirled through my mind. Had EDGE Force been able to complete their mission of spreading Balaur seeds across the planet? Would Balaur choose other knights to continue with our mission of safeguarding Earth from the reality crash after losing us?

It was now around the time that our universe was supposed to come to an end. This event, this Contest of Valour, had to play some part in it. If that was the case, then maybe all was not lost. Perhaps we still had a chance to set things right.

“There are three high profile targets that must be destroyed before the contest will come to a close, and humanity crowned as the victor,” Altessa continued.

Another hologram appeared above the plateau. This one showed a formidable warrior with the body of a pro-Wrestler. He was outfitted in heavy armour emblazoned with blue runes, much like the orbs that had captured us back on Mount Coot-Tha. His metallic armour was all smooth curves, with spikes at the elbow and knees. His helmet looked like something a dark lord might wear in an epic fantasy movie. The size of his formidable arms made it plainly evident that he wasn’t human. It looked like he could rip me in half like a chicken’s wishbone.

“This is Grishnak, the Runesmith. Master of the sacred runes wielded by the glorious Alarendei Empire! You will find him in the Runeforge, but you will need to overcome his runeforged constructs and devious traps to get to him.”

Bastard interrupted Altessa this time. “He looks beyond the power level of any of us. Will we have a fair chance at standing against these champions of yours?”

Altessa’s smiley face turned into a frown. “All will be made clear if you stop with these inane questions and allow me to continue with your induction!”

Bastard then gave a please continue gesture. Did I detect a satisfied smile in his eyes? Altessa had just said that we humans were an emotional race, but it sounded like she was getting frustrated too. A robot who got flustered? That was interesting.

“Hmph. This is the second champion,” Altessa said, then waved away the hologram of Grishnak the Runesmith.

The next champion that appeared was as different as I could have imagined. This new hologram showed an old creature wearing a long, flowing robe. The tattered ends of the robe moved back and forth as though it was floating. Two long, skinny arms gripped a staff tipped with endlessly warping geometric shapes. Great spikes of bone rose from the creature’s hunched back, and wisps of latent power encircled them.

“This is Orthrog, the Soulbinder. One of the oldest and wisest among us, he has ascended to a level beyond most others in the Alarendei Empire. After Grishnak, he will prove a formidable challenge. I will be astonished if you manage to lay a finger on Orthrog. When you inevitably fail this challenge, all souls of every living human will become slaves to the Empire, under the command of Orthrog. You will find him in the Crucible, should you ever reach a high enough level to pass through the lands between here and the northern plateau.”

This Empire could harvest and enslave souls? If we lost this fight, my family and everyone I ever knew could end up as enslaved thralls to this evil Empire.

“Who’s the third alien dickbag we need to kill to end this bullshit?” An unfamiliar voice called out from behind me.

I spun to see a huge guy standing a little bit behind us. He was another Aussie judging from the accent, and wore a white jumpsuit like the rest of us. This guy had tattoos all over the backs of his hands and all the way up his neck to his chiselled jaw. He kept his blonde hair long, and it was just as golden as his bronzed skin.

His nameplate labelled him as Macuahuitl, and I had no idea what that meant. But a single name like that… was he EDGE Force? Or maybe Edgebreaker, like Bastard and his friends? He hadn’t immediately tried to connect with either of our forces.

“The third and final champion you must best in order to end this contest is me,” Altessa said, but this time the smiley face they displayed came with devil horns. “My full title is Altessa the Worldbreaker, and yours will be the seven-hundred and twenty-eighth world I have harvested in the name of the Alarendei Empire. Should you best Grishnak and Orthrog, you will find no quarter when you seek me out in the Worldbreaker Scar.”

I could almost feel an air of collective dread settle over everyone in the room.

“The scar contains a machine that will begin the soul harvest of your planet in just five days, at the close of this Contest of Valour. This activation of the machine is tied to my essence. If by some miracle you manage to destroy me, the machine will instead summon stewards of the Alarendei Empire to the planet’s surface to begin the integration of your society into ours.”

If we fail, everyone dies. If we win, everyone becomes a member of an Empire that holds contests like this on countless other worlds across the galaxy. If Altessa was responsible for thae destruction of that many planets, how many others had they destroyed by other teams?

There was no good outcome in this situation. I suddenly wished for a simple mission like rescue someone from a cult or investigate a village where everyone has gone missing. This was so far beyond any of us. Was there any hope that we could pull this off at all?

“You will only have five days to grow strong enough to oppose us,” Altessa continued. “The rules are simple. Grow stronger, seek out the three champions and slay them, and do it by midnight of the fifth day. Otherwise, the Empire wins, and your world becomes ours. You do have many valuable resources here in this solar system, so it would be much easier for us in the long run if you should fail. But you must be given the opportunity to prove your worth.”

“Why us?” asked another unfamiliar voice. This one belonged to a young person known only as X.

I couldn’t tell if they were a young man or a young woman, but they could be either or neither these days. My daughter told me that it was rude to assume someone’s gender. It’s a whole new world of things to learn, especially for old fogeys like me.

“We chose each of you for your unique gifts,” Altessa explained. “There are untold thousands of you across the planet who have been touched by the powers of pure creation and destruction, but we only had room for twenty-five champions in this Contest of Valour. I cannot reveal the exact parameters used, as this is a heavily guarded Imperial secret, but know that each of you has special talents that will allow you to compete. You all know what they are. It’s up to you to choose how they are revealed, and how they are used. You have all been inducted into the Empire’s progression system, which should level the playing field somewhat.”

X nodded and said no more.

“More information will be available in the info stations that will populate this temple when I leave,” Altessa said. “From the time I depart, you will have half an hour to assemble yourselves into squads of five and give yourselves squad names. These names will be used to track the scores of your squads, and the scores you amass will either reward or penalise you depending on where you are on the leaderboard. Some actions will grant you points, such as killing a high value target, notable monster, or clearing out a dungeon. Others will detract from your score, such as dying, running from combat, or losing a challenge. A high score is important, but living through each night will grant you a powerful reward. The more concurrent nights you survive, the greater your reward by the end of the seventh night. So keep that in mind.” Altessa’s smiley face head looked back and forth across the crowd. “Well, that’s all I have to say for now, but I’ll leave you with one last parting word of wisdom. Beware the Gargonath. You may slay the beast once per day. Whoever kills it will gain a powerful reward, but like you, it will rise again on the break of dawn, and it will have learned from its defeat. Each subsequent kill will make the beast more deadly than its last fight. You do not want the Gargonath to become so powerful that you cannot slay it to face me on the fifth day of the contest. Fight well, people of Earth!”

With that last word, Altessa crumbled into motes of light, which gathered into a swirling helix, sped out through the temple’s front doors and into the crisp morning air of the plateau.


Chapter Four

As soon as Altessa disappeared, a raft of notifications scrolled by. These were all tucked away in a window that I could open or minimise whenever I needed to. My inventory, skill list, quest log, maps, and status screens were all now unlocked, and they added a new quest to my quest log.

New Quest: Preparations
In exactly thirty minutes, the Contest of Valour will begin. You can access information about how this contest works from the kiosks spread around the Temple of Awakening. 
This information will not disappear for the duration of the contest and may be reviewed at any time, including after you have died and are waiting to respawn.
You must also form a squad of five warriors, which will make up your team for the duration of this contest. If you do not join a squad willingly, warriors will be assigned at random to squads that do not yet have five members. You may not change members of your squad once it has been chosen.

Bright lights erupted from the temple walls around us, which opened into alien tech information kiosks with headings like Loot, Enemies, Quests, Strongholds, and the like.

“Who do you think we should invite to our squad?” I asked Naginata and Kaiser. “I assume we’re all sticking together on this one.”

Kaiser barked an affirmative. We had a system where one bark meant yes, and two barks meant no. We could communicate via our thoughts when we touched, but this was an easy shorthand.  Naginata nodded decisively.

“We know Bastard and Scythe are capable. What about them?” Naginata asked.

I shrugged. “Better the devil you know, right? Hey Bastard! You wanna squad up?”

The mask-wearing warrior turned towards me and shook his head. “Sorry, Hatchet. There are five Edgebreakers here already, so we’ve got our squad sorted.”

Two others had joined Bastard, Scythe and Shuriken. One newcomer was absolutely huge, with fists the size of watermelons. He looked about two and a half metres tall, with the physique of a Pro Wrestler. The other was a twitchy, nervous guy whose eyes darted between us.

“This is Zweihander,” Bastard said, indicating the big guy. “And this is Cleaver.”

Zweihander offered us a good-natured smile, and when he talked, I was surprised to hear an Austrian accent. He sounded like a bit like Arnold Schwarzenegger, but looked more like Dolph Lundgren. “Greetings, tiny ones. Looks like we’re in for some fun, huh? Does your puppy bite?”

Zweihander reached out to Kaiser, but my buddy growled a stern warning in response.

“His name’s Kaiser, and he’s his own dog,” I said.

“I can see that! You’ve got spirit, little one!” Zweihander laughed.

“Who are you going to pick to round out your little squad of three?” Bastard asked.

Before I had time to answer, Scythe interrupted. “We’re going to figure out what the hell’s going on. Shuriken and I will scour these info stations for every bit of intel we can.”

Bastard nodded and turned to his new squad to discuss things.

“The dinosaur guy seems powerful,” I said, but when I went to find him, Lockjaw was busy talking to Grendel. “Okay, Lockjaw is a no-go if he’s teaming up with Grendel.”

Then I saw the other big guy making a beeline for us. The one covered in tattoos, with the long blonde hair. He was almost as big as Zweihander, but looked the complete opposite. He looked laid back and chill, not like a walking mountain. This was Macuahuitl.

“Oi, are you buggers EDGE Force?” Macuahuitl asked. His accent was one hundred percent Aussie surf bogan. He was the kind of guy who probably spent his weekends splashing around in the surf down at Byron Bay or Bondi Beach.

“We are,” I said, indicating Naginata, Kaiser and myself. “But they’re Edgebreaker. I don’t know how to pronounce your name, I’m sorry.”

“Don’t sweat it, mate. Just call me Big Mac. What the bloody hell is Edgebreaker? You guys all have stabby slashy names too. I thought that was just an EDGE Force thing?”

Bastard turned back and explained, and it quietly impressed me at how easily he’d asserted his leadership amongst the other squad. “Until recently, Edgebreaker was devoted to destroying EDGE Force. We were all kidnapped and forced to fight against our will by EDGE Force, but many of us defected over the years. EDGE Force had us on a path of destruction, but now, well, thanks to Hatchet and Naginata, things might have changed. However, there’s no way to know for sure. If we’ve been in stasis for ten months, EDGE Force might have already pressed the big red button and doomed us all.”

Big Mac’s eyes widened as Bastard spoke. “So you guys just said nah fuck this, and went and did your own thing? Fuck me, I didn’t even know that was an option!”

“We each have our own reasons for leaving,” Cleaver said. His voice was quiet, with a sneering quality to it.

“If you’re EDGE Force, you’re with us,” I said to Big Mac. “I’m Hatchet. This is Kaiser and Naginata. Kaiser and I have been on two missions together, and our group here might be responsible for this whole situation.”

Bastard laughed. I couldn’t see his mouth under that mask, but his eyes showed his smile. “The powers at play in Romania echoed from our pale blue dot far into the cosmos, it seems. I expected things to change, but I never expected this.”

“I don’t think anyone did,” I said. “Hey, does anyone have any phones or communications equipment with them? We had a bunch on us when they took us, but we’ve got nothing now.”

No one had any way of contacting the outside world, and nobody had been allowed to keep any weapons they had on them when the Empire abducted them. I still had my claws, which meant that the Empire either couldn’t take them, or wouldn’t take them from me.

Someone began speaking aloud from across the room, and the name on his nameplate took me by surprise. Robert Forge Junior. I recognised the name, but it wasn’t immediately apparent where I’d heard it from.

Robert stood next to another, older man that looked ex-military. The old guy read aloud from one of the luminous kiosks that ringed the room. “We selected every chosen warrior for their unique abilities. All have been touched by the raw powers of creation and destruction that fuel our universe.” Robert laughed, then spoke quietly to the grizzled man who stood next to him like a bodyguard. “These gifts have not gone unnoticed, and now they will be tested. Victory over our three champions will require every bit of strength, cunning and guile humanity is capable of.”

Robert Forge Jr. turned towards us. The left side of his face was an incredibly sophisticated robotic replacement, from his hairline down to his chin. His left eye was blue. The same colour as the anima of Mnemnhion. He settled his gaze on me for a little longer than was comfortable.

“I didn’t expect to see him here,” Bastard said.

“Is he a robot or something?” Big Mac asked.

“Or something. He’s the son of Robert Forge, Director of Mnemtech, and became very sick as a child,” Bastard explained. “I’m not sure what with. It was all very hush-hush. Little Robbie himself hasn’t been seen in public for years, and now I think I know why. Daddy is using all the advances in technology to keep his son alive.”

“Who are those people with him?” I asked. Robert had another couple of people standing around him like an entourage. One was the older ex-military bodyguard looking guy, whose name was Jeremy Gilmour. Then there was a woman with a shaved head, about the same age as Robert, and her name was Arclight. Another chubby middle-aged guy stood with them, but he looked very uncomfortable and out of place. “They look like they know him.”

Bastard nodded. “Jeremy is Robert Forge Senior’s right-hand man. I’ve always thought that he’d been enhanced in some way by Mnemtech. He must have been to be chosen for this. Isaac McMillen, the dumpy looking one next to Jeremy, is Forge’s fixer. If there’s someone causing trouble or sniffing around where they shouldn’t, Isaac is usually the reason they disappear. I have no idea who Arclight is.”

Arclight stood at Robert’s side with a look of pride on her face. She put an arm around his waist, and he put his around her shoulders. Robert whispered something inaudible into her ear, and she grinned.

“I’d say they’re together,” Naginata said. “Look at that. We’re not the only couple in this competition.”

I drew Naginata close and gave her a kiss on the forehead. Kaiser growled. He’d made it very clear that he expected the affection I gave to Naginata to not interfere with the number of pats and belly rubs he received. Sometimes it felt like being in a throuple. Nevertheless, I reached down and scratched his head to give him some reassurance.

“I don’t know how much time we have left here,” Bastard said. “It would do us well to find out all we can before the competition kicks off.”

I nodded my agreement.

Big Mac groaned. “Man, I hate reading. It just doesn’t sink in, you know? Why don’t they make tutorial videos for this kind of stuff? If I read a recipe or something, all the words jumble up. But if I watch a YouTube video, I can make anything, you know?”

“We all learn in different ways,” Naginata said.

“If you’re EDGE Force, you’re with us,” I said. “We’ll work to everyone’s strengths.”

A big smile spread across Macuahuitl’s face. “Man, I’m so glad you said that. I didn’t want to get stuck on a team with randos.”

“We need to choose a fifth member, so maybe we should all get out there and canvas those who are undecided,” I suggested, and it was quickly agreed on.

“You’re our squad leader, yeah?” Big Mac asked.

“I, uh-” I said, then looked to Naginata to get her take.

She nodded with her eyebrows raised, like I’d asked her a dumb question.

“I guess so,” I said.

Kaiser barked once, giving his approval.

A message appeared in front of me.

You have been nominated as your squad leader. Do you wish to form a squad?
Yes / No

I selected yes, and then it asked me to nominate members. While focusing on Naginata, another window appeared, which let me send her an invitation to the squad. She accepted, and I did the same for Kaiser and Macuahuitl.

“I have to ask, what the hell is a Macuahuitl? I can’t even pronounce it,” I said.

Big Mac laughed. “Oh it’s this rad sword. Well, actually, it’s more like a club… The Aztecs used it as a ritual execution weapon. The weapon’s shaft is wooden, normally carved with gnarly Aztec glyphs, looks a bit like a boat oar, with sharpened obsidian chips tied around the edge of the club. Lops off heads and limbs real good.”

“Obsidian can have a razor-sharp edge when it’s sharpened right,” Naginata said.

“Yeah, right? It’s gnarly! The one I used on my EDGE Force missions was as tall as I am,” Big Mac said.

That was insane. This guy was about two metres tall.

“I feel a bit naked without it, you know?” Big Mac asked. “Why do you think they chose us for this, and other EDGEs weren’t? I mean, I’ve been on missions with plenty of others.”

“That’s a long story,” I said as I shared a knowing look with Kaiser and Naginata. “Did something weird or crazy happen to you on one of your missions, Mac?”

He laughed long and hard. “Yeah, man, it was insane! I was getting some surfing in on shore leave, down on the north coast of New South Wales, when I was suddenly dumped into this ghost ship floating dead in the water by EDGE Force. Turns out that there was this crazy deep-sea virus that turned everyone into monsters, and I survived. The stuff I saw out there… Man alive, it was almost enough to make me not want to go back in the water.”

“So you are a surfer,” I said with a grin.

“Shit, does the tan give me away?”

“The tan, the bleached hair, the physique. All of it contributed.”

Big Mac grinned back at me. His teeth gleamed almost as brightly as his hair. “I love the sea, man. Maybe even more after coming so close to being destroyed by it. It’s like it looked at me, found me worthy, then spat me back out to keep going. Surfing is how I commune with nature. There’s nothing but you, the water, the sun, and the wind. It makes you leave all your troubles on the shore. You can’t bring it with you, or you can’t surf.”

“I’m afraid we’re riding a wave right now, about to be smashed onto a reef,” I said. “Come on, we can play twenty questions when we’ve got more time. We need to figure out the rules and choose another squad member before our half hour is up.”

We split up, but Kaiser stayed by my side. We deliberately stayed away from Grendel, who seemed to hover around with Lockjaw. The German Shepherd monster and the dinosaur monster on one squad would make them a deadly duo alone, but they’d have another three allies by the time this all shook out.

Some of the folks around the temple were happy to have a chat. Kaiser was a hit with some of them, but others were aggressively standoffish. One group in particular, most of whom looked in their late teens or early twenties, didn’t want anything to do with us. Felix Fortuna, Willow, Murmur, Astrid McKillop, and X. They’d already formed their squad and given it a name: Reality Benders.

I moved on and spoke to Quinn, the fellow who’d woken up opposite me in the temple. He said he was still weighing up his options but might come back to me. The guy who looked like a walking corpse had an incredibly suspicious name: Franklin Gaunt. He was already talking to Lockjaw and Grendel. So was an older woman named Marilyn Bywater, and Quinn was about to canvas them too.

Lockjaw and Grendel appeared to be the most physically dangerous warriors chosen to participate in this contest, so I didn’t blame others for seeking them out. Zweihander and Big Mac would be powerhouses too, but neither of them had teeth or claws made to rip and tear flesh.

Robert Forge Jr. had already claimed his fifth squad member: Hafthor Magnusson, a familiar-looking guy who appeared to be in his forties, but in really good shape. I couldn’t place his name or familiar face, but I was sure it would come to me eventually.

I didn’t like the idea of being lumped with someone who was an unproven quantity. If we didn’t choose someone and integrate them into the squad, we’d get whoever was left over.

There weren’t many other potential recruits left. I idly rubbed Kaiser’s side as we walked together, as our bond still required touch to communicate.

[What about that puppy?] Kaiser thought. His gaze was focused on a pale young girl sitting alone against a nearby wall. Her name was Spook, and she hugged her knees close to her chest.

[She looks like she’s all alone. We should make sure she’s okay,] I thought back.

Two ideas fought each other in my head as we walked over to Spook. On the one hand, we needed strong warriors if our squad wanted to be able to compete against the others. On the other hand, we couldn’t leave someone vulnerable behind. That’s just not how I operated.

I knelt in front of Spook, and Kaiser gently nudged one of her arms that held her knees. Spook recoiled at the touch.

“Hey Spook, I’m Hatchet, and this is Kaiser. Are you okay?”

She said nothing and just hugged herself tighter. Kaiser put his nose against her arm, then swung his big black and gold head towards me.

[She can hear me!] Kaiser thought. [And I can hear her. Not words, just a jumble of thoughts spinning round and round like the water going down the drain after you subject me to the untold horrors of the bath.]

Thoughts spinning around like a whirlwind? Spook’s chest rose and fell quickly, like she was hyperventilating. It sounded like Spook was either in the grips of a panic attack, or about to succumb to one.

“Hey, Spook, we’re not going to hurt you. Kaiser can sense what you’re going through, and if you need to, you just give him a hug, okay?”

Spook lifted her head, and her wide eyes were brimming with tears. She couldn’t have been more than a couple of years older than my daughter Lorelei. A sudden image flashed into my mind of Lorelei and Seth, confused at why their dad wasn’t home when their mother came to drop them off at my place. Then the terror and sadness they must have felt when their father dropped off the face of the planet washed over me.

To them, I was just gone. No explanation, no chance to say goodbye, and now their lives rode on us defeating these monsters from the Alarendei Empire.

Spook threw her arms around Kaiser’s neck and held on tight.

[We need to protect this puppy,] Kaiser thought.

“How would you feel about joining our squad, Spook?” I asked. It wasn’t a sound strategic choice, but it was the right choice.

She lifted her head enough to see me over Kaiser’s neck. Spook nodded, and I invited her to the squad.

The interface prompted me to enter a squad name, so I picked the one that felt right.

EDGE Force.

I had faith that EDGE Force would stay the course in our absence. We’d shown them there was another way, one that wouldn’t result in ninety percent of humanity being sacrificed, and Balaur would be working with them even without us around. If there was anything we could do here to change the future that led to the reality crash, we would.

An alarm blared through the atrium, accompanied by a broadcasted warning.

Five minutes remain until the contest begins.
Once those five minutes elapse, you will be teleported to a random location within the Plateau of the Architects.

Big Mac and Naginata joined us a moment later to share what knowledge they’d learned.

The rules of the contest seemed clear. Survive through any means necessary and grow strong enough to defeat the three champions of the Alarendei Empire.

Enemies came in varying levels of danger, with one in particular that was very dangerous. The Gargonath could only be killed once per day, but it would rise again at the next dawn, deadlier than the last time. It would learn from its death and gain advantages to nullify those weaknesses. It would get deadlier the more we killed it. It would arise the same time we did, if we’d been killed the day before.

Loot came from a number of different places. Enemy drops, quest completions, rewards from hidden criteria, and from hoards hidden around the plateau. Skills were considered part of this loot and could only be obtained from those various objectives. Levelling up through experience points granted a skill token and a gear token which could be used to increase the statistics or effects of a single skill or piece of equipment. That was the only way we would grow stronger during this contest.

We would also be able to learn new abilities from defeating monsters, but I wasn’t exactly sure how that would work. I could already suck the anima out of a monster with my anima claws and learn abilities from them.

Big Mac had uncovered that each squad would be scored as the contest continued, and the highest scoring squad at the end of each day would receive a boon. Likewise, anyone who survived to the dawn of the next day would also receive a bonus that those that fell would not. This reward would grow in quality and size the more days a warrior survived.

Naginata located some further information about the death and rebirth mechanics, and the news was not good.

“If you die each day, you will be denied the chance the grow strong enough to stand against the champions. You’ll lose the chance at gaining skill and equipment tokens, and will have a long way to catch up if you fall behind. The further behind you get, the further behind you’ll stay. It’s nasty. However on the fifth day, the very last day of the contest, if you die, there is no coming back. What Altessa said before was true,” Naginata said in a sombre voice.

Spook’s eyes went wide, and she locked her arms around Kaiser’s neck even tighter.

“The worse you do, the worse you become,” Big Mac said. “This is a some cutthroat bullshit.”

“There’s no blue shell in this race,” I said, drawing confused looks from Naginata and Big Mac. There was some recognition in Spook’s face, though. “You know what I’m talking about.”

Spook nodded.

“Do you want to explain to the others?” I asked.

Spook shook her head and buried it in Kaiser’s fur.

“Okay, I will. In Mario Kart, there’s this technique called banding,” I explained. “It’s there to make sure that no matter what, the players feel like they’re being challenged, but not overwhelmed. The artificial intelligence that powers the computer-controlled racers are tuned to play to the level of the player. If you’re really good at the game, you’re in for a hell of a fight. If you’re not so good, the bots will go easier on you. If you fall behind, the game gives you the tools to catch up.”

“What does a blue shell have to do with any of that?” Big Mac asked.

“If you’re in last place, the game might give you a winged blue shell with crazy spikes on it,” I explained. “You’ll never see that item if you’re in the front of the pack. The blue shell’s only goal is to seek out the player in first place and blow them up, thereby levelling the playing field a little. If you’re coming first, playing with pure skill, the game gives you crap items, and you become vulnerable to those unfair game-changing items.”

“This contest is the opposite,” Naginata said, understanding. “The better you do, the stronger you become.”

“The worse you do, the further you fall behind,” Big Mac finished.

“Precisely,” I said. “We’ve got four other squads that we’re competing with, and we must give ourselves the best chance at success. Who’s to say what will happen on day five? If we’re not in control of the game, these arseholes could change the rules at any time. We must be strong enough to resist anything they throw at us.”

“…especially blue shells,” Spook said in a voice barely louder than a whisper.

I nodded. “Right. Especially blue shells.”


Chapter Five

It wasn’t long before the contest began. We disintegrated in the same way we had when the Alarendei Empire first abducted us ten months prior. A second later, my vision reformed from a vantage point above a vast, lush wilderness. Patches of large, mighty trees dotted the rolling hills, but it looked wrong. It didn’t look natural. It had the look of an environment from a video game, designed to pull a player’s eyes in multiple directions.

A river bisected the land in front of me, with a large bridge the only point of safe passage. There was a swampy area to the west, some kind of dilapidated ruins to the east. Those ruins were on this side of the river. I swivelled around and saw a labyrinthine network of fissures in a stony section that oozed menace.

A notification proclaimed this area as the Verdant Hills, along with a notice that I’d unlocked a map for this area.

I quickly opened my map interface to orient myself. I was towards the southern reaches of the Plateau of the Architects, and most of the map, aside from the Verdant Hills, was still obscured by a fog of war. One small section of the map to the northwest of my current location was uncovered, and a marker proclaimed this to be the Temple of Awakening. That was where I’d resurrect if I died during this contest. If I had anything to do with it, I’d never end up back at that temple.

I closed the map and tried to get the lay of the land using good old-fashioned eyesight. I quickly located the Temple of Awakening, which lay nestled at the bottom of a mountain range to the north-east. A small pass led between the mountain range that cut the plateau in half, and just beyond the river and the bridge, there appeared to be a vast desert area. Towards the east of where I’d spawned was a wicked tower that screamed big bad evil guy, big bad evil lair.

A window popped up in my view.

Kaiser: Hello humans. Look at this! I can talk to you all.

I grinned. Of course Kaiser would figure out a way to communicate before anything else.

Macuahuitl: Whoa, the dog can talk? That’s rad!

Kaiser: I’m Kaiser, not ‘the dog’, thank you very much. Shall I call you ‘the Himbo’?

Macuahuitl: Explain it to me like I’m five. What the fuck’s a himbo?

Kaiser: It’s a male bimbo. A HIMbo.

Yes, the words actually came through the chat interface using capital letters to add emphasis to the him part of himbo.

Macuahuitl: Sorry, bro. Mad respect though! I can’t imagine how frustrating it is to want to be able to have a chinwag but not have the gear.

Kaiser: Yes, barks and pissing on the carpet can only get you so far.

Hatchet: I knew you pissed on the carpet because you were angry at me!

Kaiser: You wouldn’t let me go to the park, and I needed to.

I shook my head in disbelief and amusement.

Hatchet: Does this interface let you actually talk for real, or are you limited to chatting with text?

Kaiser: Just chatting with text. I think the words and they appear, which means these aliens have a vast understanding of how cognitive function works across multiple species. They wouldn’t be able to display my speech without being able to read my mind and translate it into your language. We all know that canine minds are superior.

Hatchet: I wonder if it’s mind reading or just a part of their interface. Surely this can’t be a fair competition if they can tell what actions we’re about to take as we’re making decisions.

Spook: …

Hatchet: Spook, did you just think dot dot dot?

Spook: …

Hatchet: Okay, but we’ll need to talk things through if we’re going to work together.

Naginata: Just give her time. Hey, you should all add this to your favourite skills list. [Team Ping] It’s just like the team finder we used on our last EDGE Force mission. I can see you all. We’re not so far away from each other.

I activated the ability immediately, and a few icons appeared in different areas across the plateau. Kaiser was off to the west, somewhere between my location and the Temple of Awakening. Somewhere near that swampy area. He was close to Spook, so hopefully they would find each other.

Big Mac was down in a valley to the east, almost in the shadow of the enormous dark tower that looked like it had been plucked right out of the pages of The Lord of the Rings. There was no great flaming eye at the top, but the architecture exuded big don’t fuck with me or I’ll kill you vibes.

Naginata was the furthest from us. She was kilometres away in the north, in that dry desert looking area past the mountain range. Hadn’t Altessa said that area was more deadly than the southern areas? Why had she spawned there? Was it truly luck of the draw?

Hatchet: I can see where everyone is. We should meet up again as soon as possible. Naginata, you be careful. That place to the north is supposed to be dangerous.

Naginata: Yes. I’m safe for now. The leader of the Reality Benders team, they call themselves X, spawned nearby. They’re figuring out a plan with their squad now.

Macuahuitl: This place is scary. There are all these weird suits of armour walking around with weird glowing runes on their chests. This is so not chill. I’ve got no equipment.

Kaiser: Check your skills. I started with a couple. [Canine Perception] and [Portal Master]

I looked at both skills. One outlined Kaiser’s heightened sense of smell and ability to sense enemies earlier than us two-legged warriors, and the other let him open portals using mana to any named location he’d been.

Naginata: Linking skills is useful. EDGE Force never let us do that. Kaiser’s going to be able to let us cover vast distances in the blink of an eye.

Kaiser: I have to actually visit them first, but yeah. You can also mark interesting things on your squad map. Check it out.

I opened the map. Most map markers Kaiser dropped showed locations of things that smelled nice, but one was marked as predator shit. Markers for the whole squad were there too, displayed as blinking white dots. A prompt appeared as I reviewed the map.

As squad leader, you can add points of interest to your squad map. These will show a column of light in your squad’s views. This will allow you to better coordinate.

I got halfway through sending a reply when the sound of something behind me made me spin.

Jaws snapped shut a moment after I leapt to the side and out of harm’s way. I summoned my Balaran Knight armour, which encased my entire body in a thick shell made of pure, thickened anima. The end of each gauntleted finger was sharp and ready for battle. My blessing from Balaur – the Claws of the Dragon – provided me with weapons and armour even when I had none.

I got back to my feet and looked at the beast that had just tried to end me. It bore a passing similarity to a gorilla with its hunched shoulders and bulky arms, but there the familiarities ended. Its skin was a glossy, hairless hide, taut over sinewy muscle. A stark, ivory ridge of bone erupted from the front of its face. This bony crest jutted out between two eyes that showed feral intelligence and a relentless predatory hunger.

A window appeared next to the beast that had just tried to kill me.

Level 3 Ornery Bladeface
Danger level: Medium

The bladeface galloped towards me, astonishingly swift. I dodged, sidestepping while my mind raced to figure out a way to kill this thing without being cloven in two. The bladeface had closed its eyes the moment it thought it was going to smash into me. If I could trick it into crashing into something else with its eyes closed, I could daze it and slay the beast before it had time to react. While keeping my distance, I took stock of the world around me.

The bladeface had come from a thicket of trees behind me. It wasn’t dense enough to call a forest, but some interesting rocky outcroppings were hidden amongst the trunks. They were like rocky steppes, almost like they’d been arranged that way.

Then the realisation hit me. They had been placed here like that.

This whole place was a giant battlefield, built by someone else’s hands. I couldn’t be sure whether it was the Architects themselves or the Alarendei Empire.

What I was sure of was that if I didn’t figure out a way to kill this bladeface, I might not make it very far on day one of this five-day contest.

I ran towards the boulder pile and made sure that the monster followed. I ran straight towards the first stone rise, looking over my shoulder as I ran. The bladeface was still a few metres behind me. If I could fake it out, this might just work…

When I reached the rock, which was about waist height, I fumbled my grip and slipped down again. I grunted with frustration, hopefully goading the beast into thinking it had me dead to rights before I rolled to the side.

There was an almighty crash as I tumbled away. Bits of rock sprayed as the bladeface’s head smashed into the giant boulder. It grunted in frustration as it tried to pull itself free, but my plan had worked. It was stuck! The bone wedge was sharp enough and wielded with such force that it had cracked the boulder. If it had slammed into me, it’d be bye-bye JD Rideout until the dawn of the next day.

I circled around the back of the monster and lashed out at the bladeface with my claws. Strips of flesh tore away as I raked at the creature, but it couldn’t do a damn thing to escape.

When the fight started to go out of the beast, I sunk my claws into it and drew, hoping to suck the essence out of it. I breathed a sigh of relief when it worked. The familiar fullness of anima sliding into my internal anima tank was a great comfort. It also answered a question that lingered in the back of my mind.

Were the enemies used by the Alarendei Empire in this contest anima constructs?

The answer was yes.

My chat window reappeared to a slew of panicked messages when I hadn’t replied earlier, accompanied by a notice that I’d received experience points for killing the beast. I also received +5 squad points for killing the enemy, which were added to our squad score total.

Hatchet: It’s okay – it looks like the interface automatically hides the squad chat window when you’re in combat. I’m going to disable that, because I think we always need to be able to see the squad chat feed. I’m fine, but the bladeface I just killed isn’t. These things are anima constructs, by the way. I can drain anima from them.

Before anyone else could reply, a notification went out on the global channel.

Astrid McKillop has been slain by the Gargonath.
The Gargonath grows in strength.

Macuahuitl: Okay, what the hell is an anima construct, and what the hell is a Gargonath?

Naginata: It’s that monster Altessa talked about. If the Gargonath is slain, it rises again the next day like us, and learns from its defeat. But it looks like it also grows in power if it kills any of us combatants in the meantime, which was a fact that Altessa did not explain.

Kaiser: Poor Astrid. I liked her perfume. She smelled nice.

Hatchet: Which squad was she a part of?

Naginata: She’s with X and the Reality Benders. X isn’t happy.

Hatchet: I really don’t want any of us to die on the first day.

Naginata: I don’t plan on dying until we defeat every single one of these champions.

Kaiser: We need to meet up. I found Spook, but she’s scared. I can smell the fear coming off her. I’m going to try to clear out this place so there’s a safe way out, but I’m not strong alone.

Hatchet: You don’t need to be strong by yourself, mate. Use your own gifts. Do you remember how quiet you can be when you want to sneak treats while I’m working in the office?

Kaiser: …

Hatchet: Wait, did you just think dot dot dot too?

Spook: :)

Hatchet: And Spook’s thinking in emoticons. Right. This is just too weird. Anyway, treat whatever obstacle that lies in front of you like it’s sitting between you and a big, juicy plate of bacon. You can get through without being seen. I know it.

Kaiser: I like it when you say nice things about me.

Hatchet: There’s a lot of good things to say, even if you pissed on my carpet. I’m going to mark a safe location as soon as I can find one on everyone’s squad maps. You’ll be able to follow the marker to a safe place when I find one.

Speaking of which, getting to the top of this rocky outcropping would give me a much better view of the surrounding area. But first, I needed to figure out if this bladeface would give me any loot.

I held out my hand in front of the beast’s corpse and was happy to see a window appear that contained loot. There was a bunch of meat on the loot table, which I was dubious about. Did I really want to eat alien meat from an anima construct? I wouldn’t get very far dying of starvation, so I might not have much of a choice. I slipped all the meat into my inventory.

A couple of crafting materials appeared on the loot table, too. A single bone blade and two thick hides transferred across, and I would need to figure out how to turn them into something useful. The bladeface’s bone weapon would make an excellent hatchet blade. My claws were good, but I felt like I needed to live up to my namesake.

A pair of boots on the loot table were better than the ones I had equipped. This gear had an armour value, and the edge of the item window was blue in colour, which looked to equate to the item’s rarity: Uncommon. It increased my strength and constitution, both very different statistics than what EDGE Force had used in previous missions.

But then again, this wasn’t an EDGE Force mission.

Meadow Stompers
Level 1 Uncommon Boots
Upgrade Level 0
Bind on Equip
+2 Armour
+2 Strength
+1 Constitution

The fact that they were Bind on Equip gave me pause. I wasn’t sure what that meant. If I put these on, would I be stuck wearing them for the rest of the contest?

I decided to consult my team.

Hatchet: Does anyone know what Bind on Equip means?

Naginata: I assume it means we can trade gear whenever we want before we equip it, but when we equip it, we can no longer trade it between squad members.

Hatchet: Oh, I thought it meant we were stuck with it until the end of the contest.

Spook: … :’D

Hatchet: Did you just laugh cry emoticon at me?

Spook: They’re called emojis now, grandpa.

I grinned. Spook had actually communicated with us using actual words! I didn’t even really care that she used it to make fun of me.

Hatchet: You’d get along well with my daughter, Spook. You follow Kaiser and get out of whatever trouble you’re in, okay?

Spook: :)

Naginata: Just equip whatever you find that’s better than your starting gear. We need to get as strong as possible. X and I have just noticed that some higher danger level monsters are wandering around with the normal danger level monsters.

Hatchet: If X is in the Reality Benders, and Astrid was killed by the Gargonath, can X see where she was before she was killed?

Naginata: I’ll ask. Hang on.

I hung on, but I also got to work scaling the rocks that the bladeface was still embedded in. I felt a little too exposed here, even though all was quiet. While I lifted myself up from the fourth boulder, another message came through from Naginata.

Naginata: X says that Astrid was in Verdant Hills.

My blood ran cold.

Hatchet: That’s where I am.

Naginata: Then be very careful.

Hatchet: What kind of abilities did Astrid have? Was she a warrior?

Naginata’s response came back about a minute later, and by then, I was almost at the top of the rock formation. There was no way this was natural. This felt like it was the high ground in a video game. It would give me a great view of the world around me, but I would also be exposed if I stood up on the top for too long.

Naginata: Astrid was a dreamwalker. She can spirit walk out of her body when she sleeps, but she doesn’t have any combat abilities. X says that the Gargonath marked her once it saw her, and it didn’t give up until she was dead.

Hatchet: Good to know. I’ll see if I can locate the beast from my new vantage point.

Naginata: Just don’t get seen. If it sees you, it won’t stop until you’re dead.

I crawled out on the rock on my belly, trying to keep my silhouette from attracting unwanted attention from beasts or warriors from the Alarendei Empire. There was no telling who or what might be watching.

This new vantage point only gave me a little better view of the zone in front of me. The rolling hills became vast plainlands, and they ended at that same river I’d seen earlier. Herds of some dark-furred creatures grazed on the grass of the plains, but I couldn’t make out exactly what they were.

Then there was that ruin on this side of the river. There was no telling whether it was crawling with enemies or not, but it looked much more defensible than being out in the open. If we needed to survive overnight, we’d need somewhere to fortify. Building on an existing structure would be easier than building something from scratch.

From my vantage point I could see something standing sentinel in the centre of the bridge that crossed the river that I hadn’t been able to see before. If the herd animals were the size of cattle, then this thing standing in the centre of the bridge was at least double the height of a normal human. It also held a long-handled weapon in its hands, which would give it a considerable reach against anyone approaching it from either direction.

The dark tower was where Macuahuitl had spawned, and now I could see that it was also on the other side of the river from my current location.

I marked the ruins, the bridge, and the herd animals as points of interest. The river was wide and ran swiftly, which meant it would be tough to cross by swimming. We’d need to use the bridge, or maybe build a raft. Whatever that sentinel was, it stood between Naginata, Big Mac, and us on this side of the river.

That bridge sentinel was our main priority, and if my plan worked, we’d need people on both sides of the bridge to pull it off.

Hatchet: Okay, this might sound crazy, but hear me out…


Chapter Six

The plan was simple.

Naginata and Big Mac were on the far side of the bridge, and the rest of us were on this side. If the bridge guardian could only defend one direction at a time, that meant it would be vulnerable while it focused its attention on one side of the bridge. Maybe we could clear this blockade. I’d already marked a bunch of things on our squad map, but I used my squad beacon marker on the bridge. Whenever I looked in that direction, I saw a bright column of light shining up into the blue sky.

I’d seen my son Seth do similar things in open world video games like Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild. It was a vast, expansive world where you could literally go anywhere that you could see. The game designers made it in a way that rewarded you for climbing to high vantage points and seeking out interesting things. It had a very similar mechanic where you could mark something on your map, and a coloured column of light would guide you to whatever cool thing you’d seen.

Just how much knowledge of humanity’s technology did the Alarendei Empire have? Is it possible that they could have deliberately made the interface for this contest based on popular mechanics from real video games? How long had they been here on our planet?

There was no way to know for sure, but the similarities were far too coincidental for my liking. It had been quite some time since I’d kept up to date with current game releases, and I hadn’t worked in the industry for about seven years. That was the equivalent of a few decades in other industries that didn’t move as fast.

As I scrambled down from the stack of boulders, a new notification appeared on the global channel.

Three high-value targets have now spawned. Destroy these targets for useful rewards, and an increase in your squad’s score. All players who take part in the kill will receive a reward if they survive. Only the squad that lands the killing blow will receive a substantial addition to your squad score.
Reminder: The squad with the highest score at the end of each day of the contest will receive an extra reward box.

The three targets are:

a Rancid Shardhide in the Verdant Hills.

a Proud Archfiend in the Soulburn Mountains.

a Starving Umberhorn in the Beastmaw Plains.

I quickly sent a message to the squad.

Hatchet: I’m in Verdant Hills. I’m going to try to find this high-value target before I head to the bridge.

Kaiser: You don’t have to find it. It’s marked on your map.

Hatchet: Whoa, for real?

Kaiser: Just check your map.

I opened the map interface and immediately saw the locations of all three high-value targets. The Rancid Shardhide was to the north of my current location. The other two were far away to the north, presumably both beyond the river, but I couldn’t tell thanks to the fog of war that obscured most of the map.

Naginata: Why would they show everybody where these enemies are? Doesn’t that defeat the purpose? It’s not about who takes the target down, but who it spawns closest to.

Macuahuitl: Dude, it’s like, when you point out the gnarliest wave and everyone paddles out all at once, wanting that epic ride. They don’t give a rat’s arse about anyone else, they just bail in, no chill, ‘cause they want to snag the points, yeah? But the real legends, man, they hang back, scope out the scene, and catch the wave at the primo moment. That’s how you shred it to the max and end up king of the beach.

Hatchet: Altessa stopped Grendel from killing Kaiser back in the temple, but they didn’t numb the pain when that monster’s claws sunk into me. Inter-squad combat is definitely something we need to be wary of. If everyone knows where these enemies are, that will give the other squads an excellent chance to pick off the weakest of us.

Naginata: And if they get rid of us early, they can dominate this whole competition and out-level us before we even have a chance to fight back. We’ll always be on the back foot.

Kaiser: Would you humans really do that to each other?

I laughed.

Hatchet: Buddy, wars have been fought for less than this. Sometimes I think that the whole human race is just one ideological difference away from nuking themselves into oblivion.

The squad chat was awkwardly silent for almost a minute, and by that time I had reached the bottom of the boulders.

Macuahuitl: We have to get swole. Really beef up. If any of those other squads want to throw down, we have to be strong enough to fight back.

Hatchet: The only other people I know in this fight are Bastard and Scythe, and I still don’t trust them.

Naginata: The Starving Umberhorn is just to the north of my location. X will rendezvous with Felix and Willow from his squad, as they’re all pretty close. They’re going to take on the Umberhorn. Should I go with them?

Hatchet: If it’s close, go for it. They were all pretty standoffish back in the temple. If we can work with them and chip away at that icy exterior, then all the better. At least you’ll get a reward if you participate in the fight.

Naginata: X is incredibly strong. I don’t know how they do what they do, but they can convince matter to take other forms. They turned the air into a glass shield to protect against an attack earlier, then turned it back into air.

Macuahuitl: You keep saying ‘they’ – is X non-binary?

Naginata: They are.

Macuahuitl: Sweet. Just thought I’d ask. It’s uncool to make assumptions.

I understood what non-binary meant, thanks to my daughter Lorelei. She was always happy to correct her ignorant old Dad when he made a misstep. Alex, one of her best friends, came out as non-binary about a year ago. Well, almost two years ago now that I’d been in stasis for ten months.

Anger boiled up in my chest, and suddenly my fists clenched shut as the wave of fury rushed through me. Ten fucking months of my life were gone. I’d missed both of my kids’ birthdays. Lorelei would be sixteen already, and I would have missed it. Seth would be ten years old now.

I’d never get that missing time back.

I found myself marching in the direction of the nearest high-value target before I knew what I was doing.

Hatchet: I’m going to check out the Rancid Shardhide. I’ll keep my distance, but if we’re going to win this, we’ll need to take some risks. We need to have faith that the others chosen to fight in this contest will do the same for us. If we don’t trust them, they won’t trust us. We’ll show them we’re all in this together.

Naginata: Yes. You’re right. Perhaps giving the other combatants the chance to reveal their darkest sides on the first day will ultimately benefit us before this is over. We’ll know who we can trust.

Hatchet: We just need to be prepared to fight back.

On my way down from the mountaintop, I sheared some saplings off with my claws and collected the sticks. I slipped them into my inventory, then gathered some long wiry grass from nearby. The system highlighted it as coarse fibre, which meant it had a purpose. I wove strands of that grass together as I walked, keeping my head on a swivel for any incoming threats. The grass soon converted into an item called woven fibre, which I then used to affix the bone blade to a thick sapling to make a brand-new item: the bone hatchet.

To my surprise, I actually got a little bit of experience for crafting the fibre and the weapon, which then glitched out and increased the experience value by 25%. It was nice to know that the anima battery supercharge Miranda Cullen had given me back on Mori Island still worked. If I was killed, and I didn’t plan on allowing that to happen, my experience boost might let me close any gaps caused by untimely death.

The anima I’d absorbed from the bladeface was still in my anima tank, and I didn’t actually have any abilities that used it yet. Or did I? I still hadn’t checked my skills list, so I did that while I walked.

To my surprise, I actually had a pretty robust list of options at my disposal. All of the anima abilities like Forest Strider, Death From Above, and my Anima Grenade were all still there, and they were listed in one section marked as Anima Powers. The double claws and increased anima draw rate were still in effect too. Plus, there was the Balaran Knight armour that I could activate whenever I needed it. Summoning the armour and my claws didn’t cost me anima, it was just something innate that I could do.

There was another section marked as Skills, which used mana as a fuel source, not anima. I had no idea what the difference was, outside of the system treating them both differently. I had a health bar and a mana bar as part of this contest system, and the whole list of skills was totally blank. I figure I’d need to actually get some skills from this contest to be able to use them.

But the fact that I had my anima grenade to draw on was a huge benefit right out of the gate. It had a huge explosive power that could level the playing field against super powerful monsters. I just needed time to charge it up, and enough anima in my tank to power it.

I’d gotten all of these powers from various monsters I’d killed and harvested in the Carpathian Mountains in Romania. Did the Alarendei Empire know about these abilities? They would have to, as they were integrated and itemised inside the Empire’s own interface.

If I was this powerful at first level, just how powerful were the other combatants that were chosen? It seemed strange that only three EDGE Force operatives were chosen as warriors for this fight. Surely EDGE Force had hundreds of competent soldiers. What separated them from us?

Well, Naginata and I had both received blessings from Balaur, the great seven-headed dragon of Romanian folklore. EDGE Force routinely stripped their operatives of power once the missions were done, so maybe none of their warriors caught the eye of the Alarendei Empire. Maybe because our power belonged to us and not to EDGE Force, maybe that’s why we were chosen?

But that didn’t explain Macuahuitl. Big Mac. There had to be more to that story.

I almost went to ask him about it, but I decided against it when I heard the roar of battle coming from nearby, further down the hill.

Something roared, which was answered by another roar. It sounded like I was on the set of a real-life monster movie, which I suppose wasn’t that far from the truth. Back in the real world, I wrote horror novels, but I was still coming to terms with the monsters I’d faced in real life.

I headed through the trees until I came to the edge of the forest. I stayed there while I surveyed the events in progress.

Two warriors were engaged with a great beast with a hide that looked very much like shards of rock. Little openings between the armour plates spewed forth toxic green gas. This had to be the Rancid Shardhide mentioned in the high value target broadcast.

Each of the monsters I’d seen so far had names that included a descriptor – the Ornery Bladeface and now the Rancid Shardhide. It was like the contest gave us some clues about the nature of the more dangerous enemies, so we might anticipate their actions.

The two warriors already facing off against the Shardhide were Lockjaw, the dinosaur-looking guy I’d met earlier, and another woman that appeared to be partially made of slime. Her nameplate showed her as Marilyn Bywater. I’d seen Marilyn back in the Temple of Awakening, but she didn’t look translucent and green back then. Their squad name was displayed under their nameplate: The Monster Squad.

The shardhide reminded me of a giant snub-nosed crocodile with enormous teeth, but with legs held in an upright gait to cross great distances on land. Its colossal tail lashed out and slammed into Marilyn, cutting her in half. Her torso exploded into green slime, and her top half went tumbling to the ground. I thought she was done for, but both halves of her just melted into puddles of green goop before reforming again.

Damn, that was a hell of an ability. Defensively powerful sure, but I couldn’t imagine being made of slime was a very good offensive skill.

Lockjaw lashed out with his claws and his jaws whenever the shardhide gave him an opening, but the big dinosaur man was already looking worse for wear. A green bubble icon next to his name showed a debuff. He’d been poisoned by the shardhide.

Somehow both Marilyn and Lockjaw were already Level 3. Two levels higher than me, and they were having trouble with his high-value target. Hopefully I’d be able to turn the tide of battle. I selected Anima Grenade and equipped it into my anima power slot. I could only select one anima power to use at any given time, which was consistent with how my powers had always operated prior to this Contest of Valour.

I started channelling anima into the palm of my right hand before sending an update to the group.

Hatchet: I’ve found the shardhide and two members of the Monster Squad. I’m going to set the shardhide as my beacon target. Kaiser and Spook, if you’re out there, come and help. The experience gain you’ll get from participating in the fight will be worth it, I’m sure.


Chapter Seven

Forest at my back, sloping plains in front of me, there weren’t a lot of places where other squads might be hiding to get the jump on those who fought the shardhide. My anima tank drained by the second as I poured the energy into my grenade. The palm of my hand sizzled as the power coalesced there.

Lockjaw and Marilyn kept the shardhide at bay the best they could, but it was becoming abundantly clear that unless I helped them soon, they’d both fall to it.

Marilyn’s body reformed every time the shardhide took a swipe at her, but she came back a little frailer each time. It looked like her body reconstituted itself over time, but it was hard for her to get close enough to attack the monster without getting smashed. It didn’t look like she had much in the way of offensive abilities.

Lockjaw was still poisoned and fading fast. He stumbled back on three-toed, dinosaurian feet as the shardhide snapped its jaws around his arm. The monster shook its head, and Lockjaw went flying away from the battle. He pushed himself up from the ground with one arm, but the other stayed cradled against his chest. Marilyn ran over to him with the shardhide in tow.

It would kill both of them if I didn’t intervene. My grenade wasn’t as powerful as it could be, but if I didn’t give Lockjaw and Marilyn the time to regroup, I might be facing off against this thing by myself.

I stepped out of the cover of the forest and yelled a challenge.

“Hey, you ugly bastard, come over here!” The Rancid Shardhide swung its attention towards me.

It lowered its head and ran at me with jaws wide open. Its body didn’t move in a back and forth motion like a lizard. Seth had spent many hours explaining the difference between a lizard’s hips and a bird’s hips, and how they operated differently in dinosaurs. This monster was probably from another planet in the Alarendei Empire, but it very much looked like a dinosaur barreling toward me.

Marilyn smothered Lockjaw’s arm in some sparkling green slime, making his scaly skin knot back together and heal itself. So, Marilyn was a healer too. That was good to know.

I’d never been a sporty guy until I had kids. I still wasn’t, but I knew how to lob a ball to my son when we played catch, and the shardhide’s open mouth was a nice, big target. I drew my arm back, threw the grenade, then started counting down from seven. Seven seconds was all it would take until the anima grenade exploded.

It sailed right into the shardhide’s jaws, which instinctively snapped shut at the detection of the foreign object landing inside. It didn’t stop running towards me, though. A second before the monster reached me, its side blew out, propelling it to the left.

A gout of green gas exploded from the side of the shardhide as the force of the explosion rolled it over. The beast tried to get back onto its feet, but one of its front legs was just gone. The shardhide issued forth one final death rattle as it died.

A notification went out on the global channel.

Hatchet [EDGE Force] has slain the Rancid Shardhide in the Verdant Hills!
250 points have been added to their squad’s total. [EDGE Force] are the current #1 squad on the leaderboard!

You have received a Violet Prize Box! Open it to reveal your rewards.

I left my armour up as both Marilyn and Lockjaw headed my way. I’d helped them out in their time of need, but did I trust them? Not yet.

Lockjaw’s tooth-filled grin made it hard to tell how he was feeling. I still couldn’t get over him joking about eating children. Marilyn had taken on a more human appearance now. Her translucent green body formed into a flowing dress as she walked, and her skin shimmered from green to pink.

“That’s some ability you’ve got there,” I said to Marilyn, but her mouth hadn’t fully formed again yet.

“Thanks for the assist, Hatchet. I’m not concerned about you getting the points over us. We both got Gold Prize Boxes, so we didn’t end up empty-handed,” Lockjaw said, then turned his head towards Marilyn. “Are you okay?”

Marilyn shrugged, then spoke oddly through a half-formed mouth. “It’ll take a while to completely reconstitute what I’ve lost. I’ll need some food to fully recover.”

“Does it need to be cooked?” I asked.

“No, I can use raw food,” Marilyn replied with a hint of scepticism in her voice.

“Here, have this,” I said, then handed a couple of pieces of bladeface meat over to Marilyn.

Her eyes went wide. “Thank you!”

She took the meat without question, then slipped it straight through the surface of her dress, which turned translucent. The flesh began to visibly break down inside her.

“That’s interesting. No need to chew, huh?” I asked.

“Technically, I don’t actually have teeth anymore,” Marilyn said and she prodded her teeth, which bent inwards like gummi candy. “My body breaks down any biological matter I put inside it. Some things take longer than others, but it all eventually gets absorbed.”

Lockjaw laughed, suddenly and triumphantly. “Oh yes, this will do nicely!”

He turned away from us, then blew out a stream of toxic green gas, just like the gas the shardhide had exploded with only moments before.

“You can get abilities from the prize boxes! I just got Rancid Breath!” Lockjaw said. “Breaths out rancid gas, which poisons all enemies in a three-metre cone… Metres? Show me the measurements in Imperial, you cowards!”

I grinned. “I guess even the aliens know that the Metric system is superior.”

“Don’t you start,” Lockjaw said.

“Wow, I got a Shardhide Tooth Charm, which makes me immune to poison!” Marilyn said excitedly.

Immunity to poison would be awesome. Was poison a debuff with a defined end timer on it? Or did you just keep getting hurt until you had some kind of antidote? Lockjaw’s poison debuff had disappeared, so it must have run out by itself.

I figured I better open my own prize box to figure out what I’d received. I got a couple of healing potions and a mana potion, and a notification appeared saying I’d unlocked a new skill.

New Skill: Rancid Claws
Rank 1
Cost 50 mana
Duration: 10 seconds
Coat your claws in rancid poison, giving you a chance to poison enemies you slash with your claws. Enemies with lower constitution scores will take greater poison damage over time.

Ah, so poison definitely did have a defined duration. But the constitution score of the target contributed to how much damage I would do to it.

“I got a skill too,” I said, but this one used mana – not anima.

Finally I had a skill that would use my auto-regenerating mana that this system used. Now I had two different resource pools to call on when I needed to.

Rancid Claws was a brand new contest power I could use at any time without sacrificing my anima power slot from the techniques I’d learned by harvesting enemies. I could just activate this new ability whenever I wanted to, as long as I had enough mana.

There was one more item in the box called a High-Value Flask of Experience. It was tradeable, and when used, would give the user an infusion of experience. I could convert straight anima into experience whenever I needed it, but I could give this to any of my squad mates to help them level up.

“What is your squad up to now?” Lockjaw asked.

“Some big monster is blocking the bridge between this southern part of the plateau and the northern desert,” I said. “Two of our group are stuck on that side, and three are over here. We’re going to try a two-pronged attack to clear the blockade.”

Lockjaw nodded. “Sounds like a plan. We need to head north too. This river cuts across the whole plateau. Anyone who doesn’t survive the night will come back on the other side of the river, back in the Temple of Awakening. Whatever happens, we’re going to need to clear the bridge.”

“Your squad mate Grendel – is he on this side of the river?” I asked.

“Yeah, he’s in the forest over that way,” Lockjaw said and pointed in the direction of where Kaiser and Spook had spawned in.

I quickly opened my chat to send off a warning.

Hatchet: Kaiser, watch your back. Grendel’s apparently in your vicinity.

Kaiser: I know. He’s found our scent. I don’t know how long we’re going to be able to evade him.

“Are you squad leader, Lockjaw?” I asked.

He shook his head. “No, Franklin Gaunt is our squad leader. Why?”

“Because we want to work together with whoever we can here. Your squad is powerful, and so is ours. Adding our strength together only gives us all a better chance of triumphing. But Grendel is trying to hunt down my squad mate, Kaiser, right now. You need to put a stop to it, or message Frank and tell him to intervene.”

Lockjaw lifted a clawed hand and scratched the back of his neck. “I don’t really think that’s my place.”

“Grendel thinks Kaiser is responsible for the torture he suffered at the hands of a biotech research firm called Mnemtech,” I explained.

A look of understanding passed between Lockjaw and Marilyn. Did they just understand what I was saying, or did they know about Mnemtech as well?

Then I thought back to the fact that weird cyborg Robert Forge Jr. was here on the plateau too. He was the son of the guy in charge of Mnemtech. Was he a friend or foe? I’d need to figure that out later. He seemed to recognise me somehow when he stared me down back in the temple. I’d never met the guy before, but he knew exactly who I was and wanted to avoid me.

So far, I had no idea where anyone from Forge’s squad or the Edgebreaker squad were.

“Stay with me here, this is going to sound nuts, but Kaiser and Grendel are actually the same entity brought through into our dimension from an oil painting of a dead cult leader,” I said, then waited for their inevitable dubious reactions.

“Weirder than having your DNA spliced with a Carcharadontosaurus?” Lockjaw asked.

“Or weirder than having your body’s cells become acidic jelly?” Marilyn asked.

I scratched the back of my neck as I tried to find the right words. “I guess not. We’re all weirdos here, by the sounds of it. Anyway, I’m trying to say that your squad mate wants to kill my squad mate, and I really don’t want that to happen.”

“I’m sending Franklin a message now,” Lockjaw said. “He’ll sort it out. He knows a thing or two about anger management.”

“If he doesn’t sort it out, I feel like I need to go give my buddy some back-up,” I said.

Lockjaw and Marilyn shared a look, then nodded in agreement. “We’ll come with you.”

Hatchet: Hang tight, buddy. We’re coming for you. Just hold on.


Chapter Eight

While we moved towards the swampy area Kaiser, Spook, and Grendel were at, I found a way to minimise the map screen and change the opacity. Modern games almost always had some kind of mini-map that appeared in the top right corner of your view, so that’s where I instinctively moved this window. The interface thrust upon us by the Alarendei Empire was surprisingly user-friendly and responsive to thought commands. I was begrudgingly impressed.

Both Marilyn and Lockjaw wanted to stop Grendel from killing Kaiser or Spook, so we played a little game of evasion by proxy. Whenever Grendel changed position, they fed me the information, and I passed that on to Kaiser and Spook. In turn, they used it to stay one step ahead of Grendel to escape his clutches.

We couldn’t share messages through chat with other squads, but there was nothing stopping us from talking face to face. We could coordinate across squads as long as we had one member of each squad physically located together. I felt like that would be important in the days to come. Five squads united would be much more powerful than five squads divided.

According to Kaiser, Grendel was so overtaken with single-focused fury that he was pulling the attention of all the stinky knights that patrolled around the swamp ruins. Kaiser was adamant the enemies were bad stinky, not good stinky. That was an important distinction, apparently.

Soon enough, the ruins came into view, and I was not looking forward to fighting in this place. Thick clusters of mangroves covered the entire swamp, which messed with lines of sight. Combined with the sucking mud that threatened to immobilise us, this was the perfect place to get stuck and die a horrible, messy death we couldn’t escape from.

It wasn’t all bad, though. Pathways of solid ground wove through the mangroves towards a multi-level crumbling ruin. As the map’s fog of war dissipated, I could see the top-down view a lot better. The ruin was mostly rectangular in shape, with only one point we could enter it from ground level. Kaiser and Spook’s markers were inside that ruin, while Grendel remained outside, engaged in a battle we could hear but not see. Savage snarls and wet gurgles rose and fell like they were fighting for dominance.

“We need to use this terrain to our advantage,” I said. “Has Grendel said anything about what he’s fighting?”

“Grendel is not good with his words,” Lockjaw said.

I caught sight of something wandering along one of the raised paths through solid ground. It wore a suit of armour, but the thing inside it was a corpse in the bloating stage of decomposition. The skin was mostly green, but black in places where the necrotic decay had progressed. It held a rusty sword in one hand and a rotten shield in the other. It made a squelching noise as it walked.

A sudden notification on the global channel almost scared the crap out of me.

Jeremy Gilmour [Heartlight Vanguard] has slain the Proud Archfiend in the Soulburn Mountains Zone!
250 points have been added to their squad’s total. [Heartlight Vanguard] are the current #1 squad on the leaderboard!

Heartlight Vanguard was a strange squad name. I had no idea what it meant, but no doubt it had some kind of hidden meaning. My daughter routinely made me realise just how much hidden meaning I didn’t get. The Heartlight Vanguard had that bald woman named Arclight on their team, which was similar, but not the same. Was there a connection there?

Heartlight Vanguard had a score of 390, while EDGE Force had a total score of 305. Somehow we’d racked up an extra 55 points outside of killing the Rancid Shardhide, but I hadn’t received any notifications about how that was calculated. Probably from other squad members killing enemies. Next up was Edgebreaker with 130 points, then Monster Squad with 95, and Reality Benders bringing up the rear with 75 points.

If Edgebreaker or Monster Squad managed to kill one of these high-value targets, they would easily take our spot on the leaderboard.

That was when the Rotknight Crier saw us. I don’t know how, because the corpse had writhing maggot colonies for eyes, but it saw us, nonetheless. It was Level 5, but only had a danger rating of Low. Maybe the danger rating had something to do with both my level and the number of other contest combatants close by? There was so much I didn’t know.

The Rotknight raised its head and bellowed as though it was calling for help. I wanted to smack myself around the head for not realising what the name meant. It was a Rotknight Crier, like a Town Crier. It was made to get the attention of others. To alert them of our presence.

Suddenly, the surface of the swamp began to boil and bubble as a horde of other rotting corpses rose from the stagnant water. This new force was made up of Rotknights, Bloatmages, and Marrowrangers. They outnumbered us at least three to one, and the smell was horrendous. There was nothing good stinky about this lot.

The Rotknights all crawled out of the muck and onto raised ground, but the Bloatmages rose to the surface of the water and stood on it as they wetly chanted incantations through putrescent vocal chords. The Marrowrangers climbed the sides of the mangrove trees and prepared to fire on us with bows and arrows.

“This isn’t good,” I said.

Lockjaw shook his head. “No, this is great!”

He rushed headlong into the battle and got within melee range of the Rotknights. Lockjaw let loose a thick stream of toxic gas, which added a poisoned debuff to all the knights standing on solid ground.

I activated my Balaran Knight armour, flexed my claws, and then joined Lockjaw in battle. Somehow Marilyn could transform her feet into a kind of slime that let her skate over the top of the water like an ice skater, and she set about stopping those Bloatmages from casting.

An arrow slammed into my back from one of the Marrowrangers as I went to take a swipe at a Rotknight. The pain was explosive, somehow finding a gap in my armour, but that wasn’t the most terrifying thing. A poisoned debuff appeared, which drained my health at 2% per second over 30 seconds. By the end of the debuff, I’d be down a whopping 60 percent of my entire health pool, and that was way too close to dying.

Sure, I’d resurrect the next day, but I didn’t want to be the second to die. Astrid McKillop had gone down first because of an unlucky encounter with the Gargonath. She’d start the second day of the contest at a severe disadvantage.

I had a little anima in my tank, and I wasn’t far away from Level 2. I used my blessing to convert that anima into pure experience points, which propelled me to the cusp of Level 2, but not actually over the level threshold. If I was on the brink of levelling, killing one of these monsters would send me over the edge, and hopefully heal me back to full.

I’d based that assumption on nothing aside from remembering my son playing an online MMORPG where if you levelled up during combat, your mana and health were automatically refilled. I wanted to test to see if this was the case in this competition.

If not, I’d have to switch up my strategy to avoid an untimely death.

I slashed my claws into a nearby Rotknight and tore it to shreds. The danger rating of low was right. By themselves, these enemies weren’t much of a challenge. It was when they all attacked together that they became deadly.

I killed the Rotknight by harvesting anima from it, which replenished much of what I’d just used, and sent me up to Level 2.

Congratulations, Hatchet! You’ve reached Level 2!
You now have 3 attribute points to allocate.
You’ve received 1 Skill Token.
You’ve received 1 Gear Token.
You have receive 10 squad points for reaching a new level.

There was no time to get my head around how character progression worked at that moment. I was too busy focusing on how the hell I was going to keep myself from dying. Levelling up had not refilled my health, which meant it was up to me to do it myself. Back in Romania, I’d used the anima stored within myself to heal others. Was there a way I could use that same mechanic to heal myself?

I tried to push anima from my tank into my own body to flush the toxin out, like I was healing someone else, but the target was me. Nothing happened for a moment, but suddenly I felt a cool wave of energy rush through me.

It only countered about half the damage caused by the poison, but it was better than nothing. I earned myself a new skill by doing this called Refresh, which I could only use on myself. Curiously, this actually used my mana and not the anima I had stored in my tank. After this battle was done, I’d try healing Lockjaw or Marilyn to see if I could also learn an external healing skill too.

Lockjaw tore through the masses of Rotknights and used his colossal strength to hurl their armoured corpses at the Marrowrangers in the trees. He didn’t hit them every time, but he interrupted their constant rain of arrows as they had to hide from the flying bodies.

Marilyn used a particularly nasty strategy for dealing with the Bloatmages. One by one, she schlurped her slimy body into whatever open cavity she could find, then expanded herself while inside the bodies of the mages.

The result was messy, explosive, and looked like something out of a B-grade horror movie. Those films always held a special place in my heart, especially when they used practical effects, but something in the back of my mind immediately wondered where Marilyn had learnt she could do such a thing.

I still hadn’t really come to grips with the reality that this dinosaur dude and the slime lady actually existed out there on Earth somewhere before today. Twenty-five warriors were chosen for this contest, but how many more of us altered people existed out there already? Surely there had to be more people who went bump in the night.

An arrow slammed into my shoulder and stuck tight in my glowing armour. I reached up and grabbed it, then pulled it out. It hadn’t even reached my skin this time, which was comforting. There was a great splintering crack where the arrow hit, though, and it took some time for the armour to mend itself. It drained a little of the anima from my tank to repair the crack. I could divert my anima into my armour to repair it if I needed to.

I took more than a few arrows as Lockjaw and I worked through the Rotknights. We racked up experience points, but didn’t have enough time to loot the corpses while we were under attack. I didn’t like Lockjaw throwing the bodies of the Rotknights at the Marrowrangers, because it meant we’d never be able to loot them properly without getting stuck in the swampy mire.

By the time we’d vanquished our foes, we were all looking worse for wear. Marilyn looted what she could from the bodies stuck in the swamp, while I focused on trying to heal Lockjaw. For some reason, this dinosaur hybrid guy seemed to trust me already. He didn’t baulk at me stabbing my claws into his wounds to try to heal them.

“So what’s the story with this whole situation?” Lockjaw motioned to my claws as I pushed anima into the site of a particularly nasty cut on his arm.

“This is a blessing from a cosmic interdimensional dragon with seven heads,” I said without feeling the need to further elaborate. I had a feeling his own story was just as strange.

Lockjaw grinned, exposing his savage teeth the size of kitchen knives even further.

“I daresay we’d all have some stories to tell if we roasted marshmallows over a campfire,” he said. “Me and Marilyn? We go way back. We were both Mnemtech experiments, but we figured out a way to break out. I doubt they ever turned anyone else into slime after Marilyn. She took down their whole operation by sneaking in and out of vents and frying their computers. Bullets just go right through her now, you know.”

“You didn’t say anything when I mentioned Kaiser and Grendel’s Mnemtech connection earlier. Why?” I asked.

Lockjaw shrugged. “As I said, Grendel pretty much just growls and broods. He hasn’t told us anything. It’s not such a surprise now that I think about it.”

“My first mission involved an old Mnemtech base. Both Kaiser and Grendel came from it. But they did something else to Grendel, injected him with something called a relic catalyst, and it warped him into the scary-looking beast he is now. But once upon a time, he was a carbon copy of Kaiser.”

“The relic catalyst was what they used on Marilyn and me too. They said it’s something old, ancient even, and it lets them do whatever they want to the genetic code of their victims. It lets them reprogram people like we’re just pieces of code to be tampered with.” Lockjaw gave a dry laugh. “They called us test subjects, but we were victims.”

At that moment, another notification appeared. I’d unlocked an ability called Minor Heal, which let me restore health and cure small wounds in others. This ability, just like Refresh, used mana instead of anima. Both of these abilities with Rank 1, which meant I’d likely be able to level them up to higher ranks. I pulled my claws out of Lockjaw’s arm, then repeated the process on a huge gash across his chest. This time, he winced as I slipped my glowing claws into his skin.

“I didn’t always look like this,” Lockjaw continued. “Some would say it’s an improvement. But there are some upsides. I’m a hell of a lot harder to kill now, and I never need to wear a costume when I go to Comic-Con.”

My mind circled back around to something I’d said a minute ago, and then I found myself thinking out loud.

“If Grendel is a carbon copy of Kaiser, then he’s still in there somewhere. He’s all twisted up from what Mnemtech did to him, but it’s not Kaiser he needs to be angry at. It’s not actually Kaiser he wants to kill. It’s Mnemtech itself. They’re responsible.”

“You and I both know that there’s a whole team of Mnemtech goons here on the plateau with us,” Lockjaw said.

Marilyn joined us just in time to expand on this line of thought. “Two of Robert Forge Senior’s heavy hitters were chosen for this contest, too. Jeremy Gilmour and Isaac McMillen are here with Robert Forge Junior, no doubt as his bodyguards. Isaac came really close to killing me before I helped Lockjaw escape the Mnemtech facility we were locked inside.”

“Gilmour is Forge’s right-hand man,” Lockjaw continued. “He’s been hunting me for years down in the Louisiana swamps. Where else can a face like this blend in, huh?”

“So if Grendel wants revenge, we need to point him at Mnemtech. Not Kaiser.” My tone was firm. If Grendel managed to kill Kaiser he would be resurrected, but I didn’t want him to go through that. It wasn’t just that Kaiser would end up behind on the levelling front - I didn’t want Kaiser to have to go through that terror.

Lockjaw nodded. “Right.”

Then, a message came through from Kaiser on the chat.

Kaiser: We found a dungeon at the bottom of the ruins. You have to pass through this weird mist barrier before you go inside, and it warned us that only squad members can access the same instance of the dungeon. I don’t even know what that means, but I think we’re safe from Grendel for now. He hasn’t followed us in. He almost got us. My leg hurts.

Hatchet: Okay, buddy. I’m coming in there after you. I just got a healing skill, so I’ll fix you up. You should be safe for now, especially if the instance is locked to your squad mates.

Kaiser: This place looks dangerous. Come quickly.

I relayed this information to Lockjaw and Marilyn and they also didn’t know what an instance was, so I explained.

“This whole place is pretty much a gigantic video game, and instances are kind of like mini universes separate from the overworld. Separate from everything. I can walk through the mist and into the dungeon to find Kaiser and Spook, but if you all rush into the same dungeon, through the same door, you’ll only be able to see people from your own squad in your own version of the dungeon. We can both be clearing the same dungeon at the same time, but different instances of it. It’s how multiplayer online games can have lots of people doing the same dungeon without having groups competing for kills or overwhelming under-tuned enemies with Zerg Rush tactics.”

Lockjaw blinked at me. “Are you even speaking English right now?”

Marilyn smiled and patted Lockjaw on the back. “Don’t worry, I understood it. You just bite anything that moves, big guy. Trust me.”

“You know I will, sugar.”

“Think about chess,” Marilyn continued. “The rules are two opposing sides with limited resources. Imagine the chaos if someone suddenly added a third force to the game. It wouldn’t be fair anymore. The game can only be played within those established rules. Instanced dungeons follow that same logic. The Alarendei Empire only wants squads to be able to face the dangers within those dungeons alone. They don’t want other squads helping out. It’s about control.”

“Those fuckers,” Lockjaw growled.

“It’s fine,” I said. “We need to understand the rules of this game to be able to break them. Plus, once Kaiser, Spook and I clear the dungeon, we can share our intel with you so you guy can go in armed with knowledge of how to beat it.”

Lockjaw grinned. “Then we should probably get you into the ruins.”

“We’ll get Grendel away from here if we can,” Marilyn added.

“If we get separated, remember the bridge over the river. That’s where my squad will be going after this,” I said.

After looting as many enemies as we could, we continued on through the swamp.


Chapter Nine

There were a few more packs of disgusting bloated corpses walking around between us and the ruins. Occasionally there would be one enemy within the pack who had a higher danger rating and some modifier before the front of its name, but together we triumphed over everything that stood in our way. I converted anima into experience points and hit Level 3, which gave me another 3 attribute points, along with another skill and equipment token to use when I had a chance to do so.

The loot wasn’t great for the most part, but higher danger enemies always gave something a little better, or in greater quantities. Lockjaw and Marilyn got a few pieces of gear, and we all received some crafting components. I hadn’t seen anything in the way of firearms or ammunition yet, and I wondered if they were even part of this contest.

All previous EDGE Force missions had started with a loadout of at least a pistol and an edged weapon, but there had been no guns at all this time around. My pistol even had its own signature name—Ironbark—and I missed having it strapped to my thigh. I’d never been a gun guy, but I definitely missed my sidearm.

Time and weather had reduced the ruins to nothing more than some free-standing walls and courtyards that were grown over with moss and low-lying plants that rose between the cobblestones. At least that’s what we were led to believe. If this was all manufactured for the contest, it was probably all bullshit.

My apprehension grew as we approached, unsure if Grendel would launch an attack on us. Lockjaw and Marilyn assured me that Grendel was stationary. He wasn’t dead, though. I knew that for sure. If he’d perished, an announcement would have gone out on the global announcement channel.

We crossed the threshold of the ruins and walked into the space where Grendel supposedly was. A horde of corpses surrounded the whimpering, slumped over form of Grendel. There were two rusty swords stuck in his flank, and arrows peppered his hide. Some of them had broken shafts, like he’d tried to pull them out with his teeth. He made eye contact with me and immediately sprang back to his feet despite the pain he was obviously feeling. The fur on Grendel’s back stood up in a ridge as he growled.

“Easy,” Lockjaw said as he approached the wounded Grendel. “We’ve just killed a bunch of these things with Hatchet’s help. He’s not here to hurt you. None of us are.”

Grendel turned his attention to Lockjaw and snarled a challenge.

“You don’t want to fight us,” Lockjaw said in an even, gentle voice. Well, it was as gentle as he could manage, anyway. “We’re your squad mates. Marilyn, me, Franklin, and Quinn. We need to work together, Grendel. Both Marilyn and Hatchet have healing skills, and they can heal you. But we’re going to need to pull those things out of you first.”

This sent Grendel into a frothing rage. He launched himself at me with his mismatched jaws opened wide. I braced myself for impact, but Lockjaw shoulder charged Grendel mid-leap. The beast flew off his trajectory and went rolling away, the swords and arrows making him move awkwardly. Painfully.

Grendel flipped over and tried to come at me again like he could ignore the pain, but his feet were stuck to the ground, held in place by green slime. Marilyn was a puddle underneath Grendel, and Lockjaw had knocked him right into her! Damn, those two made a great team.

“Calm down, Grendel!” Marilyn said from a mouth that formed in her centre mass, right below Grendel.

Grendel fought against his restraints, but an odd change came over him. His eyelids started to droop, and the fight went out of him little by little. Slime stretched up his limbs and covered over the wounds on his paws and lower legs. Was Marilyn pacifying him somehow?

“Come on Hatchet, we need to do this while Grendel’s incapacitated,” Lockjaw said, and I followed.

Lockjaw got started on the nasty business of pulling the swords and arrows out of Grendel while I used my healing skills to keep him alive through the process. Every time Lockjaw pulled another arrow free of Grendel’s hide, the hurt creature would snarl and thrash out of his stupor, but Marilyn kept him in place. His wounds knit together under my healing hands.

The colour of Grendel’s hide was remarkably similar to Kaiser’s. It was black and gold in relatively the same pattern, aside from the places where Grendel’s form had been twisted into something more than dog. I used up a lot of mana throughout the healing process, but the last two swords stuck in his side were the worst. Lockjaw had to yank on them hard to pull them free, and a nasty gout of black ichor rushed out of the wounds along with bright red blood.

“Poisoned swords,” Lockjaw said with disdain. “Just do what you can for him, Hatchet. If the shock of pulling those weapons from his hide hasn’t killed him, Grendel is more resilient than I thought.”

I used up the last of my mana to heal this poor creature. Up close, the similarities between him and Kaiser were impossible to ignore. Grendel and Kaiser were the exact same entity until Mnemtech twisted Grendel into an anima hunter. I knelt next to Grendel’s head as I pushed the last of my mana into him. I looked into his eyes and saw the same fear that I had seen in Kaiser’s eyes when I took him to the vet for the first time.

“You’re in there, aren’t you?” I asked. “The same cheeky, stubborn, loveable mutt that I call family. It’s not too late, Grendel. We could be your friends too if you’ll let us. We’re not the enemy. Mnemtech is, and they’re here on the plateau.”

Grendel let loose a forlorn groan at this, closing his eyes tight to try and shut me out. Then his eyes snapped open, blazing with fury.

“I can’t hold him any longer!” Marilyn said as she had to let go.

Grendel immediately got back to his feet, shook his head, and then snarled. He took one step toward me and bared his mismatched fangs in a threat display. I held my breath and thought for sure he was going to lunge at me, but he turned around and ran out of the ruins and away from his squad mates.

Lockjaw called after him, but Marilyn stayed in puddle form to recuperate.

“Are you going to be okay?” I asked.

Her face floated across her surface. “Yeah, I just need to rest. Going into puddle mode is hard, and forming strong grips is even harder. I’ll be okay soon.”

“At least he didn’t try to kill me, so I consider that progress,” I said.

“Go to your friends in the dungeon,” Lockjaw said. “We’ll meet you at the bridge later. By then, I hope Grendel realises that we’re all on the same side.”

I nodded, then headed into the ruins. I sent Kaiser and Spook a quick message to ask if there was anything I needed to watch out for, but they had already cleared out most of the enemies. There were some traps that used pressure plates as triggers in the ruins though, so I would need to watch my step.

The ruins weren’t entirely devoid of monsters as I searched for the dungeon entrance. I came across a couple of Rotknights wandering the crumbling corridors before finding the mist-covered door that led into the dungeon proper. I used my Rancid Claws to take the enemies down, and they were much easier to deal with when fought one-on-one.

The mist-covered doorway was unlike anything I’d ever seen. The mist roiled and flowed in thick billowing blankets within the threshold of the stone arch, almost as though it was liquid. I couldn’t see anything through it, not even a glimpse of what lay on the other side. I stepped into the archway and almost expected the mist to resist me, but it didn’t. My vision went dark as I passed through but returned once I’d made it to the other side.

A notification appeared.

Now entering: Mistbegotten Crypt

A rectangular stone room sprawled out in front of me, and true to its name the ground was covered in a layer of thin mist that moved as I walked through it. Torches burned in sconces on the other side of the wide room, and I idly wondered who had lit them. If this place had been abandoned for thousands of years, had someone from the Alarendei Empire gone around to all these dungeons and lit the torches before the game started?

My Balaran Knight armour illuminated the area directly around me in an ambient green glow, so I didn’t need to grab any of those torches, but I did need to find my friends.

Hatchet: I just entered the dungeon. Where are you guys?

Kaiser: Spook found a secret room and we’re trying to figure out a puzzle. There’s an elevator at the back of the first chamber. Take it down and we’ll meet you.

The elevator was exactly where Kaiser said it would be. It was made of stone and inset into the wall. I stepped inside, and then pulled the lever, which immediately sent the elevator down deeper into the ruins. It came to a soft stop, and I was glad to see Kaiser and Spook waiting for me. Mist also covered the floor of the chamber beyond.

“Hey sorry I’m late, but I’m glad you two are safe,” I said as I stepped into the stone chamber.

Kaiser whimpered in relief and licked my hand. I used what little mana had regenerated to heal Kaiser’s wounds, which didn’t look too serious. Spook walked straight into the elevator without saying a word. I traded the experience boost potion to Kaiser, and he used it immediately.

“Hey, where are you going?” I asked.

Spook rolled her eyes at me as she pulled the elevator lever again. Then she jumped out of the elevator as it returned to the top of the ruins.

“Did you just strand us down here?” I asked with annoyance in my voice.

Spook rolled her eyes at me again, then motioned to the empty well left behind after the elevator’s departure.

There was a chamber hidden in the back of the lift well.

“Whoa,” I said.

“Game designers love to mess with you,” Spook said.

I blinked in surprise at the sound of her voice. It was quiet, but confident.

“So they hid this chamber where they thought nobody would look for it,” I said.

“No, they hid it in the place where someone like me would absolutely look for it,” Spook said with a grin. “There’s a puzzle in here we need two pairs of hands for. Kaiser tried, but sometimes you need thumbs.”

Kaiser whined in disappointment at that, but I ruffled his fur.

“You have other gifts,” I said.

Kaiser barked once. Yes.

Spook took my hand and tugged on my arm to follow her into the chamber. “Come. Elevator’s safe. We’ve already walked through it once.”

I followed Spook into the elevator well, which was also full of mist, and something depressed under my foot as I landed. A whirring, grinding sound came from above us as the elevator mechanism let go. The stone elevator came hurtling down straight towards us. I grabbed the back of Spook’s jumpsuit and wrapped an arm around Kaiser’s shoulders before I launched us all forward.

The elevator slammed into the lift well a second after we were clear.

“Sorry for being rough,” I said and got back to my feet.

“What the hell! That didn’t happen the last time Kaiser walked through there!”

“Maybe there was a weighted trigger or something in the floor,” I offered. “I’m a bit heavier than you lot. Or maybe the dungeon is smart enough to not engage traps that would stop progression. You needed me to solve a puzzle, right?”

Spook nodded.

“Then the dungeon might have known it would trap you and Kaiser down here if it triggered that trap.”

“We’re dealing with crafty game designers, then. It could be a simple weight threshold trap, or it could have hidden parameters to trigger. I personally doubt it’s the second scenario, as most other dangers have been well telegraphed so far. I feel like everything in this dungeon and this game is a test.”

“Like what?”

“All the knights, mages, and rangers we faced left wet trails behind them, so Kaiser and I could figure out their patrol routes. Plus, putting the lever that controls the elevators right near the entrance made me think we should try sending it back up. Maybe there was a clue we missed in the lift well when we passed through. Something under the mist.”

I dusted myself off, and we headed towards an ornately carved statue sitting at the back of the chamber.

“Well there’s no going back that way now.”


Chapter Ten

The statue at the back of this hidden chamber drew my attention, but I had a sneaking suspicion that it was designed to do just that. There had to be something in this room that the statue was trying to redirect our attention away from.

“Have you two checked the room for traps and other mechanisms?” I asked.

Spook shook her head. “I figured hiding the room behind an elevator was the gimmick, but you might be right. There could be something else here.”

“Can you smell anything strange, Kaiser?” I asked.

Dogs had a sense of smell forty times stronger than that of a human, and Kaiser always followed his nose with gusto. No matter what trouble it got him into.

Kaiser: Wait, yes. There’s a different smell here. Like some kind of pungent plant, but there’s nothing growing in this chamber.

“That means there’s something hidden in this chamber too,” Spook said. “Where’s the smell coming from?”

Kaiser sniffed the air, then started an investigatory trek around the perimeter of the room. While he searched, I approached the strange statue and really inspected it for the first time. It was like looking at a naked mannequin in a shopping centre. It was all smooth lines and nondescript features. Even the face was blank, with slightly recessed stone where the eyes should be and a smooth surface in place of a mouth. It stood on two very human legs, with both arms held out in front as though it was waiting for something to be placed there.

“Is that meant to be a person?” I asked.

Spook shrugged. “Not sure. I thought it might be one of the Architects Altessa talked about. This was probably here before the empire came, and the empire has co-opted it for their contest.”

“Are we sure about that? If they could dematerialise us and store us for ten months before reconstituting us here, what’s stopping them from fabricating dungeons like they fabricate monsters?”

“Hmm,” Spook said. “Yeah, I don’t know. You could be right. Anyway, the reason we needed you to come down here is the statue’s arms. They move independently, but I think we need to open the arms at the same time to complete this puzzle. Do you see the glyphs on the walls?”

I hadn’t noticed them before because of the low lighting, but now that Spook had pointed them out, it was clear they had to be a clue. Square bricks showed various images on the walls. They were arranged in a pattern that stretched around the whole circumference of the room—one large brick in the centre, with other smaller bricks encircling it.

The larger brick in the centre of each repeating pattern showed a crude image of a nondescript human form, which had to represent the statue. Each of these bricks had the arms pointing in different directions. One showed the figure with its arms opened wide, and the next showed the same figure with one arm up and one arm down, then one arm held to the hips and one arm pointing to the side.

Each of these large bricks was surrounded by sixteen small bricks, which displayed random images of open and closed doorways, stairways, swords, a swirl of mist, and skulls. There was no discernible pattern to the surrounding bricks that was immediately apparent.

“The problem is, if you move one arm without the other, bad guys fall from the ceiling,” Spook added. “Every time you mess it up, a random number of bad guys fall down. Last time we had to take on three at a time, and I doubt Kaiser and I could manage more than that, so we told you to come here.”

“You’re too small to move both arms at once anyway, so the gestures you can reproduce are few and far between. I have a feeling the blank human figure relates to whatever happens when you move the statue. What did you do when the first bad guy fell?”

“Well, I think we just need to open the arms, because see above this guy with the open arms, it has an open door? If we open the arms up, we can open the door. Like, the statue is seeing the open door.”

“Okay, but can you tell me what you did to first spawn the enemies?”

Spook frowned. I got the distinct impression that she didn’t like her theories being questioned. “I lifted the left arm up, and two enemies fell from the ceiling. A bloatmage and a rotknight.”

I walked around the room almost mirroring Kaiser’s investigation into that herbal smell and looked for glyphs that showed the statue with the left arm raised and the right arm bent in front with its hand outstretched.

Each of these glyphs had a small open doorway above the statue’s head and a skull directly above the raised left arm. There was also a sword immediately to the right of the other arm in the neutral position.

“I think you activated this,” I said and motioned for Spook to look. “See the skull and the sword? I think the bloatmage is the skull, and the sword is the rotknight. You’ve unknowingly activated this. We just need to find which gesture is going to open the doorway. We need to find one that has both arms pointing at open doors.”

Spook’s eyes widened and a blush rose on her cheeks. “Right, okay, I’ll start searching.” She mumbled under her breath as she walked away. I heard words like idiot, stupid, and loser repeated during her mutterings.

That’s when Kaiser barked from behind us. He’d come to a stop almost halfway down the opposite wall.

Kaiser: I found the source of the smell. It’s coming from behind here. Behind the wall.

“Do you smell any bad guys back there?”

Kaiser barked twice. No.

“So there’s something behind that wall. We should try to find a solution to the puzzle rather than force our way in. People who run games like this don’t like it when you break the rules. Besides, I don’t have any anima left in my tank to form an anima grenade. We need to find what gesture will open a doorway for us. Spread out and let’s find it.”

My mana had regenerated about halfway. However, I was a bit concerned about the regeneration rate. I’d need to be wary of my resource consumption when using mana abilities during combat.

We all looked around the room for a gesture permutation where both hands pointed towards the open door symbols, and we found it eventually. This one required us to raise the right arm at an upward diagonal angle and have the left arm pointing downward and to the side, in the complete opposite direction. I lifted the right arm up. Spook aimed the left arm down, as she’d never be able to raise an arm all the way up because of her height.

Something clicked and whirred after we held the arms in that position for a few seconds. The wall that Kaiser had found a few minutes before slid into the floor, leaving a dark and open doorway for us to enter. There was no light beyond the threshold, and I held my breath as I waited for something to rush out at us.

Nothing came, so I pulled a torch from a sconce in this room to bring into the new chamber. I motioned for Spook and Kaiser to wait in the puzzle room as I investigated.

Light bloomed around me, dancing in shades of red and green as the light of the flame mingled with the green glow of my Balaran Knight armour. A chest sat at the far end of the darkened corridor, and it definitely felt like a trap. A foolhardy person might rush ahead thinking they’ve solved a riddle, but it felt way too much like bait.

All I could use at that moment were my healing spells and my Rancid Claws. I had enough mana for a heal or two, but all the skills I had were useless in this situation, so I improvised.

I threw the torch down the hall towards the chest. It landed unceremoniously on the stone floor and again, nothing came lurching out of the darkness towards us. Could it really be this simple?

It was day one of the contest, so maybe they were keeping the more treacherous traps for the next few days. This whole situation felt like when I’d played Dungeons & Dragons when I was a younger man. Our whole group was so terrified of springing an unseen trap that it took us half an hour to open a doorknob that had absolutely nothing special about it. I swallowed nervously before heading toward the chest. I waited for something to spring out at me, but nothing ever came. I picked the still-lit torch up again and continued.

The chest lid opened easily, and a loot table appeared, showing the contents. It contained three pieces of gear: Butcher’s Gloves, a Spiked Collar, and Mist Ghost Pantaloons. The gloves gave a bonus yield to butchering animals for their meat, the spiked collar reflected a percentage of damage back at attackers, and the pants increased evasiveness, with a 5% chance to fade into mist for 10 seconds when receiving damage. It certainly felt like these pieces of gear were tailor made for us.

The equipment was accompanied by an assortment of crafting materials like twine, supports, adhesive, and honed edges. Three ration packs waited for us too, which was a good thing. I hadn’t realised how hungry I was until I was reminded of the existence of food.

On previous EDGE Force missions, their augment did something to our body’s normal functions. We didn’t get hungry or thirsty in the same way as we normally would, and being tired was a thing of the past. It didn’t seem like those regular old human trappings were disabled in this competition, and I hadn’t eaten a damn thing since we’d awoken.

“Is it safe?” Spook asked.

“Sure is. There’s some gear for us here,” I said as I handed the pantaloons to Spook.

She took them with a grimace. “Oh no. Are those puffy pants? And they’re made of parachute silk? What am I, a dumb ancient 90s rapper?”

“Look at the stats. They’re going to help you stay alive, and even negate some damage, so it doesn’t matter what they look like.”

Spook sighed, but she equipped them. “Ugh, I look like a reject background dancer from a Vanilla Ice music video.”

“How do you even know who Vanilla Ice is?”

“He’s a meme. Plus, Ice Ice Baby was a thing on TikTok for a while.”

“Ah, right.”

Kaiser took the collar and equipped it immediately. On our last mission, he’d accessed a skill that permanently reflected a percentage of incoming damage back at attackers, so this was familiar territory.

“Maybe we’ll find a way to get your reflected damage to stack,” I suggested.

Kaiser: Yes, and if we can find some health regeneration armour, I can negate the incoming damage that way.

That comment took me by surprise. I’d known Kaiser was smart, sure, but he understood these skill mechanics and mathematics? It was no wonder he’d gotten frustrated at having to use pre-recorded buttons to say stilted phrases when his mind worked at the same speed as ours.

I equipped the Butcher’s Gloves. They still came with stat-boosting values along with the extra butchering efficiency.

Kaiser: Where are the herbs? I can still smell them.

I looked around. There was nothing on the walls, and nothing hanging from the ceiling.

“I don’t know, buddy. I didn’t see any,” I said.

Kaiser sniffed the chest, then stood up and peered inside. He whined, barked twice for no, then circled around the chest. He growled from behind the chest.

Kaiser: It’s behind here! Whatever it is, it’s so much stronger here. I think I can-

Kaiser’s nails scraped along the stone floor as he tried to dig into the wall. I almost told him to stop when I noticed the wall behind the chest begin to shimmer. Kaiser stood on his back legs and scratched at the wall, which suddenly gave way under his touch.

Kaiser: What the?

The wall behind the chest was illusory. It had just enough substance to make us think it was there but gave way at the slightest effort. The chamber beyond was wider than the treasure chest corridor, and the mist that covered the ground rushed in from our hallway.

“Whoa, these guys have obviously played From Software games,” Spook said, shaking her head. “Hidden passages underneath elevators, and illusory walls behind treasure chests? That doesn’t bode well for how difficult this dungeon’s boss is going to be, though.”

“What’s the software from?” I asked, still focused on the mist. It behaved strangely, like it was liquid rather than a gas, and drawn into the next room by something.

Spook laughed. “No, it’s the name of a game development company. They’re called From Software. They make all the Soulsborne games, which are notoriously difficult, and the game developers enjoy messing with players by faking out their usual expectations.”

I shook my head, still not really getting it. Spook’s exasperated sigh made me feel so old that I might crumble to dust at any moment.

“You’ve played games, right?” Spook asked.

“Played them? I used to help design them. I just never really had time to play any modern stuff since my kids were born.”

“Dark Souls? Bloodborne? Sekiro? Elden Ring? Do any of these games ring a bell?”

“Yeah, my son Seth wouldn’t shut up about Elden Ring right before we got disintegrated for this whole thing. I never played it myself. Too busy figuring out these new powers.” I flexed my glowing claws for effect.

“It’s incredibly difficult. All From Software’s games are, but they’re fair once you understand the language of their design. And I think I’m starting to understand what’s happening here.” Spook grinned a manic smile, and I delighted in seeing her open up. This was clearly something she was both passionate and knowledgeable about. “This isn’t just a contest. It’s an evaluation. The Alarendei Empire are assessing our puzzle-solving ability as well as our combat prowess.”

“I doubt that’s all they’re assessing,” I said.

Kaiser: If they’re figuring us out already, then they’ve got another four days to counter whatever weaknesses they find.

I grinned. “That works both ways, buddy. We’ve got four days to figure out their weakness, too.”

“If they’re using games from our world as a template for their contest, then I’ve got some ideas on how we can test out the boundaries of their knowledge,” Spook said.

“But first, we need to clear this dungeon. What’s going on with this mist?”

It rushed into the room from our hallway. I stepped across the threshold into the next chamber, using my glowing armour and the torch as light sources.

The source of the herbal smell Kaiser mentioned earlier became obvious. A cluster of prickly-leafed bushes sat in the centre of the room, growing through deep brown soil in the middle of shattered stones. I could only see the soil because the bushes were sucking the mist in like a barfly with a pint of lager at ten in the morning.

The name of the dungeon flashed back into my head. The Mistbegotten Crypt. What properties did these plants have that gave them the power to absorb the mist? And was there anything we could do to take on those same properties?

I approached the bushes and shot a look back at Spook.

“You should be safe. They’ve faked you out with a dummy treasure, which was locked behind a puzzle. They wouldn’t pull a triple fake-out, surely,” Spook said, but the last word wavered as though she didn’t quite believe it herself.

I reached out and tore one of the leaves free, but it crumbled to dust, which slipped through my fingertips. A deep rumbling sensation spread out under my feet, causing the ancient stones to tremble and shift as they rose from the ground.

A hand made of an amalgamation of dirt-covered roots, vibrant green moss, and eerie glowing fungi slammed into the cobblestones as a strange entity struggled to haul itself out of the floor. The bushes rose on the back of something enormous, something that had a bear skull sitting between massive stony shoulders. Within the hollow eye sockets of the skull, a luminous glow of pale green anima flickered to life.

I’d seen something very similar back in Romania, and I knew what this was before the nameplate showed up. I swallowed nervously as my fears transformed into tangible reality.

This boss monster’s name was Mistbegotten Leshy.

“I guess I was wrong,” Spook said from beside me in a small voice. “There’s another thing From Software does really well, and that’s hiding deadly bosses where you least expect them.”


Chapter Eleven

Despite having seen a couple of leshies in action, I’d never actually fought one before. They were creatures made of rocks, vines and dirt, fuelled and held together by anima. The ones under Balaur’s influence in Romania had burning green anima running through them. This Mistbegotten Leshy didn’t. The eyes twinkled with fading green light, sure, but it wasn’t pure Balaran anima. Was the energy that flowed through this one some simulacrum devised by the Alarendei Empire for the purposes of this game?

The bushels of flora on the leshy’s back sucked in the mist as it rose from the ground, and I swore at myself internally. I really should have figured out my skills, my stat points, and used my upgrade tokens before facing a boss, but I’d make sure that happened once we defeated this one.

“We’ve seen these before,” I said to Spook. “Never fought one, but I’ve seen them. Anima or mana or whatever the Empire calls it holds their components together, but I can suck anima right out of enemies as long as I can get close enough.”

The Mistbegotten Leshy slammed a fist into the stone floor, which sent a wave of force rocketing towards us. I crossed my arms over my chest and tried to weather the blow, but the strength of the attack sent me stumbling backwards. Spook and Kaiser tumbled away from the force of the blow, too.

Spook grunted as she got back to her feet. “A slam attack. As long as we sidestep that whenever it happens, we should be able to avoid it. Kaiser, your new ability will come in handy in this fight. Just wait until the right time to use it.”

“New ability?” I asked.

Kaiser: It’s pretty sweet, but I won’t ruin the surprise. Let’s spread out so it can only attack us one at a time.

“No, I’ll take its focus,” I said. I didn’t like the idea of Kaiser or Spook taking a hit from this thing if I could stop it from happening.

Kaiser: Don’t be stupid. Spook is strong, and so am I. We were all chosen as warriors for this, not just you.

“Okay,” I said reluctantly.

Kaiser was right. I wasn’t the only one chosen for this contest. Kaiser grinned a big goofy dog smile at me, then he ran around the side of the leshy as it pulled its hand free of the stone, sending dirt and debris flying.

The monster immediately went on the attack. It swiped that same massive arm at me, leaving a trail of mist in its wake. The mist billowed out, cutting off my visibility. The leshy had sucked up all the mist from the room at the start of the encounter, but now it was using it as a weapon against us.

I rolled out of the way of the attack and right into the lingering mist it left behind. My vision was obscured, but I heard the massive footfalls crunching on stone as the leshy moved. Was it heading towards me or away from me?

I ran in the opposite direction and emerged from the mist just in time to see the leshy form a massive fist and swing it at Spook. She held her hands up in front of herself as though she meant to block the attack with her bare hands.

Spook screamed, and a pulse of energy radiated out from her hands. The leshy’s fist struck the energy, and to my shock, Spook caught the punch in mid-air before it hit her. Spook panted hard as though the ability took a considerable toll on her, so I jumped into the fray again with my bone hatchet in hand. The leshy’s limbs were held together by vines. Without those, it had to lose some of its power. I focused on hacking through as many vines as possible while also ducking out of the way of any blows it tried to land on me.

Bits of dirt and rocks came free of the leshy’s right arm as I severed an important vine. One of its fingers crumbled and fell to the floor as well. I felt something moving over my feet and looked down a second too late. Vines grew out of the cracks in the floor and took hold of me.

I reached down and tried to sever the vines around my feet, but the leshy wound up for another strike. Its glowing eyes settled on me as it struck. I tried to send a wave of anima through my Balaran Armour to bolster it, but I didn’t have any anima left in my tank.

I took the blow square in the chest, shattering the plates of armour which protected my sternum and ribs. The impact flattened me against the ground, but the vines still held my legs in place, making it almost impossible to get enough leverage to rise to my feet again.

Kaiser arrived and ripped the vines from the ground with his teeth. Spook screamed at the leshy and threw a punch at the massive creature from a distance. A wave of force flew out of Spook’s fist and slammed into the leshy’s chest, causing dirt and rocks to go flying. It was some kind of long-range telekinetic punch.

Damn, this kid really was strong.

I let my bone hatchet clatter to the floor as I energised my clawed gauntlets and stabbed them into the vines around my feet. I drew on the anima inside them, which caused the vines to wither and die. It also deposited a nice bit of anima into my tank.

The leshy wouldn’t do well against an anima grenade. I had enough anima now to fuel a small one, but even a low-powered anima grenade would turn the tide of this fight. I sent a message to Kaiser and Spook in chat.

Hatchet: I’m free. I’m going to throw an anima grenade at this big bastard, but I need some time to charge the grenade up. Give me half a minute, and we should be able to end this.

Kaiser: Time to show you what I’ve learned. Are you ready to do that thing we talked about, Spook?

Spook: You know it.

Kaiser launched himself away from me and into the mist. I channelled anima into my palm, which burned as I did so. This ability was powerful, maybe even a little too powerful. As long as I had enough time to charge it up, there wasn’t much that stood a chance against me. Having a good team take the boss’s focus away from me was a game changer.

Somewhere beyond the curtain of mist, Spook yelled. While I tried to look through the mist, it shuddered in a wave as another telekinetic pulse radiated out from Spook. When the mist flowed around me, I swear I could feel it landing and sinking into my skin. I lifted the gauntleted hand that wasn’t currently channelling a grenade and tried to draw on the mist. To my surprise, wisps of mist started to suck inwards towards my clawed gauntlet!

My anima tank total didn’t rise as quickly as when I drew anima directly from an enemy, but the small refill was welcome. One hand felt cool as the mist flowed into it, and my other hand burned with the force of the anima grenade swelling with power.

That’s when I saw that Spook had both arms stretched out to her sides, and the leshy’s limbs were stretched wide in the same manner. It struggled against whatever Spook did to it, scrambling its stumpy stone and vine legs on the ground.

Suddenly Kaiser zoomed in at incredible speed. He shot forward like a hound possessed. His shadow was followed by a purple echo, and a second after he passed by the leshy’s leg, the vines snapped. Rocks and dirt tumbled onto the ground as the limb crumbled from beneath the leshy. The monster immediately broke free of Spook’s grip as her focus faltered, then slammed the ground, sending out another wave of force.

The slam attack hit Spook like a freight train, and she spun through the air like a ragdoll before slamming into the chamber’s far wall.

My anima grenade wasn’t as large as I would have liked to guarantee a victory, but it was big enough. As the leshy tried to get upright again, I threw the grenade, which landed on its back. The grenade bounced and rolled before coming to rest in a knot of vines and dirt. The leshy tried to cross the room towards Spook, but Kaiser grabbed her by the collar of her jacket and pulled her out of harm’s way.

Seven seconds after I threw the grenade, it exploded.

Bits of dirt, stones, and plant matter scattered all throughout the chamber. A victory message appeared.

Congratulations! You’ve located and defeated the secret boss of the Mistbegotten Crypt!
You have received 300 experience points.

That second line suddenly flickered, and the total jumped by 25% to 375 experience points.

You have received a Secret Boss Prize Box!
Enjoy the spoils of your victory, champions.

This message was accompanied by a contest-wide announcement.

[EDGE Force] members Hatchet, Kaiser, and Spook, have killed a secret boss enemy in the Mistbegotten Crypt dungeon in the Festergut Swamp. Team [EDGE Force] have earned 250 points and is now the number 1 squad on the leaderboard!

“Hell yeah!” I said. “Damn, it feels good to be back on top.”

Kaiser lifted a paw, and we gave each other an obnoxious high five.

Spook just rolled her eyes at us as she grabbed her midsection. There was no blood, but she’d taken a big hit. “We might have killed a secret boss, but that means that the actual final boss of this dungeon is still in here somewhere. We’re nowhere near finished yet. Come on, we need to loot this boss and sort out your stats and tokens.”

Spook and Kaiser approached the corpse of the leshy and looted it. There were some good things on the loot table without even opening our prize box yet. We each got a piece of gear from the boss, but they didn’t have any special effects or attributes—just an increased armour score and a boost to some attributes. The new chest armour I received gave me a +2 to my strength score, which was markedly better than the stat-less chest armour the Empire had clothed me in to start the contest.

Kaiser: Did you like my awesome ability?

“I’m not sure what happened, but it’s pretty awesome,” I said.

Kaiser: It’s called [Sic ‘Em], and it lets me attack once every five minutes for a massive five hundred percent damage boost. But it’s only one attack, so I need to use it carefully.

“I was teaching Kaiser about DOTs, burst damage, damage mitigation and all that stuff before,” Spook said.

“Oh yeah? That’s good stuff to know,” I said, but I didn’t want to admit that I probably needed a refresher on that, too. Damn, getting old sucked. I sighed. “Righto, remind me what that stuff is again, but don’t give me a lot of shit about it, okay?”

Spook’s lopsided grin was irrepressible. “A DOT is an acronym—dee-oh-tee—it means damage-over-time. If you’ve got abilities which let you stack lots of DOTs like poisons, bleeds, curses, hexes and all that stuff, you will have a totally different combat style to someone who can mitigate damage. That’s when you have abilities or passives that increase your defences, which stops incoming damage from ever hitting you. If you’re like Kaiser, you’re a burst damage fighter. His mobility is crazy good, and he can pick and choose when he attacks for greatest effect.”

“I have a DOT attack. I can poison stuff with my claws,” I said.

“Why didn’t you poison the leshy?” Spook asked.

“I… I’m not sure,” I admitted. “I figured you couldn’t poison something made of rock and bone?”

“We need to start really thinking about this like it’s a game. Combat encounters will play out like puzzles. Threats will come that slip past our defences, and we need to figure out how to attack them when we figure out what they’re weak to, okay? Experimentation will be key.”

“Got it,” I said, impressed at how confident Spook sounded.

Kaiser: Loot time now. Stop talking.

I grinned, then opened my inventory and activated my Secret Boss Prize Box, which appeared in the shape of a fanged skull with a keyhole in the middle of its forehead. Images of exploding fireworks were accompanied by a musical fanfare as the skull’s head flipped open.

New Skill: Leshy Stomp
Rank: 1
Cost 50+ mana
Stomping your foot into the ground will send a shockwave out in front of you, possibly interrupting channelled skills and spellcasting. The chance to interrupt channelled skills and spellcasting increases with your Strength score.

That was pretty cool and gave a little insight into what the attribute scores actually did for me practically. But instead of relying on my almost middle-aged brain trying to figure all this stuff out, I just straight up asked Spook to explain it to me.

She rolled her eyes when I asked, but that was pretty much par for the course. My daughter did the exact same thing when I asked her a question that I obviously should have known the answer to.

‘Like, seriously Dad, aren’t you the adult? You should know everything.’

I never had the heart to tell Lorelei that it doesn’t get easier as you get older. A lot of adults are just making it all up as they go along, and the authority that kids think adults have is utter bullshit. I’d always felt that she was a little bit too young to hear that, but after this, if we somehow managed to fight back the Empire and stop them from destroying our species, maybe it was time to have that talk.

You deal with teenage belligerence long enough, and you realise that it’s not actually the kid’s fault. They’ve got so many hormones and stresses and insecurities bouncing around in their still-developing brains that it’s no wonder they’re a bit shitty most of the time.

Thankfully, Spook got over her grumps to explain the whole thing to this old bastard. Basically, the attribute scores meant that the higher your score was, the better you were at that particular thing. The lower your score, the more shithouse you were. Some abilities, like my Leshy Stomp scaled with a specific attribute. The higher your score, the more powerful the ability.

It also worked the opposite way. Someone who had a higher constitution score would be less affected by my Rancid Claws ability. Someone with a higher wisdom score had less of a chance to be interrupted by my new Leshy Stomp ability. Our strengths and weaknesses made it so that no single one of us could be an all-powerful wrecking ball. There would be a weakness somewhere to exploit.

Spook also mentioned that she had found a piece of gear in a chest in the ruins that had a specific attribute requirement before it could be equipped. Spook said that she was holding onto this particular item because it was a spellstaff, which would eventually allow her to cast magical spells. It required an Intelligence attribute of 21, but hers hadn’t reached that milestone yet.

Initially, I laughed when she mentioned magic as though it was real, but then I reflected and realised that I could summon a suit of armour from an interdimensional dragon that once lived outside of time, so maybe her being able to cast a spell using a staff wasn’t that crazy after all.

Spook got an awesome new ability from her secret boss prize box called Mist Blink. It had a hefty mana cost, but allowed Spook to move around the battlefield in a way that I could only dream of. She evaporated into a puff of mist, moved through any obstacle between her and where she needed to travel in a straight line, and then reformed again.

It sounded damn powerful and might even give Marilyn a run for her money when it came to surviving against impossible odds. I didn’t want to think about the physics involved in breaking a body down into mist particles and then putting them back together again.

Kaiser received a passive ability called Vibe Check. This wasn’t an activated ability like the ones that Spook and I had received from the Mistbegotten Leshy. This one was a passive. Kaiser already had an incredible sense of smell, as well as heightened hearing compared to humans, but now he could also detect vibrations in the ground with greater skill.

I secretly hoped that by the end of this contest, after we kicked the Alarendei Empire’s arse back to the other end of space, Kaiser wouldn’t keep this ability. It would probably just encourage him to dig more holes in my backyard.

After we’d gone through all of the new abilities and gear we’d received, it was time for me to sit down and really have a look at my attribute points and tokens that I needed to spend.


Chapter Twelve

It was hard to figure out which attribute to prioritise over the others. Every single one did something very important. It felt like that was intentional, so that the Alarendei Empire could watch and assess our decision-making process and even forge brand new threats that would counter the weaknesses in our character builds.

I’ve never really been a magic user kinda guy, in video games or in the crazy days following my first EDGE Force mission. Most of my abilities—anima or otherwise—were more focused on physical feats of strength than anything else. However, the wisdom attribute directly increased the healing rate and the overall recovery provided by abilities and spells. Naginata and I had access to healing abilities, so wisdom would be an important statistic for us to invest in.

As it was, we were split across the map. Hopefully, that wouldn’t be the case for much longer, but until it was, we needed to act appropriately.

Naginata: Congratulations on killing the secret boss! Are you all okay?

Hatchet: Yes, we’re fine. We weren’t expecting it, but we figured out how to take it down. If you come across any dungeons, don’t go inside without coming to get us first. It looks like these dungeons are locked to your squad and would be incredibly difficult to get through alone. They’re covered in traps and tricks, and we’re not sure how we’re going to get out of this one yet.

Naginata: X hasn’t mentioned anything about dungeons and stuff like that, but we have encountered a mechanic called area quests. Have you guys seen any of those?

Kaiser: I haven’t.

Hatchet: Nor have I.

Macuahuitl: I have. I’m trying to finish one at the moment. I have to kill a bunch of these runeforged servants, and they’re all building something at the foot of the big black tower. The quest asked me to disrupt their activities, and it’s marked as a repeatable daily quest.

Hatchet: So you can just do that quest every day of the contest or something?

Macuahuitil: Yeah, I think so. The reward isn’t bad either. You get a random loot box that is supposed to have a guaranteed chance at some decent loot.

Spook: We should send lots of people to that area to disrupt them. If we don’t get enough people doing that quest each day to thin the numbers out, they’ll probably build something dangerous by the end of the contest.

Naginata: I think you’re right, Spook. I can see a concentration of anima swirling around that tower.

Hatchet: It’s meant to be the stronghold of that rune master guy, right?

Macuahuitl: Definitely. These things I’m killing are wearing armour covered in glowing runes. Maybe that’s how the guy in the tower controls them all?

Hatchet: Possibly. Naginata, what else have you seen to the north?

Naginata: A whole lot of desert. Some interesting reagents and crafting ingredients, but there’s barely any wood here. I need a long straight branch or something similar to craft myself a naginata weapon. The other two boss locations are in the north half of the plateau, and I can see them with my Eyes of the Dragon. They’re both emitting huge concentrations of anima, just like the tower. Whatever the Empire is doing there, it’s using a hell of a lot of energy.

Hatchet: We’ll head towards that bridge once we get out of this dungeon. We’re going to kill that bridge guardian and meet up again. I saw somewhere earlier that we might be able to use as a base of operations—another ruin to the east of our current location. I have a feeling that most of the people from Monster Squad are keen to work with us. Grendel might not be, but Lockjaw and Marilyn seem open to it.

I wanted to mention the moment I’d shared with Grendel, how I felt like I’d connected with the dog inside the monster, but now wasn’t the time. I’d have to tell the others when we regrouped later.

Naginata: We’re about to meet up with another of X’s team who is not far from our location, but the other two living members are south of the river. They’re on the same side of the bridge as you. X will follow me once we meet up with their friend on this side, and then we can all take the bridge together.

Hatchet: Sounds like a plan. We’ll keep going here and figure out a way out of this dungeon. Hopefully there is a way out, and we haven’t trapped ourselves down here.

I already used what anima I had left in my tank to channel the grenade, so I had no more anima to draw on. Somehow we needed to find a way out of this chamber, and it was exceedingly likely that we wouldn’t be able to get back to the top floor where we’d entered this dungeon. The elevator lay in ruins after it tried to kill us, which cut off our retreat. Even if we somehow cleared the debris, we still needed to figure out how to climb back up the elevator shaft to get to the top.

If this place truly had been designed by the Alarendei Empire, there would have to be another way to exit. I felt it had something to do with that weird statue with the moveable arms. There were other symbols we hadn’t checked, like the stairwell glyph. We’d have to investigate that once we were done figuring out our skills.

Kaiser, Spook, and I sat in companionable silence as we explored our options. The Empire’s system was very different from either of the interfaces EDGE Force had previously used. The system from the first EDGE Force mission on Mori Island with the skill lines and skill trees made my bloody head spin. The simplified ability trees from the second mission in the Romanian Mountains were easier to navigate but still a bit of a head-scratcher. This system had no skill trees of any kind. The only abilities I’ve received so far were from prize boxes for killing high-value targets and boss monsters.

Don’t get me wrong, Rancid Claws and the Leshy Stomp were pretty powerful. However, it didn’t feel like a coherent progression experience, like working through the handgun skill line on my first mission or taking different synergistic abilities from the second mission. It felt like this was almost randomised, chaotic, like it wasn’t a guided experience at all.

We were the only variables here that we had control over. Our choices, where we went, what enemies we killed, and what challenges we took on.

“It’s us,” I said as the truth of the situation hit home. “We are driving the types of skills and abilities we get in this contest.”

Spook and Kaiser gave me a weird look. Like I’d just started speaking in tongues.

“No, seriously, hear me out. All we’ve done so far since we woke up is react. That fucked up robot with the smiley face told us to read the manual for the contest, and we read the manual for the contest. It told us that we were going to be transported somewhere, and we were transported somewhere. Then the next thing was to find our teammates, which we did. But once we meet up with Naginata and Big Mac again, we need to start making some plays to get the right skills so we can take down these bastards for good.”

Spook’s eyes widened. “You’re right. These stupid parachute pants are thematically linked to this dungeon. So is the ability I got from killing the boss. They both have something to do with mist and damage mitigation or avoidance.”

I nodded. “If someone else comes here and clears the same dungeon, then it’s likely that they might get a similar type of armour or skill that gives them some mist-related ability as well.”

“So if we find a dungeon that gives us items or abilities that give us an unfair advantage over everyone else, should we keep that knowledge to ourselves? Or should we share it with everyone?” Spook asked.

That was a loaded question. As the de facto squad leader, I would have to make a call one way or the other. We were in a situation where we didn’t know who we could trust or who might turn on us to achieve their own ends. If we told everyone about this dungeon and how to get to the secret boss, would they use that knowledge against us? Or would sharing information openly between squads give us all a better shot at killing the three imperial targets we needed to slay to end the contest?

“That’s a toughie,” I said.

Kaiser: You can’t trust most humans.

I reached down and rubbed the back of Kaiser’s neck. The poor bugger had seen almost the worst that humanity had to offer. He hadn’t gotten it anywhere near as bad as Grendel, but I had no doubt that if Doctor Daisy Cathcart hadn’t smuggled him out of the Mnemtech facility back on Mori Island, he might have suffered a similar fate.

“Kaiser’s right,” I said. “I don’t like lying or withholding information from anyone. It’s not my nature. But until we know that we can trust these people, we should probably play some of this close to the chest. It doesn’t help that a bloody notification went out and told everyone we killed a secret boss, though. I guarantee you that when we meet up with people again, they’ll have questions.”

Spook nodded at that. “I agree.”

Kaiser: I’m brilliant.

My buddy looked up at me with that big goofy dog grin, rolling his tongue out the side of his mouth for effect. I couldn’t help but return his smile. One of the reasons I loved dogs was that there’s absolutely no deception in them. You meet a dog, and you know exactly how they’re feeling. They wag their tails when they’re happy, growl when angry or scared, or roll over when they know they’re with someone they can trust. It’s instinct.

Cats are different. You can never really tell what the cat is thinking. I suppose that’s why some people like them, but I can’t stand fake people or animals that think they’re better than me.

Spook helped us figure out this whole system, and everything seemed to click when she mentioned something about party dynamics. In role-playing games, everyone had a job. You usually had one tank, one healer, and a few damage dealers. If these damage dealers had utility skills that helped heal those on defensive duties, then all the better for team cohesion.

Naginata and I had healing abilities thanks to our blessings from Balaur, the interdimensional dragon we’d encountered in the Romanian Mountains. It was decided that we’d split the healing duties between us both, because we were also quite good at killing things, too. Healers that could destroy the bad guys as well were the best of both worlds.

If we ever got into a position where we needed a dedicated healer, we decided to reassess that if the situation arose. There was no telling which of us would end up with better healing skills if we needed to specialise any further.

Big Mac put up his hand to be our primary tank. His callsign—Macuahuitl—came from an ancient Aztec weapon wielded in a two-handed grip, used for ritual executions. Generally, you would want a tank to have a sword and a shield in a video game, but Big Mac insisted that wouldn’t be an issue. He said something about having his own blessing like the ones we received from Balaur, but didn’t go into much detail. He mentioned something about a missing piece of the puzzle, but he’d figure out a way around it. We agreed that I would be the off-tank, as my Balaran Knight armour significantly increased my survivability.

Kaiser was going to be our specialist damage dealer. His Sic ‘Em ability gave him the strongest burst damage that any of us had so far. Spook said she would help him focus on strategies to maximise that ability and whatever else he unlocked from here.

Spook readily admitted that she wasn’t up to being a tank or healer. She said it was way too much pressure. Based on what I’d seen of her abilities so far, she would be better off as a battlefield manipulator and damage dealer anyway. If she could use telekinetic force blasts to stop enemies in their tracks or knock them off balance, then we’d be able to work well together using the limited abilities that we already had.

We might even be able to use some of those force abilities to get out of this dungeon. I’ve been hesitant previously to structurally damage this dungeon, but now that I had received an attack that did that exact kind of damage, then maybe that was all part of the puzzle.

At Level 3, I had a grand total of 6 attribute points to distribute, along with two skill tokens and two equipment tokens.

I had no idea why the Alarendei Empire chose the standard Dungeons & Dragons array of attributes to base their system around, but at least I was familiar with how those worked.

These statistics were broken down into 6 different values: Strength, dexterity, constitution, intelligence, wisdom, and charisma. However one key difference between that system in the one the Empire used was that this system used the direct values, not any kind of modifier that you added to dice rolls. We were more like damn Pokemon than role-playing game heroes.

My stats hadn’t changed since level one, and when I opened my character information screen, it looked as though this system had based the initial values on me as a person in the real world.

Hatchet
Level 3
Squad: EDGE Force
Strength: 8
Dexterity: 7
Constitution: 7
Intelligence: 9
Wisdom: 6
Charisma: 7

6 Attribute points to distribute.
2 Skill Tokens to spend.
2 Equipment Tokens to spend.

I was a little amused that the system had put my latent intelligence above my strength score, because I’d never considered myself an intelligent person by academic standards. I’d always learned through practical means, with verbal instruction tending to go in one ear and out the other. But intelligence comes in many forms, and there’s no way I could build a successful writing career if I couldn’t figure some stuff out on my own.

A wisdom score of 6, though? I was glad my ex-wife Emily wasn’t here to see that. I had no doubt that she would have wholeheartedly agreed, or maybe even said it should be lower.

When allocating the attribute points, I needed to be smart. This system would have a finite amount of experience and levels that I could gain before the end of the contest, which was in just over four days. I needed to build on my strengths but also balance out my weaknesses.

If both Naginata and I shared the healing duties, I would need to increase my wisdom score. That increased my healing rate and mana regeneration while also bolstering my defence against magical attacks. Raising my intelligence score would increase the overall amount I healed for and the damage of any offensive spells I learned. Intelligence and wisdom would also be vital if I picked up any other spells. Would my anima grenade ability scale in damage with my intelligence score?

Strength increased my melee damage output with axes, swords, and maces, and would bolster my body’s core strength directly. Dexterity improved the damage with daggers, bows, teeth, and claws. Kaiser would focus on dexterity over everything else. I quickly checked the claws component of my anima abilities and was happy to see that the damage caused by my claws was based on my strength attribute, not dexterity. This was because of an innate passive I had called Strength of the Dragon, which used my strength to calculate any unarmed strikes.

Constitution was mostly a defensive attribute. It reduced the amount of physical damage someone took, and even made it so that attacks with poisonous components would be less effective. Considering that a high constitution score would mitigate overall damage taken, it was very likely that this stat would also be important if I was going to be taking a lot of damage as an off-tank.

Charisma increased the output of abilities and spells that allowed you to influence others, while wisdom mitigated this when others tried to use the same types of skills and spells on you. That was in addition to the effects it had on healing abilities.

No matter what, putting points into something meant giving something else up. There were no wrong choices, but there were better choices, and I had to decide.

Ultimately, I decided to raise my wisdom score to 9, aligning it with my intelligence. Then I increased my constitution by 2 and my strength by 1, bringing them all up to 9.

When it came to the equipment and skill tokens, the choices were pretty simple. I did check to see if I could use any of my skill upgrades on the anima abilities I received through my Claws of the Dragon blessing, but those anima abilities did not appear in the list of skills compatible with the upgrade tokens. I only had two system-given abilities so far, and I wanted to see whether I’d be able to level one of them up twice or whether I had to level both of them at once.

Rancid Claws would be an essential skill to grow over time. A line from a video game my son played suddenly floated into my head: Strong is the blade that cuts on its own. If I could tag someone with poison debuff, then drop back into a defensive position, and they would still be taking damage. That would be a potent tool.

Upgraded Skill: Rancid Claws
Rank 2
Cost 45 mana
Duration: 12 seconds
Coat your claws in rancid poison, giving you a chance to poison enemies you slash with your claws. Enemies with lower constitution scores will take greater poison damage over time.

The only difference between Rank 1 and Rank 2 was that the cost was reduced from 50 mana to 45 mana, and the duration increased from 10 seconds to 12 seconds. More ticks of damage over time was a great thing, and reducing the cost of this ability through multiple levels would compound those benefits.

Thankfully it let me spend the next point on Rancid Claws again immediately if I wanted to. I quickly consulted with the team, and it was decided that Spook would be able to handle any of the debris clearing we needed, but increasing my combat effectiveness was a bigger priority.

I used the next skill token to increase Rancid Claws to rank 3, which reduced the cost to 40 mana and increased the duration to 14 seconds.

Kaiser used both of his tokens to upgrade the Sic ‘Em skill, which increased its damage by 10% and decreased its cooldown by 10 seconds. Again, not a massive upgrade, but over time and through future upgrades would significantly improve it.

The two abilities Spook had used on the Leshy were called Get Away From Me and Stop Right There. Then she had the Mist Blink ability too. She used her two skill tokens to bolster both Get Away From Me and Stop Right There. The former used force to repel an enemy, and the latter locked the enemy in place. Upgrading Stop Right There to rank 2 also increased the damage the locked enemy would take from the rest of the squad by 2%. This was good to know because it meant that our skills and abilities might gain new effects as they increased in rank.

We all made a unanimous decision to hold off on using our equipment tokens right away. Every piece of gear that we had received so far was of common or uncommon quality. If we wasted the tokens we had on gear that we were going to replace, then we may not be able to level up the gear that we wanted to improve when we actually found it.

Once we’d sorted all of this out and finalised our decisions, we headed back into the last chamber with the strange statue with the movable arms.


Chapter Thirteen

We experimented with a number of the different options presented by the glyphs around the puzzle room. We all wanted to try out our new skills, so we purposefully summoned some bad guys to fall from the ceiling.

They came down in groups of two or three, and we used them as target practice. My stomp attack was excellent at interrupting spellcasting as well as staggering the marrowrangers while they drew their bows. The bloatmages and the marrowrangers could barely get an attack off without interruption. I did need to wait for my mana to regenerate, so I wouldn’t be able to rely on this if we were completely overwhelmed.

Both Spook and I would probably need to stagger our interrupts. I did learn one thing that would be incredibly useful going forward. If I positioned myself correctly, I could hit multiple enemies with the shockwave and possibly interrupt multiple attacks at a time.

The first couple of times Spook used her new Mist Blink ability she ended up blinking into walls. We figured out that it was because she kept focusing in a direct line in front of her, rather than a specific area on the floor.

The moment she exploded into mist, her vision, hearing, taste, and smell were all gone. Every single one of her senses was immediately rendered null, so she couldn’t change course after triggering the ability.

For some strange reason, the ability targeted wherever your gaze fell, so if Spook looked at a wall, she’d re-form right against it while still moving with the same momentum. So we figured out that Spook needed to focus on a spot on the floor and activate the skill to ensure she wouldn’t daze herself when she re-formed from mist.

Planning where she would re-form would be vital to ensure that she didn’t show up right in front of an enemy waiting to attack.

Not all of the enemies we summoned fell from the ceiling. Some of them crawled out of spaces in the ground where the stones parted. The moment Kaiser detected a rumbling vibration under his feet, he alerted us and sounded off in the squad chat. It made it very easy to know whether the enemies were coming from above or below and the general direction from which an enemy was about to come.

When we were ready to move on, we changed the statue’s arms into the position where it pointed towards the two matching icons of a staircase. A section of roof in the corner of the room, which had conspicuously not dropped any enemies on us from above, began to descend. With a great and terrible grinding of stone, the staircase descended into the puzzle chamber.

It led directly back to the ground floor of the dungeon, which Spook and Kaiser had already cleared. They gave me a tour of this floor and said there wasn’t much more here to explore than what they’d already found.

“We’ve got two options. We can either stay in the dungeon and find the actual boss we were supposed to kill before we leave, or we could leave right now and head to the bridge. Naginata and Big Mac are on their way there right now,” I said.

“Upside of exploring here and killing the boss means that we might get more loot and more abilities,” Spook added.

Kaiser: Plus, we get more points on the leaderboard. We’re in first place right now, but a bigger lead means more chances of us getting a bigger reward overnight.

“Do you have any idea where the entrance to the real boss would be?” I asked.

“Probably somewhere down on the bottom floor. I don’t know how we’d get down there with the elevator being destroyed and blocking our exit the other way. Maybe by killing the secret boss, we’ve locked ourselves out of being able to kill the actual boss,” Spook suggested.

“I’ve got my stomp ability, and you’ve got your Get Away From Me ability. We should be able to clear that debris between the both of us, don’t you think?”

Spook’s eyes went wide, as though she hadn’t even thought about that as an option.

“I guess we could try,” Spook said. “Normally, dungeons in games have set triggers where you do things, and other things happen, but our universe still runs on the laws of physics. We can still pick up each and every brick and move it out of our way if we need to. It’s not like this is one of those games where a couple of barrels in the way can stop a character progressing down a side street.”

I knew exactly what games Spook was talking about, but the Resident Evil games were far before her time. I got the feeling that Spook didn’t just play video games—she lived them. They were a part of her language.

“Then let’s head back down and try,” I said.

We headed back down the staircase that we’d just trudged up and made short work of the debris blocking the lift well. My Leshy Stomp attack moved everything to the side, almost like the old legend of Moses parting the Red Sea.

The shockwave moved in a straight line, blowing everything out of its way. I hadn’t worked out with my actual mana regeneration rate yet, but it was quite some time after using both of my stomps that I had to wait to use another. I focused on moving the debris into one pile, which Spook could cast Get Away From Me on, blowing it all out into the next room.

After about ten minutes, we’d cleared enough of the debris to move through.

“These abilities are going to be really good for getting through doors we’re not meant to open,” I said.

“As long as they’re not enchanted to cast any defensive spells when they break, that should be okay, but sometimes getting through locked doors requires the right keys.”

“Once we meet up with Naginata again, we should be okay. Her blessing lets her see anima in the world around her, which is pretty much the same thing that the Empire calls mana. If something is imbued with anima, Naginata can see it.”

“Everyone’s got their own name for it,” Spook said.

“Every culture in the world’s history talks about some kind of essence or power that imparts extra-natural or supernatural abilities, and they tell stories about those who have used that power to do super-human things.”

“How do you know that?” Spook asked.

“Back in the real world, I’m a professional bullshit artist.”

Spook scrunched her face up like she didn’t understand.

“I write books, screenplays, and sometimes even video games,” I said. “One of the most enjoyable parts of my job is researching weird fucked up shit from the histories of the cultures that shaped our planet. George R.R. Martin used real world history as inspiration for his Game of Thrones series, and whenever I’m trying to figure out a new monster to terrify my readers, I’ll do the same. I look at all the crazy monsters that parents told their children about to keep them scared hundreds and thousands of years ago. So I know a little bit about a lot of things.”

“That’s a weird way to spend your life,” Spook said.

I laughed. “I guess it is, but it pays the bills and keeps a roof over my kids’ heads.”

Well, it did keep a roof over my kids’ heads. Now that I’d been gone for ten months, there was every chance I had been declared missing or even dead, and every little scrap of money I earned over the years would be sitting in a trust account for my kids.

I swore when I realised something.

The money might not be sitting in a trust account for my kids. It might be sitting in a trust account in the name of my supposed ex-wife. When things started getting serious with Hikaru in the real world, and it was clear that there was no chance to reconcile between Emily and myself, I’d ensured we started the proper divorce paperwork. That paperwork was likely still sitting in the top drawer of my office back at my house in Redcliffe.

I didn’t have any reason for not filing it before I left for Japan to spend time with Hikaru. It’s just one of those things that slipped my mind. Emily and I had been split up for so long and there was so much animosity between us that the formality of the paperwork just didn’t seem like a priority. Then Hikaru and I were jet-setting across the world to plant Balaur seeds to protect against the energy wave that would come with the Reality Crash. I just plain forgot to lodge it.

If I’d been declared dead, then that would end the marriage anyway, right? But Emily would have control over everything, and that’s not how I had wanted things to go. That constricting, suffocating control was part of the reason I had to end things with her.

“Hey, Hatchet, are you still here? You look like you just went miles away,” Spook said.

Kaiser reached up and nuzzled my hand. It really was true what they said about dogs being able to sense how people were feeling. Kaiser hadn’t been able to give much in the way of an explanation of how it worked, just that when I felt something, he could tell that I was feeling a certain way.

Some emotions elicited stronger reactions. I’d asked him whether it was something like an aura where different colours around my body changed, but he’d quickly pointed out that dogs are colour blind, and I was an idiot.

We continued on to where we thought the entrance to the boss fight would be. Soon enough, we found another one of those doorways blocked by suspended liquid mist. We each confirmed that we were ready for battle and stepped inside.

Last time we hadn’t even realised we were stepping into a boss fight, because the dungeon sprung it on us in secret. But this one had been signposted. Maybe that’s how things were structured here. Each dungeon might have one or more designated boss fights that were required to progress, but if you delved too deeply into areas and went looking for secrets, maybe those rules didn’t apply. Maybe the Empire had laid those kinds of traps to get us when we least expected it.

Playing some of the early editions of Dungeons & Dragons had been much like that. Modern versions of the game were more about role-playing and having fun while spending time with friends, but the earlier versions were absolutely ruthless.

Every time you had to roll for combat, there was a good chance that someone from your party could end up dead. The monsters were no joke, the traps were devious and designed to kill, and there was no mercy if you set a foot wrong or the dice gods demanded blood.

When the mist cleared from my eyes, I drew in a sharp intake of breath when I saw the battleground in front of us. A set of stairs led down from the door towards a flat area surrounded by stone coffins or sarcophagi arranged in a circle. Another set of stairs led up from that flat area at the bottom of the crypt towards a dais that held another sarcophagus made of stone.

“So that’s why this place is called the Mistbegotten Crypt,” I said. The moment my words echoed through the chamber, the heavy stone lids of the sarcophagi cracked and started to open.


Chapter Fourteen

The seven coffins each slid open at the same time. Mist puffed out as cracked and mummified hands reached out to pull dead things free from their final resting places.

A notification appeared as these revenants pulled themselves free of their coffins and took up arms to fight us.

The Rotten Council

Defeat the seven ancient revenants of the Rotten Council to conquer the Mistbegotten Crypt.

Each of the revenants that rose from their coffins wore clothes of a quality and style that set them above the bloatmages, marrowrangers, and rotknights that we had fought throughout the crypt elsewhere. Had the types of enemies we fought so far in the ruins and the crypt subtly prepared us for the attack patterns of this Rotten Council?

Two of the council were called Bloated Archmages and they held staves made from gnarled branches in their hands. They immediately began chanting something in their wet-throated gurgles. Two other council members drew bone arrows from quivers on their backs and nocked them. These were called Bonerangers. Two more wielded tarnished swords and shields and wore heavy plate armour, and these were called Scourgeknights.

Those six were similar to the ones that we’d already fought, but the seventh member of the council was something that we had not seen before. The seventh was the largest of the council members and stood easily half a metre taller than the others. It was significantly bulkier and wore heavy armour, adorned with spikes on the shoulders, elbows, and knees. A wicked helmet sat atop its skinless skull, with two horns that rose into the air in savage points. It held a massive greatsword in both hands, and its eyes glowed an icy shade of blue.

This seventh and final member was called Varokan the Destroyer, and he let loose a cry that echoed all throughout the chamber. This was the clarion call that spurred the Rotten Council to launch themselves towards us.

“We have the high ground!” I shouted as I refreshed my Balaran Armour. The cracked pieces had almost regenerated, but I focused my anima to those places where they needed to re-form. “We defend this position, and they’ll have to rush the stairs to get us!”

The only way into the chamber from here was down the stairs, but there were two pillars that stood on either side of the stairway. I quickly ducked behind one of these and motioned for Kaiser and Spook to do the same.

“We wait for them to come up the stairs. Spook, you hit them with a Get Away From Me and blast them back down the stairs. The mages and rangers won’t be able to hit us if we’re out of line of sight.”

Spook nodded, and Kaiser stayed by her side. I was glad he’d decided to take care of the young one.

Kaiser: I’ll mop up any of the others that make it through with a Sic ‘Em.

The sound of creaking bones crept ever closer. Their ancient joints clicked and groaned as they moved in ways they hadn’t in millennia. I idly wondered as the seconds ticked by if this Rotten Council had been here in the Plateau of the Architects for centuries. Were they real, or a part of this contest dreamt up by the Empire? Regardless of their origins, they had almost reached us.

Suddenly a bone arrow slammed into my shoulder. It cracked through my pauldron and drove into my flesh.

“Ah, fuck!” I shouted and poked my head around the side of the pillar.

I pulled my head back a second later and another bone arrow flew past where my head was a moment earlier. In those few seconds I managed to see the two bonerangers take up firing positions where they could get an angle to hit us behind the pillars. The two scourgeknights and archmages climbed the stairs with their eyes blazing the same intense blue of Varokan the Destroyer.

“Keep your heads down!” I shouted. “The moment you cast Get Away From Me, you’re going to need to Mist Blink back to safety, Spook! Otherwise you’re going to get filled with arrows.”

The young warrior looked whiter than normal. A few seconds later, as the rattling of bones became impossible to ignore, Spook stepped out and cast Get Away From Me, which blew the knights and mages back down the stairs. In her panic, Spook cast Mist Blink, but she must have been looking down at the circle surrounded by sarcophagi. Her eyes went wide as she exploded into mist, and that mist cloud rushed down the stairs.

Right into the middle of the rotten council.

“Oh shit. New plan, save the kid!” I shouted.

Kaiser and I rushed out from behind our pillars and down the stairs. Arrows whizzed by, but we were fast enough to avoid most of them. One came really close to slamming into Kaiser, but passed through the shaggy black and gold fur of his underbelly instead.

We reached the bottom just as Spook reformed from mist. She stood right before Varokan the Destroyer, whose skinless face formed a death grin as he lifted his greatsword ready to strike. The poor kid must have been looking at the boss when she activated the ability. I couldn’t even use my stomp ability to interrupt or stagger the destroyer because Spook was in the way.

Luckily Kaiser was on the case, and he ran down the stairs at a clip to get to Spook before the greatsword came down and ended her first day’s run too early. Kaiser leapt up and chomped down on the hem of Spook’s Vanilla Ice pants, then pulled her out of the way. The greatsword slammed down into the stone floor a second later.

Meanwhile, I fired off a stomp to the right-hand side, positioning myself so I would hit one archmage and one boneranger, before summoning my claws and slashing towards one of the approaching scourgeknights.

Varokan the Destroyer grunted in frustration as his kill was taken from him. Kaiser rushed to the left of the arena and activated his Sic ‘Em ability at the archmage. Kaiser leapt at the archmage and tore into its rotten throat, cutting off the spell it was trying to cast.

In some games, you needed to use a specific ability to interrupt spellcasting or channelled attacks, but maybe that wasn’t the case here.

Choking a motherfucker still choked a motherfucker.

I wanted to rush over to my buddy’s side, but it was impossible while trying to fend off this knight with its sword and shield. It managed to land a couple of hits on me, but my Balaran Armour held out.

The anima fuelled armour cracked in a few places as the sword slammed into it, but it held. The knight’s armour was rotting and tarnished, but it still stopped me from slipping my claws into it to draw the anima out. There had to be a way for me to remove its armour and suck the energy out of it.

The breastplate was only held by one leather strap. The strap on the other side had been eaten through by time and decay, so I focused my energy into my claws. I lashed out and tried to cut the other side of the breastplate off. On my first attempt, the scourgeknight managed to deflect my blow with its shield, but I circled around to the side so that the archmage was also in a straight line behind the knight, and then unleashed another Leshy Stomp.

A wave of force rocketed away from my feet, slamming into the knight in front of me, and then slammed into the archmage behind it that was already muttering an incantation to cast another spell.

The knight was staggered, and the bloatmage was interrupted. I used the opportunity to slip my claw underneath that second leather strap and tear it away. The breastplate clattered to the ground, revealing a desiccated rib cage filled with putrescent organs. The blackened lungs still inflated and deflated as though it was trying to breathe, but there was no heart to be seen. I slammed my claws into the thing’s chest, and I drew all of the anima I could out of it.

The total in my anima tank rose, and it felt good to have anima to draw on again. If worst came to worst, I’d be able to use an anima grenade to turn the tide in this battle. If it didn’t come to that, then I’d be able to convert all of that anima into experience points at the end of the fight, or I could hoard that anima for another grenade in the overworld. That would be an easy way to destroy another high value target if we needed to.

As I continued sucking energy out of the knight, Kaiser yelped in pain. I swung my head around to see an arrow sticking out of his flank, shot by the boneranger nearest to me. I quickly finished off the knight by grabbing its spinal cord with one hand, then stuck my fingers into the eye sockets like it was some kind of fucked up bowling ball. Then, I tore its head off, then threw the head right at the archmage as I ran by towards the boneranger.

I tried to punch the boneranger straight in the head, but it used some kind of ability to leap backwards out of my reach. Swearing under my breath, I chased after it. Kaiser yelped again as another arrow slammed into him from the other boneranger. They were targeting Kaiser for some reason. Maybe because he had the best manoeuvrability and greatest potential for burst damage? I grunted in frustration, took a quick glance at my mana total, and realised it would still be some time before I could fire off another Leshy Stomp.

I had anima in my tank, but none of the abilities that I had were useful in this situation. There was no forest so I couldn’t increase my movement speed, there were no trees or high landmarks, so I couldn’t use Death From Above, and an anima grenade would just take too damn long to charge up for it to be useful. I needed to rely on an old faithful. I drew my bone hatchet and wielded it in one hand, and used the claws on my other hand as I rushed across the battlefield to Kaiser’s side.

“Spook, where the hell are you?” I called out as I crossed the room.

The kid was nowhere to be seen. Had she used Mist Blink again and messed up? Had she already been killed? No. There would have been a broadcast that went out through the general channel if she had died, just like the one when Astrid McKillop died. No, that meant that Spook was still somewhere within this battlefield, but she’d chosen to stop fighting.

Maybe she was scared.

Kaiser limped away from the knight and the destroyer. He had three arrows sticking out of his side, and I placed my body between him and the two bonerangers which were gearing up for more shots. I put my hand on Kaiser’s back and used Minor Heal. Energy passed from my hand into Kaiser, but I was going to need to do something very unpleasant.

“This is going to hurt, buddy. But I did worse to Grendel before coming down here. Literal swords. You’ve got this. Grit your teeth and we’ll get this over with quick, okay?”

Kaiser growled, but he didn’t object. Normally if you got hit with an arrow, traditional wisdom was to leave it in place until you could get it professionally removed. In the real world, nobody had access to instant healing abilities which would cause fresh wounds to heal over in a short amount of time.

I pulled two of the arrows out and Kaiser sent a string of obscenities in the chat. The flavour and variety was actually a little impressive. I didn’t know Kaiser’s vocabulary was that extensive when it came to cursing, but Kaiser’s comment drew the concern of both Naginata and Big Mac. There was no time to answer them. It was currently two against six. I’d only managed to kill one of them so far, and four of the remaining six could attack us from range.

I knew that Spook was just a kid, but it didn’t stop me from being pissed off. Spook had talked like she was this expert on how these kinds of games worked. She’d been okay fighting against the Mistbegotten Leshy, but this council was something different. Was it because the destroyer had almost managed to kill her? Or was Spook ashamed that she put herself into that position with the misuse of one of her abilities?

As Kaiser and I rallied to fight off the other knight and the destroyer, I quickly fired off a reassuring message into the chat.

Hatchet: It’s not your fault, Spook. We know that you didn’t have a handle on your abilities, and we don’t blame you. But right now, you have a choice. You can either let your shame rule you, which could get Kaiser and I killed, or you can rise up to the task and help us kick these sorry sons of bitches back into their coffins. But you’ve got to make the choice, and you have to make it now.

A few seconds later, a scream wrung out from behind Varokan’s coffin. Spook had tears running down her cheeks, and her eyes were ringed with red. She talked a big game, but Spook was just a kid. If my daughter Lorelei was in the same position, she’d probably react the exact same way.

The sadness and frustration disappeared from her face as it was replaced with burning rage. Suddenly something strange happened to Spook. The surrounding air seemed to shimmer, almost like the air above the road shimmers on a horrifically hot summer day in Australia.

Was it heat, or some other kind of energy? We’d all been chosen for a reason, and the only thing that was common between us was that we had all been changed in some way by anima.

Spook held out her hand towards Varokan the Destroyer and she screamed. As she did, strange pools of energy began to bubble up around the feet of the Rotten Council members near us. Suddenly ghost-like hands emerged from the cracks and grabbed onto the legs of the council members around the room.

This looked very much like Spook’s ability Stop Right There, but it felt like it was a powered-up version of the attack. I’d read many books over the years about teenage girls going through puberty and developing special powers. Carrie and Firestarter by Stephen King were two of the more famous ones. Was that what was happening to Spook here right now?

The phantasmal hands stopped the destroyer, a scourgeknight, an archmage, and a boneranger in their tracks. We needed to take them down quickly and quietly while we had the chance. This time the boneranger couldn’t leap out of my way, so I buried my axe in its face. It still lashed out at me by grabbing two of its ribs and trying to slam them into my chest, but I dodged out of the way. The edge of one scratched the surface of an armour plate but did no damage. The boneranger fell soon after that.

Kaiser took care of the archmage behind me with another Sic ‘Em. Across the room, Spook used Get Away From Me over and over, far beyond what I thought she was capable of. Whatever she’d done had either supercharged her mana regeneration rate or reduced the cost of her abilities to the point where she could spam them.

The remaining four rotten council members around Spook were slammed backwards with each wave of force, while the ghastly apparitions held their legs in place. With each backwards slam, more and more of the rotten council smashed away.

The last scourgeknight dropped its sword and shield, then pieces of its armour smashed as it was slammed into the ground. The bones of the last boneranger and archmage cracked and crumbled too, so Kaiser and I rushed in to finish them off. I drew some anima out of the archmage, which seemed to have more within it than the scourgeknight I’d drained before. The energy rushed into me, filling my tank as the seconds rushed by. The archmage crumbled under my grip, but I’d learned something useful. Enemies that use magic had more anima for me to draw on.

I used Refresh on myself before we turned on Varokan the Destroyer.

With the other six council members dead, Varokan was much easier to deal with. That greatsword of his was a menace, but the big revenant moved slowly and telegraphed its movements. If Varokan raised its greatsword over its shoulder, he was about to slam it down in a powerful force attack, which pushed us backward. If he swung the sword back, he was about to launch into a whirlwind attack. If he opened his skeletal jaws, he was about to unleash a shout that reduced our movement speed.

We timed our attacks in between recovery phases and whittled the boss down, chipping away at its health until it went down on one knee. Varokan the Destroyer opened its mouth for one last shout, but I swung my bone hatchet into his mouth with all my force.

His head and helm went bouncing away as the boss monster died.

Congratulations! You’ve defeated The Rotten Council of the Mistbegotten Crypt!

You have received 500 experience points.

You have received a Boss Battle Prize Box!

Enjoy the spoils of your victory, champions.

Another contest-wide notification went out.

[EDGE Force] members Hatchet, Kaiser, and Spook, have cleared the Mistbegotten Crypt dungeon in the Festergut Swamp. Team [EDGE Force] have earned 500 points, and remain the number 1 squad on the leaderboard!


Chapter Fifteen

The skills and gear we got from the prize boxes were very welcome. I was now convinced that each of these boxes gave something that would be useful to the person who opened it. I received a skill called Whirling Blades which was essentially a scaled down version of Varokan the Destroyer’s whirlwind attack. I could channel mana at a rate of 10 mana per second, which would cause me to spin in place and attack anything within melee range. If I used Rancid Claws before using this new ability I could potentially poison every enemy that was clustered around me.

Kaiser got a new ability called Staggering Howl, which reduced the movement speed of enemies within a certain radius. Spook’s prize box didn’t contain an ability like ours had, but instead included a Ring of Concentration. This ring, unlike gear that we’d picked up before, was already bound to Spook and could not be traded between us. The ring increased her mana regeneration rate by 10% in combat, and by 25% outside of combat. This was a significant upgrade, as every one of Spook’s abilities used mana.

Along with the awesome prize boxes, Varokan the Destroyer also had some decent gear on his loot table. The piece of loot that appeared for me was not one that I could use, but I still looted it so I could pass it on to Big Mac the next time we saw him. The greatsword that the destroyer used during combat was mine. I contemplated using the great black blade myself, but if I did, then I’d have to use both hands to wield it. I wouldn’t be able to use my claws, and I would need to let go of the two-handed weapon if I wanted to heal any of my squad mates. The weapon was called The Darkblade, and it was bind on equip, which means that we could trade it. It had some pretty decent stats, so it might be better than the crafted one Big Mac had made.

While the contents of the prize boxes seemed to be customised for those who opened them, the gear on the loot table didn’t seem to work to the same rules. Kaiser got a set of heavy armour shoulder pauldrons from the destroyer, but there was no way that Kaiser would be able to wear those. He passed them over to me, and I equipped them.

To my surprise, my green anima armour adapted to these pauldrons the moment I equipped them. They had spikes all over them, and the green energy of my Balaran armour seemed to coat these new shoulder guards. They remained in place when I dismissed my Balaran armour.

The loot that appeared for Spook was gear that she could use. She got a robe that increased her intelligence and wisdom stats, which were two of the most important ones for her abilities. She was also happy that it covered the unsightly 90s-throwback parachute pants, but still allowed her to get the bonuses from them.

We all levelled up as well, and we allocated our points as we thought best. I now had three gear tokens, but still only had a range of common and uncommon gear. I didn’t quite want to use any of those tokens just yet, because I had a feeling that we would be replacing them as the days progressed. However, I did use my skill upgrade token to increase my Minor Heal ability to Rank 2. This reduced the cost and increased the healing value of the spell.

While we sorted all of this out, a large stone door in the back of The Rotten Council’s chambers slid open. The new passageway led into a stairwell that led upward, and I had a feeling that it would take us back to the first floor of the dungeon. But as it turned out, I was wrong. The staircase headed up much further than any of us expected it to. When we finally reached the door at the top of what felt like a tower, we opened it and found ourselves staring at another doorway covered in mist.

“This isn’t going to take us into another dungeon or boss fight, is it?” I asked.

Spook shrugged. “I have no idea, but I hope not.”

“Are you doing okay after that last fight?”

Kaiser nuzzled Spook’s hand, and she scratched the back of his neck just like I did for comfort.

Spook sighed. “Yeah, I’m okay. I think I just froze because I messed up, and I knew it. I just got scared, and I blinked in the wrong direction. Wait, is blinked the right word? Maybe when I misfire the spell, they should be called blonks.”

“We’re all figuring this out as we go,” I said and put a reassuring hand on Spook’s shoulder. “We’re all in this together.”

Kaiser: We’re pack.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “I guess we are.”

Kaiser had captured the essence of us better than I ever could. I only called our squad EDGE Force, because four of us had been members of it. Was it too late to change our squad name? I tried to see whether I could bring up the squad name interface to change it to something else, but it was locked now. We would be EDGE Force until the bitter end.

“I’ll go through first,” I said.

With that, I stepped through the misty doorway and we arrived back in the Festergut Swamp. The door was an exit from the dungeon thankfully, but it had deposited us at the very top of the ruins. We were indeed on top of a tower, looking out at the Festergut Swamp beneath us. There was an obvious path down the ruins from where we were, and as we followed the stairs back down while outside the dungeon, we came across a treasure chest.

“Oh awesome,” Spook said. “I was wondering why there was no treasure chest at the end of the dungeon. But now it makes sense. You have to go through the entire dungeon and come back out into the over world to get that last reward.”

It would have definitely been possible to get to this chest without having to go through the dungeon. If I had known it was here, I could have used my claws to scale the walls of the ruins and go straight to this chest. This meant that there would definitely be other chests scattered around the plateau for us to find.

This chest had a bunch of bind-on-equip gear, including a chest piece that would have been perfect for Kaiser. It was a leather armour, with a focus on increasing dexterity and bleed effects. We weren’t sure whether Kaiser would be able to equip it because it was in the shape of a human shirt, but we gave it a shot anyway. When Kaiser equipped the item, it appeared on his body in a shape that worked for him. It still had arms, but they had been reshaped so that the sleeves just adapted to Kaiser’s shoulders instead.

“Well, what do you know? I guess you could have had these pauldrons after all,” I said.

Kaiser: Nah, they’re heavy armour and they would have just slowed me down.

Along with the leather torso armour, there was another ring in the chest that gave a flat +1 to strength, and I chose to equip that one myself. There was a necklace in the chest as well, which increased wisdom by one, but after consulting with Naginata and Big Mac through the chat, Spook decided to save this for Naginata. Boosting her wisdom allowed her to fight better in battle. Dexterity allowed Naginata to parry better, but wisdom increased the effectiveness of her Battle Trance ability in every way.

The chest also contained a set of woodworking tools. Strangely, Big Mac seemed very enthusiastic about this.

Macuahuitl: Yo, dibs on that. Seriously, keep your filthy mitts off it. I want it.

Hatchet: I’ll keep it safe for you, big guy. Don’t you worry.

My anima tank was about halfway full, and I was tempted to convert all of that into experience so I could level up again, but if we were about to go and fight the bridge guardian, then maybe we might need an anima grenade to finish it off. I also needed to make more of an effort to drain the enemies here on the plateau. I had no doubt that I could learn some of their abilities, but I hadn’t been focusing on that so far. Staying alive had been the priority.

Once the chest was empty, we headed down the stairs in the ruins, and eventually came to a section where we had to leap down. I went down first and did a sick superhero landing, then turned around to catch Kaiser. I also held out my arms to catch Spook, but she just rolled her eyes and used Mist Blink to get down.

This led us to the outside of the ruins, where enemies still patrolled. A quest prompt appeared as we jumped down from the ruins, asking us to thin the numbers of the rotten revenants in the Festergut Swamp. Every little bit of experience helped, so we finished this quest off as we made our way away from the swamp finally.

I didn’t get anything except experience points and some more tattered cloth out of the quest, but Kaiser did receive an interesting ability called Signature Scent: Undead. He could now detect the undead by smell alone. I kind of already assumed that he could do that based on the smell of decay and necrotic flesh, but this seemed to be a system specific ability, which would likely have some intended use.

As we left the swamp and headed towards the bridge leading across the river, it struck me once again just how big this plateau was. The whole place was ringed by mountains, with rolling green hills, snow-capped mountains, a desert and a swamp all within a limited geographical location.

It was unnatural in its distribution of different biomes. That’s basically what video game designers called different enclosed environment types these days. It was the easiest way to provide a variety of different environmental experiences to the player without making them traverse what felt like an entire planet’s surface just to get there.

It’s why in games like Minecraft and other procedurally generated games, you could go from a desert biome to a forest biome to a snowy mountain biome all within the span of a couple of minutes. It made absolutely no sense from an ecological standpoint, but was a simple and efficient way of segregating different player experiences. That is exactly how the Plateau of the Architects felt. There was no doubt in my mind that this entire place had been designed.

As we moved, I opened up the broadcast channel which I’d kept hidden while we were in the dungeon. Edgebreaker had cleared a dungeon called the Pit of Souls, and the Heartlight Vanguard had cleared another dungeon called the Runebound Ramparts. Edgebreaker was the squad headed up by Bastard, and the Heartlight Vanguard was led by Robert Ford Junior, the son of Robert Forge, the CEO of Mnemtech.

One of the Heartlight Vanguard—Hafthor Magnusson—had been slain by the Gargonath while we were in the dungeon. It wasn’t that Hafthor had been killed that made me almost stop in my tracks, it was the location where he had been slain. Apparently he had fallen in the Festergut Swamp, which meant that the terrifying Gargonath had been right here in this location not that long ago.

I told Spook and Kaiser to be on the lookout, but Kaiser reassured me that if there was some giant monster sneaking up on them, his Vibe Check ability would easily detect it before it got close enough to do any damage.

Soon enough we were out of the swamp, and back into the verdant hills. A herd of strange cow-like creatures grazed on the green grass of the hillsides, and we gave them a wide berth. We didn’t want to pick a fight with anyone or anything just yet. Not until we’d met back up with Naginata and Big Mac and retaken the bridge. We might have to come back here and unfortunately slaughter one of these creatures later, if we needed meat to survive.

That was pretty much a forgone conclusion, considering the bonus to butchering on the gloves that I was wearing. If the empire had imbued some of the gear they used in their system with bonuses towards butchering creatures, then they fully expected us to use those bonuses for the intended purpose.

We checked in with Naginata and Big Mac via chat as we approached the southern end of the bridge, and my heart sang when I saw both of them standing on the other side. Naginata had managed to make herself a new weapon in the style of her namesake. It had a long, staff-like handle, with a curved scimitar style blade coming out of the end. Big Mac held an absolutely enormous sword in a two-handed grip. Well, I’m not even sure if you could call it a sword. It was almost like a wooden plank with a handle, where sharp, jagged pieces of metal had been hammered in around the border of the paddle. I hoped he would appreciate the new weapon we had for him, from Varokan the Destroyer.

X, the leader of the Reality Benders, was with our guys on the northern side of the bridge, and another member of the Reality Benders stood on our side. His name was Murmur, and he raised a hand in greeting to us. It was strange seeing what looked like a regular teenager cosplaying as a hipster barista standing there waiting for us. Whatever Murmur could do, he didn’t telegraph it. We introduced ourselves, but we kept the pleasantries to a minimum. We had a monster to kill.

The bridge guardian stood right in the centre of the stone bridge, holding a massive two-handed axe. This one looked like the destroyer boss monster, but on steroids. It stood at least three metres tall, with greyish green skin clinging to its undead bones. This one didn’t have any skin on its face either, with a huge laughing skull sitting atop its decaying neck. It stared us down, eyes glowing blue.


Chapter Sixteen

Just a few moments before we were about to rush into battle, a notification appeared in my vision. This notification was not a part of the Alarendei Empire’s notification system and didn’t match their system aesthetic at all.

BROADCAST FROM EDGE COMMAND

HATCHET, ARE YOU ALIVE? SIMPLE COMMANDS ONLY. YOU CANNOT REPLY VIA TEXT. THINK YES OR NO TO RESPOND.

I thought in the affirmative and quickly put a note in the chat.

Hatchet: Did you guys just get that message as well?

Naginata: Yes.

Macuahuitl: Yeah, I got it.

Spook: What message?

Kaiser: Is this just a human thing?

Hatchet: I just got a broadcast from EDGE Command wanting to know whether I was alive. You guys probably didn’t get it because you’ve never been inducted into the EDGE Augment they use on missions.

Spook: What’s EDGE Command?

I gave Spook a quick rundown of what had happened before arriving on the plateau of the architects, including the whole being broken down into dust thing. Her eyes went wide when I explained that our reality was just a simulation, and EDGE Force had figured out a way to hack an augment which made the world run on video game logic. Murmur also listened on intently. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so free with the facts, but honestly, there was no time to think about it that much.

Another broadcast message came from EDGE Command.

WE ARE SENDING YOU ALL A CARE PACKAGE. IT WILL ARRIVE WITHIN THE HOUR.

Back in the Romanian mountains, EDGE Command had sent us supply drops when we completed certain objectives. They were rewards for exceptional work, like killing a particularly dangerous monster. Those supply drops seem to be either manifested in the sky, or launched out of some kind of suborbital distribution system. I wasn’t sure which. If they could send us a care package here, then maybe we could rely on them to send us gear and weapons to turn this contest in our favour. Could they send in an evacuation team as backup?

So far, everything in this contest had run on old school combat rules. No firearms. But every EDGE Force mission I had been on, I was issued with an edged weapon, and at least one firearm. On our second team mission I was given a pistol called Ironbark, and a shotgun which was manifested from an invented reality in a book series I’d published. That shotgun was called Gravedigger, and I really wished I had it with me.

As an Australian, I’d never been exposed to gun culture outside of the fiction I wrote, but I could see the appeal. There really was no feeling quite like being able to unleash a deadly storm of metal with the pull of a trigger.

That kind of power had its own kind of allure.

The bridge guardian made no efforts to advance on us or on any of the gathered warriors on the other side of the bridge. It looked like the sole purpose of this enemy was to separate the two halves of the spawned warriors, splitting the plateau in half. The river beneath the bridge ran swiftly to the West. A quick glance at the banks upriver revealed what fate awaited anyone who got knocked in.

Long, scaly, crocodilian creatures sunned themselves on either bank of the river. As a Queenslander, I was familiar with what a saltwater crocodile looked like. They were absolutely massive creatures, with arrow shaped heads and savage teeth jutting out of both jaws. Once they chomped down on you and death rolled you into oblivion, it was all over red rover.

The crocodilian creatures that sunned themselves on the banks were even bigger than saltwater crocodiles, and had enormous flared tails that would push them along like speed boats under the water.

The stakes were very clear. If we fell in the river, we’d probably be eaten by crocodilians. Eventually Naginata revealed through chat that X had a plan, but it required us to go with Murmur as he did something a little bit crazy. Naginata told us to ask Murmur what his powers were, and then things might start making a little bit more sense.

And so I did.

“What can you do, Murmur? My friends on the other side of the bridge say that you need us to come with you to help you do something crazy, right?”

Murmur smirked. With his slicked-back hair and thick brown moustache he looked every bit the earnest hipster. “It won’t be so crazy once we get there,” he said in a voice much deeper than sounded natural, but he spoke in a hushed whisper. “I have the gift of the gab. I can convince pretty much anyone to do pretty much anything if I talk to them in the right tone of voice. It works on people, and it works on animals.”

“You’ve got a hypno voice?” Spook asked.

“Hypnotic, yeah. That’s what they call it,” Murmur said quietly. “I think the easiest way we’re going to be able to clean this bridge for ourselves is if we convince that pack of umberhorns to stampede across and push that big skelly boy into the river.”

My eyes went wide. “You can do that?”

“Like I said, I can convince pretty much anyone to do pretty much anything, if I use the right tone. Words are spells, and I know how to speak them.”

This time, those words sent a chill up my spine. I’d never really believed in the power of hypnosis or anything like that, but supposedly once you were under someone’s hypnotic suggestions, you’d do pretty much anything that they told you to. If someone actually had that ability, they could be very powerful. If they were careful about how they used it, they could pretty much get whatever they want, and no one would ever be the wiser.

It was no wonder these teenagers called themselves the Reality Benders. According to Naginata, X could convince the building blocks of the universe to restructure themselves to suit X’s whims. Murmur could hypnotise anyone into doing anything. The previously slain Astrid McKillop could astral project while she slept, which should have been completely impossible. They still had two other members that I hadn’t really had any dealings with yet, but if they could do other things as powerful as the other three in their team, then they would be a force to be reckoned with as the contest continued.

I didn’t like the idea of leaving the bridge guardian now that we’re here to fight it, but it wasn’t making any moves to attack us. Nor was it taking any action against Naginata, X, and Big Mac. Was there some kind of trigger that would be tripped once we set foot onto the stone bridge?

If there was a trap to be sprung, then it was preferable for it to be activated by other creatures from the plateau, and not by us competitors.

We headed back into the verdant hills towards a herd of creatures we passed earlier. Umberhorns. That reminded me of a high value target that had been announced before we went into the dungeon—something called a Starving Umberhorn in the Beastmaw Plains. But that’s not where we were. Everything here, right down to the bridge, was still part of Verdant Hills.

The umberhorns did look a lot like cows, but now that we were closer, I could see the differences. Their body shape was more like a bison, with a hump above the shoulders, and a back that sloped down to muscular but significantly smaller rear legs. The horns that grew from the sides of their heads were a dark brown colour, hence the name umberhorn.

When we were in position just near the herd, Murmur told us all to stay behind him. The umberhorns were all looking a little twitchy, clearly uncomfortable at how close we were to them.

“My voice will only affect you if you’re standing in front of me, and if I’m speaking directly to you, but sometimes people get caught in the area of effect. Stay behind me, and you’ll be just fine.”

I certainly didn’t want to go charging at the bridge guardian in a blind rage with these beasts, so I trusted what Murmur said. It was strange, but even though Murmur wasn’t trying to hypnotise us then, I still felt a pull in his words. Like I really wanted to do exactly what he said.

When Murmur finally spoke at the umberhorns, the sound of his voice almost kicked in my fight or flight response. His voice sounded as though it came from several different places at once, and in many different tones and inflections all at the same time. You know how possessed people in horror movies talk in their normal voice, a harsh whisper, and with an echoed scream all at once? Yeah, it sounded a little like that. Spook and I shared a look that made it obvious we were both thinking the same thing.

Spook: Are you hearing what I’m hearing right now?

Hatchet: I would not want to be on the receiving end of one of Murmur’s suggestions.

The umberhorns seemed to grow still and were ready to bolt as Murmur spoke, but eventually a wave of calm descended on the herd. Each of the beasts turned towards Murmur and looked right at him. It was the strangest god damn thing. If an animal stops and stares at you like that in a horror movie, you turn and run the other direction because you know some terrible shit’s about to go down.

The strangest thing was that even though we could hear Murmur talking to these beasts, none of what he said was discernible. Perhaps the words that Murmur used could only be heard by those he meant to influence.

Another shiver ran through the herd as they all turned in the direction of the bridge and started charging down the hill.

“You’re going to love this next part,” Murmur said as he turned back towards us, speaking in his normal voice. “Dinner and a show.”

I gave him a quizzical look, but he just flashed me an enigmatic smile in return. We followed in the wake of the umberhorns, which left churned up soil and grass behind them. For beasts of such a large size, they moved with the swiftness of much smaller creatures.

Both Naginata and X moved away from the other side of the bridge as the umberhorns thundered towards it. If they did manage to knock the bridge guardian off the side and into the water, surely some of the herd would continue on their rampage across the bridge. X made some hand gestures but remained just to the side of the bridge. What was he up to?

Have you ever been driving down the highway behind a car that’s driving erratically, weaving in between lanes, and going at least 20 kilometres over the speed limit? It might just be me, but there’s always a morbid part of me that says keep watching. They’re going to crash and burn, and you’re going to be here to witness the chaos.

That’s how it felt as I watched this herd of six massive beasts thundering down the hill towards the bridge.

The bridge guardian locked eyes on the beasts running at it, and it drew its massive two-handed axe back to swing at the charging animals. A moment before the guardian swung its axe, a dazzling beam of light slammed into it from behind. Arclight, the woman with the shaved head from the Heartlight Vanguard, had appeared at the other end of the bridge, and her attack seemed to stun the guardian. The massive two-handed axe fell from its hands and embedded itself into the bridge, cleaving a massive stone in two.

The umberhorns initially ran right down the centre of the bridge, but they veered to the right at the last second, then immediately hooked hard to the left. They slammed into the bridge guardian’s side, and instead of sending it tumbling back along the bridge, it went right over the side! The Reality Benders’ plan had worked. But the umberhorns didn’t stop there. One went careening over the side of the bridge and landed in the water below, but the others kept rampaging across the bridge, right towards the rest of my squad, X, and Arclight.

Then I noticed it. Something strange shimmered across the other end of the bridge, and I only saw it because it caught the light in an odd way. Three shimmering yet mostly invisible threads stretched between the two pillars at the other end of the bridge, and when the umberhorns hit them, something absolutely horrific happened.

Flesh and bone cleaved apart as the beasts ran into these incredibly sharp threads. I had no idea what they were, or what it caused them, but I remembered something that Naginata said about X’s powers. They could convince different kinds of matter to reorganise themselves to suit their desires. Were those shimmering threads made of light? Was that even possible?

Murmur slapped me on the shoulder playfully. “See? What did I tell you? Dinner and a show. Come on, let’s go harvest that meat before it spoils.”


Chapter Seventeen

Our union with the rest of the squad was short and sweet. X banished the sharp threads of light as I crossed the other end of the bridge. Kaiser jumped around like a puppy when Naginata and Big Mac rushed over to us. I took Naginata in a tight embrace and hadn’t realised just how afraid I’d been that I wouldn’t see her again today. It was almost like someone had released a tight strap around my chest that I didn’t even realise was there. Kaiser jumped up and tried to lick her face, but she pushed him away gently with a laugh.

“Glad to see you’re all in one piece!” Big Mac said as he joined us. His long blonde hair flowed in the wind like some kind of spicy romance book cover supermodel, but the tattoos covering every inch of exposed skin from the neck down told a different story. He hadn’t even got a chance to use the massive sword strapped to his back.

“Yeah, we made it through. I’m glad to see you guys again, that’s for sure,” I said. “Hey, I have a gift for you.”

I pulled The Darkblade out of my inventory and held it out towards Big Mac. The weight of the sword almost made me tumble forwards, but Big Mac caught me.

“Yo, what is this? A new sword? It looks sick!”

“Nobody else in our group can use it. Take it.”

Big Mac took the sword. “That’s pretty sweet, man. My macuahuitl is more powerful and I get more bonuses from using that weapon type, but I might be able to use this to make a new weapon down the track. Might even make for some good upgrade components. Thanks!”

But this reunion wasn’t just about us. Two members of the Reality Benders were here, along with Arclight, from the Heartlight Vanguard, and behind us in the Verdant Hills, I made out another three silhouettes. One humanoid dinosaur, one woman made out of slime, and one huge, terrifying beast named Grendel. The Monster Squad were here too.

I gave Kaiser’s side a reassuring pat as the trio from the Monster Squad headed toward us.

“It’s alright, buddy. If Grendel tries anything, our whole squad has your back,” I said.

Kaiser let loose a worried whine and took a step behind my legs. If I was in Kaiser’s shoes, I probably would have done exactly the same thing. Luckily, it didn’t come to that. Grendel bounded away from the other two members of his squad with a snarl instead of joining us all on the bridge. Did I see a hint of sadness in the beast’s eyes before he fled?

Hey, at least that was progress. The last two times Grendel had seen Kaiser, he’d been overtaken with rage. Grendel hadn’t been able to stop himself from trying to rip Kaiser apart, but this time, it looked like he preferred to run away. Whether that was because Grendel was scared of the rest of us, or maybe rethinking things, I couldn’t be sure. Kaiser visibly relaxed once Grendel was out of sight.

Lockjaw jogged up to the bridge with Marilyn at his side. “It looks like we missed the party. We haven’t had the chance to properly introduce ourselves, but my name is Lockjaw, and this is my partner in crime, Marilyn. I’m trying to get her to think of a cool monster name for herself, but we haven’t come close to agreeing on anything just yet.” He let out a loud, singular ha.

That seemed to break the ice well enough, and we all went around and formally introduced ourselves. Both members of the Reality Benders still came across as quite cold and aloof, but at least they were engaging in conversation this time.

X was the leader of the Reality Benders, and they didn’t seem all that worried that they’d lost one of their members to the Gargonath. Apparently, death wasn’t the end for a dreamwalker, and dying so early on the first day actually worked in the squad’s favour. Astrid was apparently scouting out as much of the plateau as she could while she was dead, and she was gathering some experience points for discovering different locations, even though her body was destroyed.

That was good to know. I’d gotten a little experience each time I revealed a new location and banished the fog of war, so knowing I could use exploration as a level up tool was valuable.

We asked Arclight whether the same thing happened to Hafthor Magnussen after he was slain by the Gargonath, but it didn’t look like that was the case.

“We hadn’t heard from Hafthor since the Gargonath started chasing him,” Arclight explained. “When the Gargonath has you in its sights, you get a debuff that shows it’s pursuing you. I thought he was supposed to be some kind of survival expert, but he was one of the first to die.”

A sudden jolt of memory made me remember where I’d heard the name Hafthor Magnusson. “He had that crazy survival show, didn’t he? The one where he’d get dropped in the middle of nowhere with nothing but a camera, and he’d always find a way to survive.”

Arclight nodded. The serious look never left her face, and her glowing orange eyes gave her the look of a supervillain from one of those Marvel movies. “He was enhanced by Mnemtech so he could survive almost anywhere. He ended up getting a TV show deal, and for some reason, Big Daddy Forge let him pursue it. It’s no surprise he was picked for this, though. All five of our people have been enhanced.”

“By anima, right?” I asked.

Arclight nodded. “That’s what Big Daddy Forge calls it. But Robbie and I, we call it something else. We call it heartlight, because everybody’s got a little bit of it inside them. Life can’t exist without that inner light. Hence, heartlight.”

“Your name—the Heartlight Vanguard—makes a little more sense now,” I said.

“Heartlight, mana, anima, inner fire, chi, essence, whatever you want to call it, it’s all the same thing,” Big Mac said. “We’ve all been touched by it more than everyone else. I guess that’s why we were all chosen, yeah?”

“I didn’t choose this,” Lockjaw growled. “I was a Mnemtech experiment. So was Marilyn, and so was Grendel. Franklin Gaunt’s been alive longer than any of us, way before Mnemtech was around, but he’s the result of a human meddling in things they don’t understand too. I don’t know for sure, but I bet Quinn had a run in with Mnemtech too.”

Arclight smirked. “I didn’t choose this either, and neither did Robbie. It’s… complicated.”

Lockjaw shrugged. “The people who strapped me down and injected me with the relic catalyst that turned me into this are dead. I know because Marilyn and I killed them ourselves. As far as I’m concerned, we’ve got no beef with you. I can’t speak for the others, though.”

It was a little strange to me that the only team that didn’t seem standoffish at all was the Monster Squad. Lockjaw was a literal walking human dinosaur hybrid that could tear us apart without much trouble, but he seemed like a pretty nice guy. Marilyn was a healer just like me, but she’d dispatched enemies with brutal ease earlier.

Murmur and X didn’t really talk unless spoken to. I got the feeling that they were assessing everyone else. It was like they wanted to know exactly just how much of a threat we were while we were all together.

We had members of almost all the squads in one place for the first time since the beginning of the contest, and I raised my idea with them about working together.

“When I was up at the top of the hills earlier, I saw what looked like some kind of settlement on the southern bank of the river. There were structures there, of stone and wood, I think. We’re all going to need somewhere safe to pass the night. With that monster out there hunting us down, we’re all going to need to work together if we want to make it through this. You all have access to your team’s chat, right?”

Everyone confirmed that they did.

“So we can really coordinate our actions if we have one member of each team in the same place at the same time.”

Arclight smirked at this. “Like mission control.”

“Yeah, kind of?” I said.

“Every hero needs their Mission Control. You know, like Batman has Oracle, Iron Man has Jarvis, Master Chief has Cortana, and Captain Mal has Kaylee and Wash…” Arclight said, and I kind of understood her a little better.

She looked scary from the outside with her glowing eyes and shaved head, but it sounded like she was just a giant nerd with a hardline persona she projected to keep people at arm’s length. My daughter was exactly the same, though Lorelei never got to the whole shaving-your-head stage. That would probably come in time. As long as we still had a planet once this was all done and dusted.

“You’re exactly right,” I said. “I’m sure every one of our teams has someone capable of that role. If they all work together and relay information between squads while we’re out doing things, we could really take control of this entire competition. I’m sure every squad has already learned something different, and if we share our resources, we can figure out a way to beat these guys.”

X scoffed. “Do you really think an evil intergalactic fascist empire is going to let us win?”

“Of course, they’re not going to let us win. We’re going to have to fight for it,” I said.

“And who are you exactly?” Arclight asked.

“Someone who saved this world twice over, without any of you even realising it,” I said. I was in no mood for adolescent petulance, although I sorely missed the kind that only my belligerent teenage daughter could dish out.

Kaiser barked in agreement.

“All I’m saying is that we need to give this a shot. If this doesn’t work, and your squad wants to go their own way, then that’s totally up to you. I’m not going to force someone to work with us that doesn’t want to. But you know when the human race is at its best? It’s when everyone is working towards the same thing. When we put our minds and bodies towards doing what needs to be done, we can achieve anything.”

Arclight sighed and raised an eyebrow. “So you’re the monologuing hero type, are you?”

“Someone has to be, so I guess I’m going to have to step up.”

Big Mac stepped forward and put his hands out to try and calm everybody down. “Come on, folks. There’s nothing to be gained from fighting each other. We all just have to ride this wave now that we’re in it, and keeping an eye out for your buddies in the water is the best way to make sure nobody else drowns.”

“Oh great, two monologuing hero types, but this one’s a surfer bum,” Arclight said, but there was a hint of amusement in her voice. “Ultimately, Robbie calls the shots, but you’re right. We all need somewhere safe to spend the night, and if we watch each other’s backs, that’s a good start.”

“That’s a good way to build trust,” Murmur said in his deep voice, barely above a whisper. I didn’t feel like he was trying to compel us to do anything.

I nodded. “Send a message to your teams that we’re building a base of operations. If anyone has a team member close to a member of Edgebreaker, pass the message onto them, too.”

The bodies of the umberhorns needed a little bit more butchering before the pieces were small enough for the interface to recognise as butchered meat. Big Mac, Naginata, and I cut up the massive creatures into smaller pieces that were compatible with our inventories. The gloves I had definitely made the whole process easier.

The Darkblade I’d given Big Mac was actually an upgrade from a raw stats perspective, but the way his abilities were structured, many of them required him to be wielding a weapon that was a macuahuitl. Just equipping a two-handed weapon with higher stats made his abilities less potent.

One thing that I hadn’t even realised was that crafted weapons had a durability meter on them. If we used them too much, the weapons would eventually break. The durability meter on my crafted bone hatchet was already just under three quarters of the way full, and I hadn’t used it much in combat.

Oddly, the armour I’d equipped so far didn’t have a durability meter on it. There were scuffs and scrapes on the armour I had equipped, but I think my Balaran armour protected it from most of the durability damage.

We headed towards the ruined settlement as a group, and on the way, another notification appeared in the world notifications channel.

Shuriken has been slain by the Gargonath in the Beastmaw Plains.

The Gargonath grows in strength.

Damn, that was one down for Edgebreaker, and it wasn’t even halfway through the day. Every squad except for the Monster Squad and us had now lost someone to the Gargonath.

We all shared a nervous look and quickened our pace. According to Murmur, the Beastmaw Plains were to the southeast of our current position but still fairly close. None of us wanted to tangle with the Gargonath this early in the competition. We hurried towards the place I wanted to use as our new base of operations.


Chapter Eighteen

While we walked, I tried to figure out whether anyone was in conversation range of an Edgebreaker team member so we could pass the news on to them as well. Quinn McGregor from the Monster Squad was near Zweihander, so Lockjaw and Marilyn communicated with Edgebreaker via proxy until we reached our destination. There was every chance this was going to backfire, but by extending trust to everyone in the contest, hopefully they would extend it back.

I told everyone about the map marking functionality that the squad leader could use and recommended that everybody apply it to the settlement on their maps for everyone to see. While we walked, Big Mac was very interested in a bunch of different reagents and ingredients he could forage from the plateau.

“Hey, you never know what you’ll need later, right?” Big Mac said.

It was at this point I passed over the woodworker’s kit I’d received earlier. His eyes lit up like a kid on Christmas morning.

“Oh hell yes!” Big Mac said. “I was never all that good at meditating until I learned to quiet my wind by keeping my hands busy. Whittling things out of wood puts me into another mindset. One where I can actually focus.”

“I’ve never tried it myself, but I understand. The same thing happens when I write. It’s like I go rip a hole into somewhere else and just channel what comes out,” I said.

As we entered the Riverside Ruins, Kaiser let us know that his Portal Master ability let him open portals back to places he’d already discovered. These correlated to the marked locations on the map, such as dungeon entrances, the Temple of Awakening, and would also work for the Riverside Ruins now. The only issue was that Kaiser could only use this ability once every four hours.

Our inventory space was limited to a specific weight limit, but we could easily put things into our inventories and take them out again, just like in a video game. I once again had to stop wondering about the laws of physics and how they applied. It was time to just accept the reality and roll with it.

As we got closer to the settlement, Big Mac took some of those reagents he’d foraged and ate them. He said it was the only way to discover their properties, but I was just waiting for something terrible to happen. Just before we reached the settlement, it did. Big Mac’s knees went out from underneath him, and he violently threw up. His health plummeted to a third of its maximum, so I used Minor Heal on him to keep his health topped up. There was a poison debuff right underneath the window that showed his name and current health level, and when I mentioned something about poison, Marilyn appeared with a handful of green moss.

“Eat this,” she said. “It counters the effects of poison.”

Big Mac ate the moss, wincing at the taste, but it made the poison debuff disappear. Seeing the two squads work together gave me hope that we might be able to see this thing through.

The settlement was barely more than a crumbling stone wall and the mostly destroyed foundations of a handful of buildings. It looked like something terrible had happened before in this place. The crumbling remains were charred black.

A notification appeared as we entered.

Settlement Discovered: Riverside Ruins

50 experience points gained.

Unoccupied

When we entered the Riverside Ruins, a strange metre appeared in front of my view. It displayed the words Capturing Settlement and showed a percentage bar that rose steadily every few seconds. The words CONTESTED flashed red next to that capture bar.

To others, it appeared differently. It said that the Riverside Ruins were being captured by squad EDGE Force, which was strange because we weren’t doing anything to overtly try to capture this place for ourselves.

Eventually, we figured that it was probably because we had superior squad numbers. There were two members of Monster Squad and the Reality Benders, and a single person from the Heartlight Vanguard. If any of them were going to turn on us and try to take the settlement, now was the time. If they took us out, they’d probably be able to capture this for themselves. It was a pleasant surprise when they just let us take the Riverside Ruins without contest.

The Gargonath had already killed three contestants since we started that morning, and I felt that none of us wanted to be the first to kill another competitor. There were enough bad guys here roaming around the plateau for us to take our bloodthirst out on if we felt the need.

Once the capture metre hit 100%, a notification went out on the main channel telling everybody that we had captured the Riverside Ruins, which was now under EDGE Force’s control. I immediately received a Premier Settler’s Prize Box for being a member of the first squad to claim a settlement in their name, along with a nice chunk of experience that shot me right up to the next level. I didn’t open the prize box right away though, because another interface appeared to me when we captured the ruins, which immediately asked me whether I wanted to mark any enemy squads as hostile combatants.

I selected no, and I told everyone about this. Arclight let her shoulders drop as though she was holding a tremendous amount of tension there. Had she expected us to attack her? Trust goes both ways, and I wanted to show these folks that I was fair dinkum about working together.

As a squad leader, a lot of information flashed up in front of me as we headed to the centre of the new settlement. Most of it was tutorials on how everything worked, how to build different structures out of raw materials, and how we could lose control of the settlement.

There were really only three ways for our squad to lose control of this settlement once it was captured. The initial capture went to whichever team had the strongest presence by sheer numbers in the location for the required time frame. There were other factors that changed the dynamics, like if someone had killed one of us, they would have received a massive boost to their own capture bar.  Once the settlement was captured, it could only be transferred to another squad in one of three ways.

First, if the owning squad abandoned the location, it remained captured, but the presence of another squad member began a new capture sequence. The difference was that capturing something already owned by another squad took much longer than the initial capture, and notifications went out to all squad members whose ownership was threatened. This allowed them to return and mount a defence.

Secondly, exterminating the original owners from a settlement acted similarly to if the team abandoned the settlement, but decreased the capture time. Killing the original owners increased the capture bar for the hostile team by a considerable amount, and once all owning squad members had fled or had been killed, capture happened quickly. The third option was when ownership was transferred voluntarily.

Suddenly my idea to have one member of every squad in the same location had a whole range of issues to consider. If EDGE Force built this settlement up into a place of respite from the horrors of the rest of the competition, we had to keep at least one person here. Otherwise, it would begin to be captured by another team.

Likewise, if each squad left a single person here at the same time, all it would take was for one murderous member to kill the last remaining member of the owning squad, and then all hell would break loose.

But there were bonuses for owning a settlement too. I kept many of these bonuses to myself for now, because I thought revealing them might incite conflict that we didn’t want to have to worry about just yet. I could choose whether to convert this into a stronghold or a sanctuary. A stronghold was a fortified position designed to repel hostile plateau forces and other hostile squads. There was a warning here about settlements drawing the attention of enemies and that they needed to be defended.

The benefits of a stronghold over a sanctuary were the bonuses that could be accessed by the owning squad. You could build crafting benches for different item types, and in a stronghold only the owning squad could access them. If you focused on upgrading the levels of your crafting benches to outperform anything that the other squads could manage, it was an excellent way to get an edge in the competition.

A sanctuary was somewhere that had less passive benefits for the owning squad, but it meant that all contestants could work towards building this place into something that was a benefit for all. Any crafting benches made in the sanctuary could be used by anyone. There was also the chance that a sanctuary may still be captured from the owning squad by another hostile team.

I immediately chose to convert this settlement into a sanctuary and explained the difference between the two options to those who had gathered here. As I said, trust goes both ways, and sometimes you need to be the one to take that first leap. I didn’t even care whether Arclight thought I was a cliche-ridden monologuing hero. I always thought there needed to be more of those in the world than self-serving out-for-themselves back-stabbers.

The Riverside Ruins were in desperate need of repair. Everybody walked around to get their bearings on precisely what we were looking at here, and it seemed that there were five main buildings that needed to be repaired. Firstly, there was the Town Hall, which according to the notifications I’d speed read through, would have been converted into a Barracks instead if we had chosen to make this into a stronghold. The Town Hall would be a space for all of us to plan what we’re going to do, and a number of Sanctuary missions would be available from here.

Secondly, there was a Market Square, which we could use as a way to exchange goods with each other. The note said something about the Market Square also attracting wandering merchants, which was puzzling. Were these merchants going to be humans, or would they be people from the Alarendei Empire? There was no way I wanted anything to do with any representatives of the empire being inside our sanctuary. Who knew what information they might send back up their chain of command?

Next up was the Trades Quarter. Once built, this place would have all manner of ways to make things, including but not limited to a forge, an alchemy lab, a bowyer, a weaponsmith, and an armoursmith.

Then there was an Inn, which was a bit of a surprise to me. The system described the Inn as a place for everyone to get a good night’s sleep and included a kitchen, a bathhouse, and even nightly entertainment. I screwed up my face when I read this, trying to figure out precisely what that could mean. Like the bit about the wandering merchants, I wanted to figure out who exactly they were referring to when they talked about nightly entertainment. And by that matter, who was going to be cooking the food? I had more questions than answers.

The last but not least building that we could build in this settlement was a Gladiator Arena. In my opinion, this would be the last thing we built in this settlement. I couldn’t imagine any reason for us to want somewhere where we could fight with each other. We should be doing everything we can to avoid that outcome. The notifications mentioned something about earning more gear and skill tokens through gladiatorial combat, which was, so far, the only other way to get these aside from levelling up.

If there was a level cap we would eventually hit, then maybe the gladiatorial pit was important. Once again, there was mention of the building being run by someone. I told my squad that we should probably aim to build the Trades Quarter first, followed by the Inn. I wasn’t seeking approval from members of the other squads, but they still seemed to agree with this course of action.

Whenever I focused on the foundations related to one of the five buildings, it showed me exactly how many resources we needed to gather to rebuild that location. I stood next to the Trades Quarter and looked at the notification.

Trades Quarter

Rank 1

Requires:

250 stone

300 wood

100 coarse grass

50 clay

20 iron ingots

Upgrading to future ranks will unlock more crafting options.

Not only did our skills have ranks, but the buildings within our settlements also had rankings. I had no idea where we would find clay or iron ingots, but finding enough stone and wood would be simple enough. We just needed the right kind of materials to get the job done. Each building in the settlement required a similar number of materials just to rebuild them at Rank 1.

There were some other smaller construction projects dotted around the Riverside Ruins too. There was a freshwater well, rebuilding the stone wall that ran around the settlement’s perimeter and a roasting frame to place over the firepit in the middle of the settlement. There were also other little bits and pieces that I couldn’t immediately see the benefit of, but we probably should consider them too. Everything was here for a reason, and they wouldn’t offer us an upgrade if there wasn’t something to gain.

I opened the Premier Settler’s Prize Box then and was happy to see it contained some items we needed to make our first building. Every member of the EDGE Force squad received a similar box, and by pooling our resources, we almost had enough to build the Trades Quarter at first rank. We only lacked about 50 stones, 100 pieces of wood, and a couple dozen tufts of coarse grass. The prize boxes contained enough clay and iron ingots for us to not have to go farm any, which was a pleasant surprise.

Additional members from other squads slowly filtered in from around the plateau as we continued setting this place up. Arclight was soon joined by Isaac McMillan, but Robert Forge Junior was still seeing to some unfinished business, and Jeremy Gilmour was with him. Gilmour was Robbie’s sworn protector, according to Arclight. He very rarely left Robbie’s side. When Arclight spoke, it sounded like there was a hint of jealousy in her voice.

Soon enough, Willow and Felix from the Reality Benders arrived as well. Quinn from the Monster Squad wandered into the settlement, followed by the corpse-pale Franklin Gaunt, who was marked as the squad leader for Monster Squad. When Franklin came close to Kaiser, my buddy put a message in the chat.

Kaiser: That Franklin dude is an undead. I can smell it.

Hatchet: Do you think it’s anything to worry about?

Spook: It depends on what kind of undead he is. He can’t be a vampire. He’s out in the sun. He could be a ghoul or a revenant or a zombie or something, maybe?

Macuahuitl: With a name like Franklin Gaunt, he’s kind of giving it up early, isn’t he? He’s totally a zombie.

I’d dealt with many strange circumstances over almost 40 years on this planet, but I’d never had to figure out the most polite way to ask someone what kind of undead they were. That could be a problem for later. I left the other squads to acclimate their members to the settlement and explain what it meant for this to be a sanctuary.

Quinn had said that he’d passed the information about the settlement to Edgebreaker through Zweihander, but the big German wasn’t with him.

“Hey Quinn, did you tell Zweihander about this place?” I asked.

“I did, but I get the feeling that those cats are playing it pretty close to the chest. I don’t trust them,” Quinn said. “Frank doesn’t trust them either.”

“One of them tried to attack me at the start of this,” Franklin said. His voice was deep but with a European accent that I couldn’t place. “I think his name was Cleaver. The one that smells of lingering death. He tried his best, but I have survived much worse.”

“And you didn’t try to return the favour and kill him instead?” I asked.

Franklin shook his head. “There is nothing to be gained if we fight amongst ourselves. Our enemies are out there.” He motioned towards the plateau, his eyes settling on the black spiky tower northeast of our current location.

“Hey, thanks for making this a place for everyone. I knew I had a good feeling about you,” Quinn said as he clapped me on the shoulder. “You just tell us what you want us to do, and we’ll get to work, okay? That work okay for you, Frank?”

Frank nodded, but Kaiser remained sceptical about this guy.

Kaiser: He’s saying all the right things, but that guy smells wrong.

Hatchet: We’ll watch him. Just like we’re going to watch everybody else.

We decided that the best way to get this settlement up and running was to divide the workload up and focus on retrieving the building materials we needed. EDGE Force was on wood duty, the Reality Benders would concentrate on finding stone. According to X, it was much easier for them to harvest stone than anyone else. The Monster Squad was going to head out and scout for some clay.

Before X left, they started a fire in a circular fire pit in the centre of the settlement and said they would figure out a way to cook some of the umberhorn meat we’d all looted earlier. X just looked at the wood in the middle of the fire pit and sighed, like they were disappointed that the wood wouldn’t just burst into flames by themselves.

The Heartlight Vanguard already had quite a few iron ingots from clearing the Runebound Ramparts dungeon. All the armour made by the runesmiths in that dungeon was made of raw iron ingots. They’d left plenty behind, so Arclight and Isaac McMillen offered to head back into the ramparts and find more. I said that would be mighty helpful, and then they were off.

Big Mac and Spook stayed in the settlement so that there would still be an EDGE Force presence there while the rest of our squad headed out to chop down some trees.


Chapter Nineteen

Despite the horror of being trapped in a messed up contest by an invading alien empire, the next few hours passed quite pleasantly. Naginata, Kaiser and I didn’t stray too far from the ruins while we focused on chopping down trees and taking the wood back to our new sanctuary. We received word while we worked that the Gargonath was headed west towards the Beastmaw Plains, which was in the other direction from the ruins. That was one less stress for us to worry about.

By our second trip back to the ruins, some freshly seared umberhorn steaks waited for us. X had not only started a fire, but they had reshaped a couple of iron ingots into a grill which sat over the flames. They’d even dragged a bunch of tree stumps around the fire for people to sit down and take a load off.

If there’s one thing that a middle-aged bloke from Queensland knows how to do, it’s how to barbecue a steak. I couldn’t help but take over from X, who appeared to be glad that someone else took control of the cooking. I just wished that I had some seasoning to make the flavour really pop. Even something as simple as salt and pepper could make a world of difference.

The application of X’s powers were almost beyond my comprehension. They’d turned a single iron ingot into a latticed barbecue grill, complete with thin but stable legs. If they could reshape matter into any form they desired, they could pretty much do whatever they wanted as long as they had the raw materials.

I flipped a steak and reflected. X’s powers were not so different from how the crafting interfaces worked on my first two EDGE Force missions. Raw materials went in, different stuff came out. Back in Romania I’d exploited this in many ways, but the strangest and most surprising was breaking down an underproof bottle of whiskey, approximately forty percent alcohol, and receiving a one hundred percent alcohol solution as a component part in return. That exchange was not equivalent, and that might be beyond X’s ability.

People came and went from the sanctuary as I cooked, and the whole situation was surprisingly enjoyable. For a few moments, it didn’t feel like the fate of humanity was hanging in the balance. It almost felt like we were camping. I tried to get that idea out of my head though, because this was no time to be complacent.

We caught up with Lockjaw, Marilyn, and Franklin, and for self-proclaimed monsters, they were pretty decent company. Lockjaw and Marilyn gave us the full rundown of how they escaped from the Mnemtech facility, and how they’d been on the run ever since. I looked across the circle at Arclight to gauge her response, but she remained impassive.

“Unless something is watertight, I can usually squeeze through it. I don’t have a lot of fine motor control if I’m compressed down to an extremely small size, but as long as I can squeeze through, I’m usually okay to put myself back together on the other side,” Marilyn explained about her abilities.

“So you and Jurassic Park are like, a thing?” Big Mac asked as he took a massive bite out of an umberhorn steak.

“We’ve been through a lot together.” Marilyn put her hand on Lockjaw’s arm.

“At least she can pass for human, but me? It’s all national parks, sewers, and hiding in the back of our pickup truck while we go cross country.” There was a hint of melancholy in Lockjaw’s voice. “I’m a cryptid in at least four states.”

“Is there any way to reverse what they did to you?” Big Mac asked.

“Truth be told, even with all the difficulties and complications this adds to our lives, we wouldn’t go back to the way things were, right sugar?”

Marilyn nodded in agreement.

Franklin was quiet through all of this, but watched with a growing intensity. He was the squad leader, but seemed to be the most taciturn out of all the competitors so far. He didn’t really do a lot of leading, unless there were unspoken commands being given in their squad chat.

“I could have probably refused this,” I said as I summoned a clawed gauntlet over my right hand. The claws glowed green over the dark grey armour as I curled my hand into a fist. “I could have said no to this power, but I honestly didn’t want to. There’s something big coming, and I think this, whatever this contest is, is a part of it.”

“You’re talking about the reality crash,” Arclight said.

The three members of the Monster Squad shared an uncertain look.

“The organisation that recruited myself, Naginata, and Big Mac, have been trying to fight back against an event called the reality crash in their own way for the past few decades,” I said. “Long story short, something happens in roughly five days’ time from now that ends our universe as we know it. Mnemtech is aware of this event too, as is the organisation known as Edgebreaker. Yeah, all those guys from that team belong to that organisation, and they all defected from EDGE Force for one reason or another.”

“Mostly because they didn’t agree with how EDGE Force was planning on fighting back against the reality crash,” Naginata added.

“All three organisations have known about the existence of anima for quite some time, and Mnemtech have been experimenting with it for decades. Kaiser is the result of anima experimentation, as is Grendel, as are both of you,” I said to Lockjaw and Marilyn.

“Mnemtech are not the bad guys here,” Arclight said, finally piping up. “They’ve been looking for a way to stop it from happening, just like EDGE Force. Just because their methods are different doesn’t mean that we’re on opposite sides of this. Robbie has spent his entire life dedicated to finding a way to stop this from happening.”

“How much does he know?” I asked.

Mnemnhion, the extra-dimensional entity that Mnemtech derived both its power and its name from, was like a living supercomputer. It could spin up alternate universes to test out innumerable, immeasurable permutations of how events might play out in our actual universe. Based on the outcomes of those simulations of our simulation, Mnemtech had been able to make huge scientific and technological leaps. Ours is a universe filled with chaos, and it has captured Mnemnhion’s curiosity so much that it bled through the borders of our reality.

“This event, this Contest of Valour, it’s what sets off the chain reaction that burns across the universe,” Arclight said.

My heart sank when Arclight confirmed what I’d already started to suspect was the truth.

“I’m sorry, but this is whack,” Big Mac said. “You’re telling me that in less than a week our entire universe is just going to blip out of existence?”

“No,” Arclight said. “I’m telling you that the simulation that runs our reality is going to crash. It’s in the name. Reality. Crash. You know like when you’re running an old computer and it goes to the blue screen of death? Kind of like that, but for the entirety of existence.”

Big Mac’s eyes went wide. “Yo, you mean I’m just code in some kind of massive supercomputer?”

I shrugged. “So what if you are? It doesn’t lessen anything that you’ve done with your life, or sour the love you have for the people that you’ve known. If we’re all just random lines of code given form, that means that we really are all in this together. We only have each other to rely on.”

Big Mac looked pensively into the distance, deep in thought.

“You have to be made of something,” Lockjaw said. “Code, DNA, anima, mana, heartlight, whatever the hell you call it, we wouldn’t be here without it. Life is still worth fighting for, whatever form it takes.”

Franklin grunted. It was the first time he’d made a sound since he sat down around the fire with us. Then he started talking, but his accent was difficult to place. He sounded most definitely European, but it was an accent I did not recognise.

“Human nature is a strange thing. We crave new discoveries, always looking for the next thing to capture our imaginations, but the moment we find something we do not understand, we react with fear and violence.” The way Franklin spoke made me think he had seen this firsthand.

“It sounds like you’ve got a hell of a story to tell,” I said, and Franklin chuckled.

“You’ve probably already heard it without knowing, so I won’t bore you in the retelling.”

That was a bit of a strange comment, but Franklin didn’t elaborate on it, so I didn’t press it. I’d just finished cooking the umberhorn steaks when my stomach rumbled. That first bite was odd, because umberhorn tasted incredibly familiar and completely alien at the same time. It was like beef on steroids, but with almost no fat at all. It was all muscle, without being tough and chewy.

By the time I finished eating the steak, I had a new buff in the top corner of my view proclaiming that my stamina would regenerate faster for the next two hours. That was a nice little bonus, and it was nice to know that eating food would give us buffs.

After I was done eating, I was keen to get back into the work. Night would fall before we knew it, and I wanted to make sure we all had a roof over our heads before that happened. Initially I was worried that focusing on building up our sanctuary would take away from valuable levelling time, but I couldn’t have been more wrong. Every tree we chopped down and converted into raw wood gave us a little bit of experience. Every piece of wood we donated through the building projects around the sanctuary gave us even more experience.

It wasn’t like we were just allowed to harvest all of these resources without being interrupted by monsters, either. Naginata, Kaiser, and I killed a fair few shardhides that were nowhere near as dangerous as the rancid shardhide I’d killed earlier.

Some of the bigger lizard monsters had descriptors near their names like frenzied or focused. Each of these descriptors modified the behaviour of the monster and made it more difficult to kill. The frenzied shardhide attacked like an emu on speed, moving so fast we could barely hit it. The focused shardhide hit real hard, and landed critical hits on us with a much higher frequency.

We learned through this that critical hits were very dangerous. They seemed to ignore a portion of our armour value and cause a huge amount of burst damage no matter what. We also came across some more bladeface monsters, but we worked as a team and took them down.

Damn, we made a good team, too. I drained the bladefaces of their anima, and after draining about six of them I unlocked a brand new anima ability.

New Anima Skill Acquired: Blade Rush

Rank 1

Cost 50 anima

Charge at your current target and attack with your currently equipped edged weapon.

For the purposes of all my skills and abilities both my claws and whatever edged weapon I had equipped could be used. If I had my hatchet in my hand when I activated Blade Rush, it would use that weapon. If I had no edged weapons equipped, but had my claws engaged, they’d use those instead. This was going to be a very useful way of closing the distance between myself and my chosen foe, especially if they were being evasive, like those damned marrowrangers.

I also distributed my three new attribute points while we were out and about, now that I was Level 5. I sunk one point into strength, one into constitution, and the last into wisdom. I held off on using my new skill token and the gear token. That made it 4 gear tokens I had to use, and one spare skill token.

While we headed back to the Riverside Ruins to drop off our latest load of wood, a notification panel crackled to life in front of me. It glitched out, like it had a hard time cutting through the system used by the Alarendei Empire.

WE ARE SENDING YOUR SUPPLY DROP INTO THE PLATEAU NOW. RETRIEVE AND EQUIP YOUR COMM DEVICES. URGENT COMMS INCOMING FROM EDGE COMMAND.

The message had come from EDGE Force. Right on cue, something shot overhead, trailing fire and black smoke. A target location appeared in my view, centred in the Verdant Hills right near our current location.

I sent a quick message off to our squad and told Big Mac and Spook to hold the Riverside Ruins while we retrieved the supply drop. Just as I finished sending that message another notification appeared, but this time it came from the plateau-wide notifications channel. From the Alarendei Empire.

Warning: An outside party is attempting to interfere with the Contest of Valour. There will be heavy penalties for anyone attempting to engage with outside parties during the course of the contest. Any external interference is expressly prohibited.

I shared an uncertain look with Naginata and Kaiser. My buddy whined, but Naginata had a mischievous grin on her face.

“You’re going to go and get the supply drop anyway, aren’t you?” I asked.

“You know I am,” she said.

Kaiser barked once for yes, making it absolutely clear that he was coming with us.


Chapter Twenty

Every instinct I had told me that this was a very bad idea. The Alarendei Empire had an incredible amount of power, and they would not take kindly to us trying to bend the rules in our favour.

And yet, I still found myself rushing towards the supply drop’s impending landfall. This was the link to the outside world that we all needed. While we were participating in the Empire’s games according to their rules, they were still in control. But if somehow we could retake a little control for ourselves, then maybe we could turn the tide in our favour.

The supply drop slammed into the ground about three hundred metres in front of us. Another notification went out on the plateau wide channel almost immediately for every competitor to see.

EDGE Force: Do not attempt to approach the foreign object. Approaching the foreign object will result in a severe disadvantage being placed upon you.

All squads aside from EDGE Force are asked to stand on alert.

Just what the hell was the Empire going to do? They asked the rest of the squads to stand on alert, and I had no idea what that meant. Were they going to turn the other squads against us? Were they going to send a death squad to kill us, and only us?

I had no idea exactly what was going to happen, but I knew that if we didn’t open this supply drop, then we’d lose what might be our only chance at establishing contact with the outside world. If I’m being honest, the one thing I wanted more than anything else was to get the news back to my kids that their Dad didn’t abandon them. I wasn’t dead, and I was fighting like hell for them.

“Let me do this,” I said. “If anyone is going to suffer the consequences for opening the supply drop, it’s going to be me. I won’t drag the rest of you into this if I can help it.”

“The hell you won’t. We’re a team, and this is exactly the kind of thing that we face together.” Naginata looked pissed that I’d even suggested it.

Kaiser: Naginata is right. We’re all in this together.

I was struck then by just how deeply I felt for both Naginata and Kaiser. My previous marriage was always a battle, and I always came off the loser. Even if I won, it was no victory. Just a delayed torture. But with Hikaru, it felt like she was right there by my side, ready to stand next to me no matter what we faced. And I felt exactly the same way about her.

The supply drop bloomed open in front of us like some kind of high-tech alien egg as we approached. I almost expected some mechanoid face-hugging spider robot to jump out of it and shove its alien wing-wang down my throat. We crept closer but nothing of the sort happened. A green glow came from inside the supply drop.

I looked down into the capsule and saw two luminous green crystals that I immediately recognised as condensed Balaran anima. As far as I knew, Naginata and I were the only two Balaran Knights on earth, but a lot could have happened over the last ten months.

I held my hand over the supply drop to see a list of items within. EDGE Force looting usually conformed to the same standards, but nothing appeared when I held my hand over the supply drop. Of course, we didn’t actually have an EDGE Augment activated this time around, so it made sense that the normal interface didn’t appear.

Even though we had no interface, I felt a distinct pull from one of the green crystals. It was almost like it was a magnetic force that attracted me to the crystal on the left.

“Do you feel that?” I asked.

“Yeah, the one on the right is calling out to me. It’s just brimming with power. It’s absolutely loaded with anima.” Naginata said, her eyes glowing green like they did when she used her Eyes of the Dragon blessing.

Kaiser then sent a message in chat.

Kaiser: Are guys sure about this? If we take whatever’s in that chest, the Empire isn’t going to be happy.

“I know,” I said. “But they’re not playing fair. So why should we? They’ve already got a crazy strong monster wandering around this plateau killing off the competitors. The gargonath is so strong that we have no chance of fighting back. The outcome of this contest doesn’t just affect us, either. The fate of the entire human race is hanging in the balance here.”

It was almost like the empire knew exactly what we were talking about, because another notification went out over the plateau wide channel. This time, it came with a dire warning.

Warning: Anyone engaging with outside parties will suffer severe consequences. The consequences will not just be felt by the person who took the action, but by their entire squad.

Ah, shit. That certainly made me reevaluate things. If I made a decision and had to live with the consequences of it, then so be it. But if through something I did, the rest of our squad was punished, then that wasn’t my decision to make alone. I might be the squad leader, but I’m also a fundamental believer in everyone having the right to be involved with decisions that would affect them one way or the other.

So I sent a message in chat to the rest of the squad.

Hatchet: Spook, Big Mac, what do you guys think? Should we leave this, or should we poke the bear?

Spook: I really wish I had access to post GIFs in this chat. Right now, I really want to post the Brad Pitt GIF from Seven, where he’s demanding to know what’s in the box. Spoilers: It’s his wife’s severed head.

Macuahuitl: The supply drop is from EDGE Command, yeah? If they’ve been working this whole time to stop the reality crash, and this contest is what causes it, there might be something in there that will change things in our favour.

Hatchet: There are three EDGE Force comm units over here, as well as two green glowing crystals, along with some other stuff. Those crystals are for me and Naginata, laden with Balaran anima.

Macuahuitl: Do you see an obsidian steel dagger in there?

I hadn’t reached into the supply drop yet or touched anything, so I didn’t have a clear view of absolutely everything that was in the box. But I did see a black glint at the bottom which could have been an obsidian steel dagger now that I was looking for it.

Hatchet: It looks like there could be. Is that something important to you, Big Mac? Plus, isn’t obsidian a glass-like substance? Not steel?

Macuahuitl: Yeah, that’s pretty damn important. If I get my hands on that, my power level is going to probably quadruple. And once I use it, they can’t take it away from me. And this is obsidian steel. Trust me.

Spook: That sounds really ominous.

Macuahuitl: Every ocean has a dark undertow. My vote is yes. Grab the stuff and run. We’ll be ready to respond. If they kill us, we come back tomorrow, stronger than ever.

Naginata, Kaiser, and Spook all voted yes as well. I cannot deny that my heart greatly desired to claim more power, and I wanted to see Naginata advance to the next stage of becoming a Balaran Knight as well. I’d already received my armour, but Naginata had not.

Hatchet: Message received loud and clear. I’m grabbing the stuff now.

With that message, I reached my hand into the supply drop and took the green anima crystal that was meant for me.

My Balaran Armour snapped into place as I grasped the crystal, and energy that was so potent it burned as it streamed out of the crystal and into my arm. It whirled around my armour and sunk into it, strengthening it, unlocking a brand new rank of armour.

The armour that once burned with a luminous green light from within took on a blackened aspect, with the green light now only burning from within the plates. It reminded me of my daughter’s gaming computer desk that had RGB lights embedded in the back of it, which emitted a programmable and customizable glow whenever she turned the computer on. My armour was stuck on one setting—the verdant and fecund green of Balaur’s anima.

New Ascendant Blessing received: Armour of the Dragon (Rank 2)

Your Balaran Knight armour is now more difficult to crack and requires less anima to repair itself.

I looked across to Naginata and saw a similar font of power rushing out of her crystal and into her body. I swelled with pride as I watched her receive her very own Balaran Armour. The green coursed over her like moss on a time lapse video set to twenty times normal speed. The energy crept over her and, after covering her body from head to toe, it began to take form.

Back in Romania Naginata had a class called Onna-musha which was a term of honour for the warrior women of a Japanese clan who fought alongside the samurai. The naginata was their weapon of choice, and they served their families with honour and distinction. Somehow Balaur was able to channel this aesthetic into Naginata’s armour.

Once the armour settled, she looked almost like she’d stepped out of feudal Japan. The texture of her armour was like fabric with an ornate pattern that evoked images of green skies and white clouds. She wore traditional Japanese flat-soled geta sandals. The armour took the form of leather on her forearms and calves, with more ornate armoured sections on her cuirass, tassets and spaulders. She wore a half-mempo mask in the grimacing visage of a Japanese demon called an akuma.

She flexed her hands and tested out her new armour experimentally, before dismissing the demon’s half-mask.

“Now I know why you like wearing that armour so much,” Naginata said.

“You look amazing,” I said, and I meant it.

Naginata and I had only really had two months to get to know each other before we got disintegrated by the Alarendei Empire, and most of that time was spent either in the company of my kids, her family, and always with Kaiser around. We’d very rarely had any time to get to know each other as two consenting adults with healthy sex drives without some kind of external interruption. Seeing her in that armour, looking like a deadly warrior really awoke something inside of me.

She looked like she could kick my arse, and that was hot.

She gave me a knowing grin but waved away the compliment. “There’ll be plenty of time for whatever you’ve got going on in your imagination after we win this thing.”

Kaiser cocked his head to the side in confusion. He was smart in many ways, but very naïve in others. He never understood why Hikaru and I insisted he sleep outside of our room whenever we were in the same place.

A new notification appeared in the global channel that made my blood run cold.

YOU WERE WARNED.

A debuff appeared in my view, and I confirmed with the others that they had the same debuff.

Marked For Death

You have been marked for death as a traitor to this fair and reasonable contest.

Soon it became exceedingly clear exactly what that meant as another message went out on the global channel.

To all competitors, please be aware that all members of EDGE Force have now been marked for death. Anyone who kills an EDGE Force squad member will receive bonus experience, a Prestige Killer’s Prize Box, and a significant boost to their squad score.

The squad that kills the most members of EDGE Force will receive a special prize upon the dawn of the second day.

I looked at Naginata and swallowed nervously. Kaiser whined.

Spook sent a message in chat asking for our location, and I marked it on the map.

Spook: Murmur just used his hypno voice on Big Mac. His eyes went all glassy, and he tried to cut me in half. If I hadn’t used Mist Blink to get the hell out of the Riverside Ruins, I’d be dead.

My lip curled in anger when the realisation sunk in. The Reality Benders had turned on us at the first opportunity, and rather than strike the blow themselves, they tried to get Big Mac to kill the kid. That was the action of a coward.

Hatchet: Come to us. Once we’re together we can ride this out. We’re not going to let these bastards win.

At that moment another debuff appeared in my view.

You Are Being Hunted

The Gargonath has your scent. Run, hide, fight, it doesn’t matter. Your death looms.

Well, if we were going to die here in the next few minutes, we’d better make contact with the outside world while we had the chance. I scooped everything out of the supply drop and took it into my inventory. I handed one of the comm units over to Naginata, and we slipped them on.

The comm units crackled to life and a familiar voice came through.


Chapter Twenty-One

“Hatchet? Naginata? Is that really you?” Miranda Cullen’s voice came through loud and clear.

Miranda and I had history. I’d saved her from the clutches of the evil cult run by her father, and she’d climbed the EDGE Force ladder to become one of the commanders of the whole operation. She herself was an anima construct, given life by an extra-dimensional being called Altrighus.

Her father, Arthur Cullen, painted a portrait of her and used Altrighus’s anima powers to bring Miranda to life. She was exactly the same as Kaiser in that regard. They were both borne of Arthur Cullen’s imagination and given form by Altrighus’s anima.

To say I was happy to hear her voice was the understatement of the century.

“It sure is, Commander Cullen,” I replied.

“Hey Miranda,” Naginata said.

Kaiser barked his own greeting, even though he wouldn’t be able to hear Miranda reply.

“Hey Kaiser! Oh my God it’s good to hear your voices, but I don’t imagine we have a lot of time. You will not believe what’s happened since you all dropped off the face of the Earth.”

“Give us the dot point version as quickly as you can, because I’m pretty sure we’re going to die soon. Just tell me one thing before anything else. How are Lorelei and Seth? Are they okay?”

My stomach twisted itself into a knot when the words left my mouth. I had been trying not to think about it ever since we were awakened here in the plateau, but the truth was I was scared to death that something had happened to my kids while I was gone.

“Don’t worry, Hatchet. They’re absolutely fine. The moment we lost contact with you all in Brisbane we put surveillance on both of your families. The only thing we knew for sure was that there was someone or something out there hunting ex and current EDGE Force members. Our numbers have dwindled significantly, and we had no idea why until the UAPs started showing up. Then you two and Macuahuitl came back on our sensors.”

“So you know about the Alarendei Empire?” I asked.

“We didn’t know what they were called. They just showed up over major population centres and have refused to make contact with us. But we know that there is a concentration of them above one particular RAZ that was sealed away a few decades ago.”

A RAZ was short for Reality Annexed Zone, and it was one of the ways that EDGE Force had been able to stop regular Schmoes from discovering any of the weirdness caused by anima anomalies.

“Did that RAZ happen to be in the mountains somewhere? With the temple in the middle of it?” Naginata asked.

“Precisely. That’s why the site was sealed away. It posed a threat to global stability. EDGE Command didn’t know the significance of the site, and all of the machinery hidden under the surface was inert when inspected.”

“What kind of threat? Is there some kind of weapon here? Maybe something that we could use to turn the tide in our favour?”

“It’s not a weapon that poses the threat, but the implications of the technology within. The temple you talked about predates humanity by hundreds of thousands of years. It confirms without a shred of doubt that there is other intelligence outside of our universe, and that they are more than likely responsible for our existence.” Miranda let that revelation hang for a few seconds before continuing on. “People freak out when Facebook is down for a day. Can you imagine the chaos that our planet would be thrown into if every religion and belief system was suddenly proven to be false?”

“The Empire called them the Architects, and this place is called the Plateau of said Architects,” I said.

“EDGE Command made the decision to keep the existence of this place under wraps, but research continued over the past few decades. There is a machine beneath the plateau that we believe can destroy our entire planet if activated.”

“I think it’s time for us to fill in some gaps in your knowledge too, Miranda,” Naginata said. “The machine you’re talking about is called the Worldbreaker Scar. These aliens are part of a Galactic Empire and they’ve chosen twenty-five individuals who have been exposed significantly to anima of various origins. They’re making us face off against the other humans in squads of five, like this is some kind of messed up gladiatorial contest. The stakes? If we win, we get integrated into the empire.”

“That doesn’t sound like a good outcome,” I said, and the sound Miranda made echoed that sentiment.

“But if we don’t manage to kill their three champions before the end of the five days of competition, then they harvest the essence of the human race to fuel the further expansion of their empire,” Naginata continued.

Kaiser whined.

A great roar broke through the afternoon sky, shattering our focus. A lone figure came walking over a hill to the west, and I squinted to see who it might be. It couldn’t be the Gargonath, because it was about the size of a regular human. It had no more of a menacing presence than one of the other rotten skeletons we had fought in the ruins.

But there was something floating above its head. An icon in the shape of a skull. When I focused on it, a window appeared. I was proven wrong.

The Gargonath – Level ??? Boss Monster

Danger Rating: Unmatched

“We need to move,” I said as Naginata continued getting Miranda up to speed. She tried to give her an info dump as quickly as possible while we still could.

From our current location I could see the Riverside Ruins at the bottom of the sloping hills, right next to the river. Small dark shapes were currently en route to our position from the ruins. If everyone was leaving, that meant that our claim to the sanctuary would be gone, and another squad could begin capturing the location.

A notification went out right on cue that announced that The Monster Squad was currently capturing the Riverside Ruins. Reading that was a little bittersweet, because it meant that the Monster Squad guys were not actively hunting us. The others had probably left and surrendered their claim, more focused on claiming the experience boost, prize box, and squad points for killing us.

If Lockjaw, Marilyn, and Franklin Gaunt remained behind to capture the Riverside Ruins, then Grendel could still possibly be out here. He had no love for us, and as far as we knew he still wanted to tear Kaiser apart.

We couldn’t head west, we couldn’t head back to the ruins, but we might be able to head further south into the Verdant Hills to find somewhere we might be able to defend. I stole a glance over my shoulder and was surprised at how much distance the Gargonath had already crossed. It might look the same size as a human, but it seemed to move with superhuman speed.

It was close enough now that I could make out some details. It had a basically human silhouette, but it had tusks that jutted out from its lower jaw like an orc from some fantasy video game. The skin was a pale shade of blue, and it wore armour imbued with glowing blue runes. Big Mac had said that the runeforged enemies he’d fought back in the shadow of the black tower were covered in similar runes. We double-timed it away from the Gargonath and the encroaching enemy squads in the only direction we could: south-east.

It wasn’t all bad news in the real world. Just like I had hoped, EDGE Force had worked together closely with Balaur in our absence, continuing to spread Balaur seeds across the surface of the planet. There was a burgeoning seed in most major population centres, and EDGE Command believed that it would provide sufficient coverage if a worldwide anima event took place.

Miranda theorised that even if we were to lose this contest and the Alarendei Empire attempted to harvest the essence of humanity, the Balaran anima network that now covered the majority of the planet would slow the event, if not stop it altogether.

Balaur, the interdimensional cosmic dragon that spent millennia asleep in the Romanian mountains was a healer, a preserver of life, and a purifier of energy. His seeds would absorb the anima wave that sought to harvest us and purify it.

When Miranda started talking about my kids, I almost lost it. She gave me a complete and exhaustive update on everything EDGE Command had done for them in my absence, and I had to do everything that I could to stop myself blubbering like a fool while I ran away from impending doom.

After I disappeared my ex-wife was granted full custody of the kids in my absence. While EDGE Command could not directly make their presence known to my family, they arranged things in a way to make sure that my ex-wife Emily and my kids didn’t want for anything. They had tracked my family just in case threats were made against them, or I possibly resurfaced.

Miranda said that she knew something had happened to me, because there was no way in hell I would ever let anything stop me from being with my kids. That was one of the greatest compliments I’d ever received, though I doubt Miranda intended those words to have such weight.

The situation with the rest of the EDGEs was even worse than I initially feared. Dozens of people who had been used in EDGE Force missions, either continuing EDGEs or those who had ended their tenure, had disappeared without a trace. EDGE Command assumed that all three of us–Naginata, Macuahuitl and myself–had suffered the same fate.

Miranda asked multiple times about how many previous EDGE Force members were chosen for this contest, and she seemed surprised that only three of us were here.

Then I explained to her that we weren’t really the only three. Five members of Edgebreaker had also been chosen, and they were led by none other than Bastard.

Miranda swore at the mention of his name, but she wasn’t surprised. He was extremely high up in the hierarchy of Edgebreaker, so if anyone from their ranks was going to be chosen, it would have to be Bastard.

“There are those that believe Bastard is actually running the show,” Miranda said. “But we’ve neither been able to confirm nor deny that. They’re so well acquainted with our protocols that they’re exceptional at avoiding EDGE Command’s gaze.”

A great cracking sound split the air behind us as the Gargonath smashed a fist into a tree trunk the width of a small car. The tree crumpled around the impact and fell away in splinters.

My eyes went wide as the extent of the Gargonath’s power became apparent. Clearly this thing treated the laws of physics as a suggestion and not actual laws. Something with that small a muscle mass should not have been able to sunder a tree that huge, and yet I’d seen it with my own eyes.

“The fact that I’m still talking to you means that the aliens either don’t understand how to jam our signals, or they’re deliberately choosing not to,” Miranda said. “Maybe they want you all to talk about what’s happening in there.”

“It feels very much like we’re being evaluated as well as being made to compete,” I said.

“You need to get that dagger to Macuahuitl too,” Miranda added. “We’ve been watching him closely for some time. He had an entanglement with an extradimensional entity too, but not one who is as magnanimous as Atrighus or Balaur.”

“Who?” I asked.

“I won’t even attempt to say the thing’s name. You need at least two mouths and three tongues to say it right.”

“So Big Mac’s got a pact with a Lovecraftian monstrosity. Got it,” I said.

“Something like that. You need to get that dagger to him though, otherwise something very bad is going to happen.”

“I think something bad is about to happen anyway,” I said.

The sound of heavy footsteps came rhythmically from behind us. I turned to see the Gargonath right behind us, reaching out with clawed gauntlets towards Naginata.

I refreshed my Balaran Armour, activating my helm as well this time to protect my face, and used Blade Rush to cover the distance between myself and the Gargonath. All thought of my own safety went out the window when I saw it coming at Naginata with murder in its eyes.


Chapter Twenty-Two

I slammed into the Gargonath with all my force, but the monster didn’t even flinch. Its eyes snapped towards me, with a faint blue glowing deep within the recesses of its pupils. That same blue illuminated the myriad of different runes carved across its armour. I used my Rancid Claws ability to deliver a flurry of attacks at the Gargonath. A poisoned debuff appeared below its nameplate, right next to the skull icon that pulsed with red behind as a warning that this monster was extremely dangerous.

The Gargonath sneered at me before delivering a punch squarely to my chest. My black armour crumpled inwards as my breath was blown out of my body. The impact sent me flying backwards, thanking EDGE Command in my head for sending through a crystal infused with Balaran anima. Without the boost to my armour’s level, I’d probably already be dead.

Naginata squared off with the Gargonath, using her weapon to attack it from a distance. As a weapon, the naginata was exquisite, giving the wielder the benefits of staff fighting and blade fighting at the same time, while keeping a safe distance from your opponent. Naginata wielded hers with a grace that I couldn’t even begin to mimic.

She managed to land a good couple of hits on the Gargonath, and it was nice to see that this beast could bleed. Like Dutch said when he faced off against the Yuatja in the classic horror movie Predator, if it bleeds, we can kill it.

Even though we could see a nameplate hovering above the Gargonath with the poison debuff and the powerful monster warning, we couldn’t see a health bar or anything of the like. We competitors had health bars that displayed our current level of vitality, so I imagined that the monsters we fought would be the same. But in both instances, we couldn’t see anyone’s health bars but our own.

Kaiser launched forward and leapt at the Gargonath’s throat. He was surrounded by an aura as he jumped, which meant that he had just activated his Sic ‘Em ability. The monster was already focused on defending itself against Naginata, so it never saw Kaiser launching at it from the side. My buddy’s teeth sunk into the pale skin of the monster’s neck, and Kaiser tore away a massive chunk of flesh.

The Gargonath roared in frustration as it lifted a hand to its neck. The bleeding slowly stopped and the Gargonath launched itself at Kaiser. He bounded out of the way of the monster’s grasping hands, but it had been a close thing. The Gargonath had almost grabbed Kaiser’s tail, and it would have been all over.

The next time the monster went for Kaiser I used my Leshy Stomp ability, which exploded the earth in a line from me to the Gargonath, and thankfully it made the beast stumble. The attack also had the unfortunate effect of focusing the Gargonath’s attention on me. I used Refresh on myself to top up my health and channelled some of my anima into my clawed gauntlets.

I tried to hold my own against the Gargonath for as long as I could, but the bastard was just too strong. Every attack that I landed on it was followed up by an even more powerful attack that either drove me to my knees or sent me flying away again.

Both Kaiser and Naginata attacked where they could, but the monster’s powerful strikes whittled their health down as well. Naginata and I took turns using our healing abilities on each other and Kaiser, but it wasn’t long before our mana was running low, and I had no more anima left in my tank. Mana recovered over time, but the punishment doled out by the Gargonath was more than we could handle.

It was almost like the Gargonath was a super powered dungeon level boss, or a raid boss or something. Did we need a whole squad to take this thing down?

“I’m not sure we’re going to be able to do this,” I said aloud.

Naginata didn’t need to say a word. She knew it and I knew it. Kaiser whined as he too came to the same realisation.

We needed a plan, and we needed one right now. I was the squad leader, so ultimately the responsibility for the safety of my squad fell to me. I tried to wrack my brain to think of a way we might be able to get out of this alive. My mind turned to old school horror movies with monsters that liked nothing better than chasing down the main characters until they eventually caught them.

These kinds of monsters were called pursuers and they were often bad guys who were immortal or immune to damage that would maim or kill a normal person. Think Jason Vorhees, Michael Myers, or Leatherface. These immortal bloodthirsty slashers never stopped until their quarrel was dead in exceedingly sadistic ways.

They used these types of bad guys pretty extensively in survival horror games as well, with Resident Evil being a great example of this. In Resident Evil 2 the player was pursued by a massive guy in a black trench coat and a fedora called Mr X. This continued in Resident Evil 3 where the player was hounded by a monster called Nemesis whose only mission was to hunt down the player and kill them. There was no killing Mr X or Nemesis; all you could do was disable them and run for your life.

Sometimes the players had access to powerful weapons like rocket launchers or flamethrowers which were powerful enough to stop the monster in its tracks, but sometimes the player needed to use the environment to their advantage. Both myself and Spook had abilities that could manipulate the area around us using force. Her Get Away From Me ability could do this, and so could my Leshy Stomp. What if we dropped something really heavy on top of the Gargonath?

That would surely stop it for long enough for us to be able to come up with a plan on how we were going to kill it for good.

I thought back to when I’d climbed to that high point after killing the Ornery Bladeface. I’d seen the Riverside Ruins, the bridge, and to the southeast of that location there was a labyrinthine system of fissures in the earth. Maybe we could lure the Gargonath there and bring some of the ravine down on top of it. We might be able to bury the damn thing, if not kill it outright.

There were still some things to work out with this plan, but it was the best that we had, so I sent a quick summary of it to the rest of our squad while we tried to stay alive. Our fight with the Gargonath had turned into a game of catch me if you can, where we tried our best to evade it rather than try to kill it.

After my summary of the plan, Big Mac must have realized then that he could reply to the squad chat even though he had been mind controlled.

Macuahuitl: Yo, this is the weirdest thing I have ever felt and believe me I have experienced some weird shit. It’s like I’m just a passenger in my own body while something else is driving. That hipster douche bag Murmur told me to kill all of you guys. There’s a debuff that I can see that doesn’t even have a timer on it. It’s like I’m just going to keep doing what he says until I finish the command, or I die.

Hatchet: He doesn’t look dangerous, but he and the rest of the Reality Benders just might be the most dangerous people in this entire competition.

Kaiser: We need to go. I can smell Arclight, and that Franklin Gaunt guy is with her. He smells just like those dead things in the swamp.

Naginata: The guy looks like a zombie, and he calls himself Franklin Gaunt. Not very subtle.

Hatchet: If he’s a zombie, then it makes sense why he chose to be with Monster Squad, or rather why the Monster Squad chose to be with him. He is the squad leader after all. I had hoped that we could trust them. Spook, are you doing okay?

Spook: :(

Ah, she’d regressed to using emojis again. She’d been terrified the first time she did that, way back in the Temple of Awakening at the beginning of all of this. My daughter Lorelei was similar when she was scared or angry. She shut down and didn’t want to talk to anyone about anything, even though that usually made everything worse.

Hatchet: Don’t worry, Spook. We’re not going to let anything bad happen to you. We’re all heading to the ravines to the southeast of the ruins right now, and you should head in that direction. If we lure the Gargonath in after us, you might be able to bring one of the fissures down right on its head behind us without it even knowing you’re there.

Spook: :|

Hatchet: I know it’s scary, but if we work together, we might get out of this. Sure, it might not work, but if we don’t come up with a plan and stick to it, then it’s definitely not going to work.

Spook: . . . :)

Kaiser: You’re part of our pack now. We protect each other.

Macuahuitl: The thing is though, I can keep talking to you guys while I’m being mind controlled. I can let you know exactly what all the other teams are doing. At the moment that Franklin zombie guy is arguing like hell with Arclight. He’s going off at her, saying that this is exactly what the Empire wants. They want us to fight each other, instead of focusing on fighting them. It looks to me like Arclight might actually be a little swayed by what he’s saying, but Murmur and X both have murder in their eyes.

Hatchet: Keep reporting back to us whatever happens. We’re heading for the ravines right now. Mac, if you manage to get free, you take Murmur out. I don’t want to kill any of the other competitor’s but he’s dangerous.

Macuahuitl: Oh, you don’t need to worry about that, chief. My patron is going to taste blood before today is out. Have you got my dagger?

Hatchet: It’s in my inventory right now.

Macuahuitl: Good keep it there. If we’re all dead by the end of today, then you can just give that to me first thing tomorrow and we’ll have our revenge.

I gave Naginata and Kaiser the signal to disengage, and we all scattered away from the Gargonath. It roared after us and gave chase, but I stopped and stood my ground.

“You two go on ahead. Disappear. I can keep the Gargonath on me,” I said.

Kaiser whined but Naginata reassured my buddy that I was going to be okay. Kaiser barked once as both he and Naginata ran.

My mana had replenished, so I used one more stomp to waylay the Gargonath, then I used Blade Rush to get close enough. My claws sunk into the Gargonath’s pale flesh and I pulled on the anima reserves brimming just beneath the Gargonath’s skin. If drawing anima out of a normal monster was like recharging your phone by plugging it into the wall, drawing anima out of the Gargonath was like tapping into a fusion reactor. The power was almost overwhelming, and I could feel my anima system buzzing as it tried to cope with the heavy load.

The Gargonath had overfilled my anima tank in an instant. It sat at 643/500, and the extra anima burned its way through my body. I quickly converted 200 anima into experience points to bring it under my anima threshold, and then I took off.

The area ahead of me was covered in forest, and I changed my equipped anima ability to Forest Strider while I ran. This ability doubled my movement speed when moving through forested areas, and I’d been training with it a lot since Romania. The Gargonath roared as I sped away from it, but it gave chase all the same.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Even with my speed boost the Gargonath gained on me. It didn’t let any of the obstacles I wove between stand in its way, and the only thing that really worked was to run around in unpredictable patterns like a chicken with its head cut off. This became rather difficult while also maintaining my speed boost, which threatened to send me careening into trees and tumbling over rocks.

Naginata and Kaiser had dispersed, and Spook was currently zeroing in on Kaiser’s location. Keeping track of my squad was remarkably easy using the overlay map. I could even see Big Mac’s location, and he was much closer than I expected him to be.

Hatchet: Hey Mac, how the hell are you guys following us?

Macuahuitl: That Marked For Death debuff we’ve all got? It marks our locations on the maps of all the other squads.

I swore. That just wasn’t fair. I opened comms with Miranda Cullen at EDGE Command.

“Hey Miranda, I don’t know how much longer we’ll be able to hold out. The aliens have marked us for execution by the other squads, and I doubt we’re going to make it through the day. By then, I’m sure they will have cut off our communications. What’s the end game here? What do you guys have planned?”

“To be honest, we’re still trying to figure that out. We can’t put you in jeopardy or knowingly skew this competition against you. Maybe it’s better to close communications and observe you from afar.”

“I’ve got a feeling that this is just the first level of punishment.” I pitched forward as a head-sized stone slammed into my back, cracking the armour over my shoulder blades. “Son of a bitch!”

The Gargonath had to remind me it was there, and I knew my time was running short. So I relayed all the information I thought was relevant to Miranda, from the timeframe of the contest to the mechanics of it. The daily resurrection of slain opponents was of particular interest to Miranda and EDGE Command, as were the methods of loot distribution. The personalised randomness of the loot we’d received so far spoke volumes about how much information the Empire had managed to extract from us after our capture. The mechanics of the Gargonath also piqued their interest.

“I know you’re being chased by the monster right now, but have you tried to stand against it?”

“Yeah, but it’s too powerful. It knocks us flat with a couple of hits.” Another stone flew over my shoulder then and slammed into the trunk of a nearby tree. The bark shattered, and the tree fell towards me, but I managed to speed underneath it before it hit the ground.

“You’re not going to like this suggestion, but I think you should try to syphon enough of its power that you learn an anima ability from it.”

My eyes went wide. What did I know about the Gargonath so far? That it became stronger with every foe it killed, and if it happened to die, it learned from that death. It rose again on the very next day, stronger than before.

“Holy smokes,” I said. I’d been so terrified of dying at the hands of this monster that I hadn’t even thought about what I could achieve if I accepted my death as the outcome.

This might be a way to turn defeat into victory. Of those two attributes, I hope I gained the trait that made me stronger every time I bested a foe. I could focus on killing enemies and build my power from there. I didn’t really fancy the idea of dying to grow stronger, but victory sometimes requires sacrifice.

The forest suddenly ended, which cut my speed in half. Forest Strider immediately deactivated when I ran out of the forest, but the Gargonath didn’t have similar handicaps. It burst forth from the edge of the trees and rushed at me with supernatural speed.

Suddenly the Gargonath stopped in its tracks and cowered in place. That’s when I saw Spook standing next to Kaiser nearby with her hand outstretched. The Stop Right There debuff on the Gargonath counted down from 30 seconds, so we booked it towards the ravine system.

“I’m glad you made it out alive, Spook!” I said.

“That might be a little premature,” she said ominously.

I couldn’t argue with that, so we all ran. The only person missing from our squad was Big Mac, but he kept us up to date on where the other squads were. So far, nobody had seen anyone from Edgebreaker, which could have been a good thing or a bad thing. Even after all this time, I still didn’t know if I could trust Bastard.

We ran down into one of the ravine entrances, and I hoped we’d be able to progress through it without pulling the attention of any monsters down there in the dark.

It wasn’t long before I was proven wrong.

There were holes along the ravine’s sides that looked like they belonged to some kind of ant or spider creature. It probably wasn’t an arachnid because there were no tripwires or webs I could see, and most non-spider arachnids weren’t burrowers. But still, something was living in those tunnels, and I didn’t want to draw its attention. I felt like we were making enough noise that it was a foregone conclusion.

The sound of chitin-covered legs skittering over rocks echoed along the ravine passages, which split into multiple different forking directions. As yet, we had seen none of the monsters, but they were there. I could hear them.

I had absolutely no idea where we were going, but that was fine. The mini-map that I still had displayed in my view showed a top-down view of the ravine system. If we managed to defeat the Gargonath, we could use that map to retrace our steps.

We turned down one of the side passages into an even deeper and darker split of the ravine. The shadows felt oppressive, and even though there were four of us, I still didn’t like our chances of making it out of this alive. We kept running until something exploded out of the rock next to us. I was leading the pack, and whatever it was slammed into me, knocking me off balance.

I felt multiple hard-tipped legs scrambling and slamming into my armour as the monster tried to disembowel me. Spook screamed, Kaiser barked a panicked, high-pitched warning, and Naginata stayed stoic and silent as she immediately stabbed the insect creature as it tried to eat me. I silently thanked Balaur for my armour upgrade.

As the dust cleared and the creature stopped squirming, I got a little bit of experience and noticed that the ruckus had caused some of the massive rocks in the side of the ravine to come loose and tumble down. I suddenly had a plan, and all I wanted to do was explain it to the rest of my squad. But the skitterers in the ravine had other ideas.

The bugs crawling out of the holes belonged to a caste system. There were different variations like hardshell skitterers with incredibly thick chitinous armour, and kickback skitterers with powerful legs capable of jumping large distances. Then there were the ransack skitterers with massive slavering jaws, and venomous skitterers whose mandibles dripped with fluorescent green viscera. They were all roughly the same size as Kaiser or smaller, but it wasn’t their size that was dangerous—it was their growing numbers.

The fight was absolute chaos, and it slowed us down. Every time we killed one, another took its place. Naginata and I fired off minor heals where we saw poison debuffs on Spook and Kaiser, while also trying to kill these damn things. I tried to draw anima from as many of these monsters as possible, but that took time, and every passing second brought more bugs to join the fight.

I pulled my bone hatchet out of my inventory and went to town on the bugs, slashing through their armour old-school style. I used Blade Rush to move quickly out of harm’s way, while delivering massive damage to my target. The only ones that stood up to the punishment were the hardshell skitterers, whose thick armour stopped my blades. The others? Their green and white insides sloshed onto the ground as they went down one by one.

I looked up from a dead skitterer just in time to see the Gargonath reach the end of our little ravine offshoot. Its eyes glowed blue inside its darkened silhouette.

“Everyone, put the swarm between the Gargonath and us!” I called out. “Once the bugs are between us, Spook will use her Get Away From Me ability and push all of these swarmers right at the bastard!”

Spook nodded in agreement. We all worked to put the swarm between us and the Gargonath, which was now heading down into the darkened ravine. Spook used her ability a little too early, and we all learned a painful lesson. Her powers did not distinguish between friend and foe. The wave of force slammed into us and sent us flying backwards, but it also pushed the entire mass of swarming insects right towards the Gargonath.

Once I was back on my feet, I noticed a huge crack running up the side of the ravine right next to where Spook had activated her ability. The cracks spiderwebbed between the skitterer nest holes, and it wouldn’t take much to bring the whole ravine down on top of us. One of the ransack skitterers bit down on my ankle as I watched the Gargonath struggle against a swarm of marauding bugs.

I slammed my bone hatchet down into the back of the skitterer and pulled it away from my foot. Then, I dismissed my hatchet back into my inventory and then slammed my claws into the soft parts of the bug where its thorax met its abdomen. I drew on the anima within the monster and immediately began channelling that energy into an anima grenade.

The Gargonath tore the monsters apart with its bare hands, and even though I wanted to take the Gargonath’s power for myself, I had a feeling that it would rip me in half before I would ever be able to siphon enough away. If I could crush it with a rockslide, then we’d win. The Gargonath wouldn’t come back until the next day, and we could focus on trying to survive against the other squads that were also trying to kill us.

My anima grenade grew with every passing second, burning with heat and light.

“I need you all to get behind me,” I said.

Naginata gave me a concerned look but backed away with Kaiser and Spook, nonetheless. I knew everything she wanted to say with just that one look. She didn’t want this to happen, for anyone to put themselves in harm’s way, but it needed to happen. Otherwise, we were all going to die.

The Gargonath roared as it tore the last of the bugs away, and the rest of the hive stayed within their nest holes, clustered around the edges of each opening in the rock wall. I started the anima grenade’s ignition process, which gave me seven seconds before it exploded. The Gargonath rushed at me, and I counted down in my head.

With two seconds remaining, I threw the grenade at the cracked wall. The Gargonath covered that side of its face with one of its massive hands a second before the grenade exploded.

The blast wave knocked me backwards, but I scrambled back to my feet amongst the heat and the light of the explosion. As the dust cleared, I saw the Gargonath crushed under a pile of debris. Blood stained the rocks surrounding it, but it wasn’t dead. Its eyes were closed, but we hadn’t received any notification saying it was dead. Plus, when I focused on the beast, I could see a couple of debuffs. It was still poisoned from the venomous skitterers and had a bleeding debuff.

There would be no better chance to draw anima out of the Gargonath, so I clambered up on the rock pile above it, slammed my glowing green claws into its blue-grey skin and sucked the life out of it.

The Gargonath was filled with a storm of life energy. It instantly filled my anima tank, and I converted it as quickly as possible into experience. I hit the next level as the Gargonath stirred beneath me, and then as the rubble shifted beneath my feet, the rest of my team surged in and started attacking the monster too. Naginata rushed in with her weapon and stabbed the beast in the shoulder. Kaiser chomped down on the Gargonath’s hand when the monster managed to wiggle it free.

The pile of rubble beneath my feet began to shift as the Gargonath rose back to its full height, but I was still holding on and sucking the anima out of the beast. I levelled up again, bringing another three points and two tokens, but I couldn’t be distracted.

The Gargonath still had its strength, but how was that possible? I’d brought the whole damn ravine down on top of it, and I was literally sucking its life force out of it like a badass vampire knight. It turned its head to see me, and I noticed that the blue glow in its eyes had faltered. It had pulled itself free from the rubble, but I was hurting it.

That’s when I knew I was in trouble. The Gargonath reached back with its terrifyingly strong hands and gripped down on both of my shoulders. The force contained within those fists was staggering. I felt something crunch inside my left shoulder. I hoped it was the outside shell of my Balaran armour, but the flare of pain told me it was something more.

I used some of the anima in my tank to send healing energy to that part of my body, but there was a mounting pressure that I could not deny. The Gargonath pulled my left hand away from its neck, reducing my incoming anima flow, but that wasn’t the worst. The fucker would pull my arm right out of its socket if it didn’t let up.

My squad attacked the beast as best they could, but it withstood their attacks like some kind of immortal Jason Vorhees-type slasher from a schlocky 80s horror movie. Suddenly the pressure in my arm lifted, and I grinned for a moment thinking the beast had staggered and let me go.

Then I saw my own arm on the floor of the ravine in front of me, ending in a ragged, bloody stump. Naginata’s eyes went wide, and then she skewered the monster with her weapon. Kaiser activated his Sic ‘Em ability and launched at the Gargonath’s neck. Kaiser tore a chunk of flesh from the Gargonath’s throat, but the monster grabbed Kaiser by the neck and threw him away. My buddy slammed into the ground and rose with a limp.

The pain was deafening, but if I was going to go out like this, I wouldn’t let the Gargonath take me out for free. I wouldn’t let it take my friends down. I locked my legs around the monster’s waist and drew on its anima. Not only with my claws, but I tried to leech the anima out of its very skin with my armour. I didn’t even know whether that was possible, but suddenly the anima flow rate turned from a steady trickle into a rushing river. The anima sunk into every inch of my skin.

A warning flashed in front of my eyes. It said that the incoming flow of anima was too much for my anima system to take, and I could cause irrevocable harm.

Well, if I was going to die anyway, I might as well go out on my own terms.

The Gargonath roared in frustration as it went down onto one knee. It panted heavily, struggling to catch its breath. Then I realised I was screaming as the anima broke through the walls of my tank and flowed throughout my entire body. It burned cold and green, and the smell of freshly cut grass came from somewhere. The monster tore at my legs, grabbed hold of one of my ankles, and then wrenched the entire leg free of my body. My femur popped out of my hip socket with a sickening schlurp.

Then the Gargonath tried to buck me free like a bronco in a rodeo. With only two limbs remaining, I couldn’t hold on, but I refused to let go. My last leg flung free, and I flopped back and forth like a bed sheet in a storm, but I still kept drawing energy out of the Gargonath.

It flipped me forwards, leaned over my body, and then stomped onto my pelvis with one of its feet. Bones crunched as the wind was driven from my chest. The Gargonath stood to its full height, my abdomen stretching and screaming as I felt myself begin to unravel.

Still, I refused to stop drawing anima out of the fucker.

Then suddenly I was torn free from my lower half, and the moment before the Gargonath wrenched my arm free and threw my helpless torso away, a new notification appeared.

New Anima Skill Acquired: Adaptive Mortality

Passive

Activates upon death.

Every time you die, you will rise again, adapted to resist whatever killed you.

I didn’t even have time to process that before everything went black.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Dying sucks, but waking up face to face with the three alien motherfuckers standing between the survival and destruction of your planet is worse. The three champions of the Alarendei Empire—Altessa, Grishnak and Orthrog—all stood in a semi-circle around me. Well, Altessa and Grishnak stood. Orthrog just floated above his tattered robes, which billowed out like jellyfish tentacles underneath him.

We were all in a white room, and I wore a white jumpsuit exactly the same as the one I’d woken up in when this all started. My body was somehow back to how it had been before the Gargonath tore me apart. Whole. I went to move my hands, but I couldn’t. I looked down and saw them sitting by my sides. Nothing restrained me, yet I couldn’t move a damn thing from the neck down. I couldn’t summon my armour or my claws either.

Orthrog grinned at me, which made the two tusks jutting out from his lower jaw even more pronounced. Two silver rings encircled the base of those tusks where they met the gums. Was the Gargonath fashioned after whatever species Orthrog belonged to?

“He’s awake, Altessa!” Orthrog said.

Grishnak simply grunted. I couldn’t see his face under the rune-bound helm he wore, but his eyes burned blue through the darkened slit. Muscles bulged under heavy armour plates, emblazoned with the same glowing blue runes that appeared on the Gargonath’s armour.

Altessa the Worldbreaker looked as different from those two as possible. She was a robot, a droid, or some other alien thing that was as close to a robot as possible. In place of her face was a smooth black pixelated display panel that showed a simple smiling face emoticon. The mouth changed as she spoke.

“Hatchet, we have brought you here to discuss you breaching of the rules of this competition,” Altessa said in a pleasant voice. It was almost like we were mates shooting the shit over a beer rather than an unwilling restrained combatant being interrogated by their jailer.

“What breach would that be?” I asked.

“You were warned not to touch that thing that fell from the sky!” Orthrog seethed. “You were warned, and yet you did it anyway! A blatant disregard for the rules of the competition, Altessa. My request to have Hatchet and the rest of his squad disqualified and harvested for their mana should be approved!”

Grishnak grunted. “Quiet your tongue and wither. You only want them removed from the competition because you fear them.”

Orthrog glared at Grishnak.

“Stop your quibbling,” Altessa said in the same pleasant tone. “I am the assessor of this conflict, and I am the ultimate arbiter of the application of the rules. I intend for this to be a fair and open contest that respects the history of both our glorious empire and the thousands of years of history of the human race.”

Orthrog laughed. “Thousands of years of history? What does that even matter in the face of the millennia the Empire has existed?”

“Everything and nothing, but the rules are the rules, and the Empire would be nothing without rules. Each species must be given the chance to prove their worth,” Altessa said.

“And does each species have a chance to speak about their own future?” I said, somewhat surprised that I’d been allowed to speak.

Altessa’s face changed back to a smiley face emoticon. Orthrog rankled, but I thought I heard a grunt of amusement from Grishnak.

“You will be given a chance to respond,” Altessa said. “But first I must warn you that future acts of indiscretion such as the one perpetrated by you and your squad will result in even greater penalties. The integrity of the contest is of utmost importance.”

“Do you really want us to kill you?” I asked. “That’s the only way we win, right? We have to kill all three of you.”

“Death is a natural part of life,” Altessa said, but it was a really weird thing to hear from a robot.

“Are you alive?” I asked. “We have things like you on Earth called robots, but we don’t classify them as living.”

Altessa’s face changed to a laughing emoticon. “Oh, I am very much alive, Hatchet. Just not in a biological sense, but there are many other kinds of life, thought, and consciousness out there in the vastness of the universe and beyond.”

Given what I’d already seen of Altrighus, Mnemnhion, Balaur and Sare’zmei, I had no angle from which I could refute that.

“I’ve made my thoughts on the matter clear,” Grishnak said. Hearing the big alien talk was something else.

As a writer of novels in my everyday life, whenever I wanted to make a hyper-masculine character sound even more manly, I’d describe their voice as rumbling like a rockslide or rolling like thunder. I never in a million years thought I’d actually hear a voice that sounded like that. Grishnak proved me wrong.

Grishnak the runesmith continued. “The actions taken by squad EDGE Force are consistent with a race of ambitious, smart, and resourceful people. They’re exactly the kind of people we want to join the Alarendei Empire. My concerns lie with the others—the ones who would so quickly turn on their own just because they were offered a reward.”

Altessa sighed. “I needed to ensure that contact with the outside world was ended as quickly as possible. The other squads could have easily refused, but as you say Grishnak, they jumped at the chance to betray Hatchet and his squad.”

“What about the cheating?” Orthrog said. “You saw him steal mana from the Gargonath. You’ve seen what’s happened to Hatchet since then! Do you want to be responsible for creating humanity’s first immortal?”

My eyes widened at that word. Immortal. “Wait, what?”

“Sometimes the empire doesn’t think things through,” Grishnak said in a mildly amused tone. “They knew this one could absorb the mana abilities of whatever he came up against. Yet they still decided to include a self-resurrecting and self-improving enemy in the contest. Hatchet taking full advantage of that is not something that should be punished. It should be encouraged.”

“Wait, take a step back here, immortal?” I asked.

“Yes,” Altessa confirmed. “You can be killed, but you will always come back the very next day.”

“Even after all this is over?” I asked, kind of terrified about the answer.

“Yes, even after all this is over,” Altessa said.

“Don’t you worry your little head about that,” Orthrog sneered. “If you ask nicely, I’ll rip that power from you, and you’ll crumble to dust.”

The green-skinned floating alien held a hand out to me and drew from me, the same way I drew on monsters to drain them of anima. My breath caught in my chest as wisps of energy rose from my skin and streamed out towards Orthrog.

“This is why they call me Orthrog the Soulbinder!” he said with a chuckle.

A blinding light exploded from Altessa, and Orthrog was blown backwards by the force of it. The normally-floating toad-like tusk-faced alien sprawled out on the floor and struggled to lift himself back onto his tiny little legs. The spines that rose in curved spires from his back slowly lifted back into the air.

“That was an affront, Altessa. We are forbidden from attacking each other!” Orthrog spat.

“It is forbidden, but so is attempting to injure one of our champions while we are in this place of peace,” Altessa said. Her tone had changed for the first time in this conversation. The pleasantry had all but disappeared. Altessa sighed. “Each of you shall now make your final arguments, and I will then decide what to do from here.”

“What about me? Do I get a chance to have my say as well?” I asked.

Altessa appeared to consider this for a moment. Her face screen populated itself with a question mark. “I will allow it, but your statement will not impact my decision. I would not stand in the way of a champion expressing their views.”

That would have to be good enough.

“Orthrog, you have your say first,” Grishnak said.

The floating alien grinned at that. “Thank you, Grishnak. I believe that Hatchet and his EDGE Force squad should be disqualified from this contest and harvested for their mana. Not only did they willingly break the rules of this competition, but Hatchet now represents a threat to the empire at large. Immortality is a blessing given only to those who have proven their worth. To those who serve the best interests of the Empire and will continue to serve them for millennia. To allow him to live is an insult to everything our Empire stands for. My desire to see them harvested has nothing to do with any threat I feel.” Orthrog then shot a contemptuous look at Grishnak. “Anyone who says otherwise is simply projecting their own insecurities.”

Grishna’s chest rose and fell. Was he laughing? I bet that if I could see the runesmith’s face, I would have seen a smile.

“Is that all?” Altessa asked.

Orthrog inclined his head. “Yes, Altessa. Let the runesmith have his say.”

Grishnak stepped closer to me and peered down through the visor in his helm. “They are such small things, aren’t they? These humans are exactly what the Empire is looking for, and none should be harvested until the contest is over. I would also point out that when it comes to breaking the rules, I believe that neither Hatchet nor any of his squad believed they were doing anything wrong.”

“But we told them! Altessa warned them, and they persisted!” Othrog shouted.

“Did you not do the same when your contest was called?” Grishnak replied. “I’ve watched the archives of your contest, and I distinctly remember seeing you and your squad deliberately disobeying the Assessor of Conflict’s instructions on multiple occasions.”

“I-” Orthrog began but cut himself off. “That was different.”

“I don’t believe it is. You were fighting for your future, and so were Hatchet and his squad. This kind of steadfastness and dedication to a goal is to be celebrated,” Grishnak replied. “I believe their squad’s place in the competition should be reinstated with no penalty. Especially considering that they were not aware of any rules being broken.”

“They were told,” Altessa said.

“Yes, they were, but only once the transgression had begun. My records indicate that nobody checked to ensure that the squads had ample time to read every notice in the Temple of Awakening. None of us specifically said that outside interference was against the rules. They did not knowingly break the rules, as they were ignorant of them until it was too late.”

Altessa’s face turned back into a question mark. “You are correct, Grishnak. This is a grievous oversight and one that I take full responsibility for.”

“Little one, what do you have to say?” The runesmith swung his gaze at me.

I hated being called little one. But Grishnak really was one massive motherfucker.

“Yeah, I’ve got something to say, and it’s simple. Get back into your spaceships and fuck off back to wherever it is you came from.”

Grishnak laughed, loud and unrestrained. “You have spirit. I look forward to facing you in battle.”

“Your hubris will be your undoing,” Orthrog said with a sneer.

“I have made my decision,” announced Altessa. “Hatchet and his squad will be reborn in the Temple of Awakening and-”

“Wait, what do you mean, my squad? They survived the day, right?” I asked, suddenly panic-stricken.

“Your squad were hunted and killed after the Gargonath tore you apart,” said Orthrog with a sadistic grin.

Strength welled within me when I imagined Kaiser, Naginata, Spook, and Big Mac being hunted down and executed by the other squads. Strength suffused my limbs, and I wiggled my fingers. Everything started to go a little hazy. Sounds became muted, and my mouth became very dry.

Without thinking, I surged forwards with my summoned claws outstretched and slashed them across Orthrog’s cheek. My claws sunk into his flesh and carved three thick lines across his cheek.

“Oh, I’m going to take pleasure in killing you,” I said.

Orthrog reached out and drew on me again, but Altessa stopped it. She summoned a sheet of luminous light between us. I slammed my fist into it, but the barrier repelled my attack like oil on water. The barrier soon encompassed me completely, both restraining me and protecting me from Orthrog.

“Enough!” Altessa said, her tone shifting again, but this time she sounded angry. “You and your squad will be reborn, Hatchet. You will be allowed to continue to compete. But your continued disrespect for the contest cannot go unpunished. You and your squad will be hunted once again when you rise, but not by the Gargonath. By the other human squads.”

If that’s how it was going to be, that’s how it would be.

I gritted my teeth, and the next words came out in a growl. “You’ve already killed my whole squad once. I’m coming for each and every one of you, and I’m really glad none of you motherfuckers resurrect.”


Chapter Twenty-Five

Adaptive Mortality Enhancement: The Bigger They Are

You died to a monster that was a much higher level than you are! That was stupid, but also pretty brave! Especially because you were trying to save your friends.

Your attacks and abilities now do greater damage to any enemy you face that is bigger, stronger, or more dangerous than you are. These effects are enhanced further when you are even more out of your league.

I blinked my eyes, flexed my hands, then shot out of the bed I’d woken up in. It was the exact same room I’d awoken in the day before, but I was wearing all the gear I’d had equipped when I was killed. The white jumpsuit from the interrogation was gone.

Kaiser rushed into my room and jumped at me, pushing me back on the bed. I threw my arms around him, and he covered my face in sloppy dog kisses.

“It’s okay buddy, I’m okay!” Despite the horror of dying, being interrogated by alien dickheads, and finding out I was functionally immortal, there was something about the infectious happiness of Kaiser that put a smile on my face.

Next time I looked up, Naginata was standing in the doorway with her hands crossed over her chest and a smile on her face. “Hey, you’re awake.”

Kaiser suddenly decided to keep his cool in the presence of the all-time coolest one. He jumped off the bed and sat by my feet.

“Get over here,” I said, and Naginata rushed into the room.

She leapt onto me, pushing me back on the bed, and Kaiser gave a bark of surprise, half alarmed, half playful. Then he was on the bed too, nipping at my hands and feet, thinking it was play time.

Naginata and I made out for a bit. I’m not going to lie. Dying has a funny way of making you appreciate what you’ve got. When you can throw your arms about the ones you love, you never want to let go again.

“We should probably go and catch the rest of the squad up on things,” I said.

“Let’s enjoy this for just a few more seconds,” Naginata said, and I didn’t have the heart or desire to argue.

A few minutes later, Naginata got back to her feet, straightened out her clothes, then headed out into the hallway. When I joined her, I saw Spook and Big Mac standing in the centre of the temple, waiting for us. But they weren’t the only ones in the Temple of Awakening. Everyone who’d died the day before was there, and I was glad for the debuff that appeared in my view. It was called Armistice, and made it so we couldn’t injure anyone else while inside the temple.

Well, technically we could harm others, but we’d be immediately executed as a result and lose an entire day of competition.

There were a couple of unexpected faces amongst the crowd gathered in the centre of the temple. Astrid McKillop the dreamwalker was there, as were Hafthor Magnusson and Shuriken. All three were killed by the Gargonath.

It was Franklin Gaunt’s appearance there that surprised me the most. The leader of the Monster Squad had fallen too? But he wasn’t the last person in the temple. Arclight was there too, along with Bastard from Edgebreaker and Willow from the Reality Benders. I didn’t know much at all about Willow, but she looked like a non-combatant. The only strange thing about her was a vine twisted into the braid of her hair that had a blossoming flower hanging from the end.

“Hey everyone,” I said with my hand raised. “Yesterday was a hell of a thing. There are some faces I expected to see here, but some I didn’t. What happened after I-?” I made the universal symbol for getting killed: a finger across the throat.

Franklin pointed a finger at Arclight. “She and her squad of imbeciles immediately went hunting for you and the rest of your team. I cautioned restraint, but they did not listen. Both the Reality Benders and the Heartlight Vanguard turned on your squad at the first available opportunity.”

Arclight shrugged. “This is a game. EDGE Force broke the rules, and we used that opportunity to further our own strength. If it wasn’t for interlopers like you-” Arclight’s gaze swept from Franklin to Bastard and back. “-then everything would have gone smoothly.”

Wait, did that mean Franklin and the Monster Squad, and Bastard and Edgebreaker actually came to our defence? That was quite a surprise.

“We’re all fighting one common foe here,” Bastard said, his mouth hidden beneath his signature mask, but this one was white. “You took their bait hook, line, and sinker. And for what? Some trinkets and some experience points? Through your own actions, you have actively made our side weaker.”

“Hold up,” Hafthor said. “I must have missed something. That monster, the Gargonath, killed me without even breaking a sweat. What happened after I died?”

“Long story short, the organisation that we are aligned with—EDGE Force—tried to make contact with us by sending down a supply drop,” I explained. “We all agreed to go for it, and the empire was not happy about this. I haven’t even told my team this yet, but I was pulled into an interrogation with the three champions of the empire before my resurrection. The robot, the floaty magoo, and the reject Lord of the Rings bad guy. They were debating whether or not to disqualify our entire squad from this competition, but they ultimately decided not to. The thing is, when we decided to make contact with the outside world, the empire put a mark on our heads that offered all of the other squads and incentive to execute us.”

“Two squads were more than happy to turn on us the moment the empire requested it,” Naginata said.

“But it sounds like two squads came to our defence as well,” I said.

“And not everyone in those squads agreed with what happened,” Willow said. Her voice was calm and serene like a pleasant summer breeze. “I didn’t agree with what X and Murmur wanted to do. I tried to stop them, but they killed me too. Part of their own squad.”

That was horrifying. Why on earth what a squad turn on its own members just because they disagreed with the chosen course of action? I understood disagreement, sure, but to actually execute a member of the squad for dissent? This X person was clearly more dangerous than I’d given them credit for.

A warning suddenly appeared in our views. I knew everyone saw it, because we all reacted to it at the same time.

Warning: You must leave the temple of awakening in the next 5 minutes. If you do not leave the temple of your own accord, you will be teleported to a random location across the Plateau of the Architects.

I conferred with the members of my squad through chat, and we all decided that we didn’t want to be teleported to a random location. Being split up would make us a far easier target. We would have to make sure that we left the temple at the same time, and we were in the best position to do that because we had our entire squad here. Nobody would be able to stand against all five of us unless everyone else decided to attack us at the same time. But I had a feeling that wouldn’t happen, considering that both Franklin and Bastard died trying to protect us.

As I was chatting to my squadmates through text, I realised that everyone else who was here would have access to the same interface. It was very likely that they were talking to their own squads and strategizing how the next day was going to play out.

A minute after the five-minute countdown started, another warning appeared, but this time it only appeared to my squad.

Warning: You are now Marked for Death. You are currently worth zero experience points to anyone who kills you, but this amount will rise the longer you live. If you manage to survive the night, the accumulated experience points that you are worth will instead be conferred directly onto you as a reward.

You currently take 0% extra damage from other competitors, and you currently do 0% extra damage to other competitors. This percentage will rise the longer you live.

All of our eyes widened in unison, even Kaiser’s. I quickly gave the squad a summary about the threat Altessa had made because of my continued disrespect towards the Contest of Valour, and that was why we were given these debuffs.

The reactions of all the other gathered squads made it very clear that they had been all notified of this situation as well. There was a silver lining to all of this: It was in all of the squads’ best interests to let us live at least for a little while. They would only get a decent reward if they allowed us to live long enough for our experience point total to accumulate.

On the flip side, they also now knew that we would do more damage to them the longer we survived during the day. If they decided that we could be too much of a threat, they might come for us immediately regardless of the fact they wouldn’t get any experience for the kill.

Another dread thought crossed my mind. If they managed to capture any of us and restrain us until our experience point worth expanded like a balloon at a kid’s birthday party, we could be giving one of the other hostile squads an incredible advantage in the days to come.

Through the chat interface, I cautioned the rest of our squad to always be on guard when around anyone from any other squad. If the experience pool was large enough, it might even tempt the Monster Squad and Edgebreaker. I liked to think that it wouldn’t, but I had to be a realist here.

There was one element in all of this that stuck in the back of my mind like a splinter. With my new anima ability—Adaptive Mortality—it was my destiny to die every single day of this competition. If I didn’t die, then I would be missing out on what could potentially be a massive and unique power boost.

Dying also meant that I would never be eligible for one of those surviving-the-day prize boxes, but that could be okay. Even though what was inside those prize boxes appeared to be tailored towards whoever received it, I still couldn’t control the outcome of what item I would receive.

But with this new ability, I did have control. I could turn whatever was responsible for killing me into a resistance or power bump going forwards. If we eventually had to face down the three champions of the empire in order to triumph, then I could position myself in a way that I could resist and negate the abilities that they relied on.

I already knew that Orthrog had an extremely similar ability to mine. He could draw mana out of his opponents. When Orthrog had been introduced originally, he’d been introduced as Orthrog the Soulbinder.

If he drew on the souls of those he fought, there had to be a way that I could die that would make me resistant to mana drains. If this was day two of the competition, then I only had three more chances to die in a deliberate way to make me unstoppable before the final day that promised to bring about the reality crash.

Before we went to leave the temple, I turned to the gathered people. “I want you all to share this message with your squads. You know about the debuffs placed on us by the empire, and you all know that squad EDGE Force means the rest of you no harm. But if you come for us, you had better be ready for a fight. Because we’re not going down easily, and we’re not afraid of any of you.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

Some of the gathered contestants remained in the Temple of Awakening to be randomly teleported to other locations across the plateau. The resurrected members of the Reality Benders and the Heartlight Vanguard both elected to make this choice.

I had a sneaking suspicion that it was because they were outnumbered and feared that we would kill them at our first available opportunity. Despite assuring them that this would not be the case, they still elected to stay.

I have to admit that I was fearful that some of the rest of the squads would be waiting outside the temple to kill us early, but thankfully that was also not the case. Whether it was because they themselves were splintered in different locations across the plateau, I couldn’t be sure. Maybe they were holed up in whatever shelter they made to pass the night.

Both Lockjaw and Marilyn were waiting outside the temple for Franklin to reappear, and they gave us the bad news that the Riverside Ruins that we had converted into a sanctuary and spent hours building up had been completely taken over by the Reality Benders. They had turned it into a stronghold and had fortified it extremely well during the hours between our deaths and our resurrections.

The difference between a sanctuary and a stronghold was that a stronghold was only friendly to the squad that owned it. As far as I knew, any defences installed on the stronghold would actively attack anyone not of the owning squad.

Grendel was also nowhere to be found, but Lockjaw said that he had levelled up quite a lot. It was impossible to get a bead on what kind of skills or abilities Grendel had now. He refused to talk to anyone else from the Monster Squad over chat, but he was already a significantly higher level than almost anyone else in the competition. But he wasn’t the highest.

That honour belonged to Jeremy Gilmour, the right-hand man of Robert Forge Jr. If Gilmour was killing things that threatened Forge Jr. like a good bodyguard should, then that made sense. He’d be racking up the experience points like nobody’s business.

Then I realised.

“Naginata, who was it that killed the rest of our squad? Was it Gilmour?” I asked.

She nodded. “He killed Kaiser and Spook. Forge killed me, and Murmur had Big Mac execute himself while under his hypnosis spell.”

My blood boiled. Jeremy Gilmour, that huge hulking motherfucker had killed Spook and Kaiser? He needed to go down. I quickly put a note in chat.

Hatchet: Gilmour dies. I don’t care how, I don’t care when, but we’re taking him down. Forge too, if we can manage it.

All that talk of levelling up made me realise that I had two levels worth of attributes and three levels of tokens to distribute. I was still reluctant to use any of my gear tokens until I received a decent piece of gear or two, but they were starting to pile up. I was Level 7 now, and had 6 unspent gear tokens.

I distributed my point in the way I thought best. I put 2 into strength and constitution, then raised intelligence and wisdom by one each. Then I reviewed my stats before confirming the point allocation.

Hatchet
Level 7
Squad: EDGE Force
Strength: 13
Dexterity: 7
Constitution: 13
Intelligence: 11
Wisdom: 11
Charisma: 7

It was looking pretty good, but dexterity and charisma were now starting to lag behind. But none of my skills or abilities used those attributes at all, and I had no incentive to level them up.

Based on the challenges that awaited us on day two of the Contest of Valour, I decided that I needed to invest my ability tokens into levelling up my healing abilities. Both Refresh and Minor Heal were good abilities, but they could be stronger. Strengthening them could very well mean the difference between life and death if we encountered the Gargonath again.

When I activated one of my ability tokens, I noticed that I could see a preview of what the upgraded ability would look like.

Minor Heal would change to Heal at Rank 3, which increased both the rate of healing, the amount of health that would be healed, and reduced the amount of time it would take to heal that amount. When heals were activated, they took the form of ticks, which occurred at regular intervals. When the system referred to the rate of healing, it meant that a higher rate of healing had a reduced amount of time between ticks.

Refresh could also raise to Rank 2, which would have a very similar effect to Heal, but the target would be myself. I couldn’t use this ability to heal anyone else. It also increased the healing rate, amount healed, and reduced the amount of time needed for the heal to finish.

I used two of my ability tokens to learn both Heal and bring Refresh to Rank 2.

“Why the hell did you stand up to the Gargonath?” Bastard asked. I think he ignored the fact that it was obvious I was eyeballs deep in menus. “You could have gotten away.”

I shook my head. “No, we wouldn’t have escaped. Running away would have turned the whole battle into chaos, but what does it really matter anyway? They killed us all. That would have happened even if we had run.”

I could still feel that hot wet tearing sensation as the Gargonath ripped me apart. I’d written about characters and people being dismembered in my books, and hell, I loved playing through Dead Space back in the day as much as the next guy, but it was different when it was happening to you. Vivid nightmares of being hung, drawn and quartered would haunt me, I was sure of it.

“Edgebreaker needed the first day to understand this contest,” Bastard continued. “Now that we have a greater understanding of how this all works, we would be idiots if we didn’t work together.”

“If we don’t all stand together, we will all fall apart,” Naginata said.

Kaiser barked in agreement.

“So here’s what I’m proposing. EDGE Force and Edgebreaker, we need to form an alliance. I don’t know anything about the Monster Squad, but I saw that they fought against the other two teams that turned on us. If you and the rest of EDGE Force are into it, then I think we should all work together.”

Franklin Gaunt nodded once. As their squad leader, I was pretty sure he had the right to make the decision, but I was happy to see both Lockjaw and Marilyn nodding along.

I didn’t want to tell anyone else about the ability that I had absorbed from the Gargonath. I didn’t even want to think about explaining it to Kaiser or Naginata.

How would they feel if they found out that no matter what happened to me, I would always come back? It was fine within the context of the Contest of Valour, but what about after? I had no doubt that we would be able to win this. The alternative was not an idea I was willing to entertain.

This was like a puzzle waiting to be solved, and we would be the ones to solve it. I was more considering the effects of this newfound ability after we stopped the reality crash from happening. If this thing between Naginata and I continued on, and we truly fell head over heels for each other like I thought we were going to, what would happen if she knew that one day she would die, and I would continue on forever without her?

Kaiser too. He was already seven or eight years old, which was about middle-age for most dogs. I had no idea whether the fact that he was an anima construct had anything to do with his ageing process, but the diary I’d read back on Mori Island said that when Kaiser came through from the painting he was just a puppy. They mentioned nothing about an accelerated or slowed down growth rate, which meant that he was probably just biologically a normal dog.

So one day, he would die. But I would continue on. That was a heartbreaking thought, and I tried to get it out of my head as quickly as I could.

Bastard continued explaining his plan. “I don’t think making another sanctuary is the right call. No matter what you do, or how fortified you make it, the other contestants will just be able to waltz through the front door. We need to make strongholds for each of our squads, and inside the stronghold interface, you can actually choose other contestants to whitelist. Any of the traps or automated defence systems you put in place will ignore that person. For example, if the same thing happened as before and your big guy with the sword gets mind controlled by the hipster barista, I can simply remove his name from the whitelist. If he comes anywhere near the Edgebreaker fortress our defences will mow him down.”

“That all sounds great in theory, but I have no idea where we would even find another place to turn into a stronghold,” I said.

“Don’t worry about that,” Bastard said. “The reason we took the very first day of the contest to ourselves was to get a lay of the land. We have a couple of prime stronghold locations that I think would be tactically advantageous for all of us. EDGE Force will have their own, Edgebreaker will have their own, and if the Monster Squad wants to throw their hat in with us, then they can have their own as well. We can all be relatively in the same geographical area. We can share resources, we can share intelligence and split up the duties of dungeon clearing and tracking down and killing high profile monsters.”

“That’s the best way to unlock abilities and gear, isn’t it?” I asked.

“As far as we know, yes. Although we haven’t found any ways so far to generate new gear tokens, so you’re best off saving those for now. But your ability tokens are just one way of levelling up your abilities. It’s not stated anywhere in the interface, but you can simply strengthen your abilities through continued use. Eventually they will level up to the next rank. So if you’ve got a specific type of attack ability that you want to level up, just go and grind out some kills on some low level monsters. Even though you won’t get experience for those monster kills if they’re lower than your level by a significant margin, your ability will still gain experience.”

It sounded like while squad EDGE Force was running around like a chicken with its head cut off, Edgebreaker was trying to work out how this entire system functioned. Then I reminded myself that we weren’t actually being unfocused like that. Kaiser and Spook were under attack, I had to help them, and then we needed to reconnect with Naginata and Big Mac. We hadn’t had much of a chance to be proactive.

We had done the best we could with what we had. I was grateful for Bastard sharing this information with us, and I said as much to him.

He smiled with his eyes, but the mask covered everything else. “Like I said back in Romania, the only reason you and I were on opposite sides was because I did not agree with how EDGE Force was doing things. But now, we are all on the same page. No matter what happens here, we need to make sure that our universe survives. We have to stop the reality crash.”

As for how we were going to stop that from happening, I had no clue. I didn’t even yet know the trigger that would start the reality crash. That was one more mystery that we needed to uncover while we were here on the Plateau of the Architects.

“Oh, Big Mac, I’ve got something for you.” I retrieved his dagger from my inventory, and the thing dripped with alien menace. It had an odd pattern in the metal of the blade that reminded me of gentle waves on the ocean at night. The weapon had an aura that seemed to leech the heat out of things.

Big Mac’s eyes went wide. “Oh my sweet baby, I missed you so much!”

He grabbed for the weapon like a kid reaching for a chocolate bar at the shops. It was all cute until he gripped the handle and slashed the blade across his open palm. Blood welled, and Macuahuitl placed the tip of the dagger into the wound. The cold metal blade sucked up the blood like it was some crazy vampire weapon.

“Okay, that was unexpected,” Bastard said.

Dark shadowy energy radiated out from the blade, then rushed up Big Mac’s arm. His eyes flashed with the black-green energy from the blade before it spread out over his body. The wound in his opposite palm knit back over all by itself. Big Mac shuddered with pleasure, like he’d just eaten something delicious.

“I should probably do some explaining,” Big Mac said as we walked out of the temple, and I wasn’t going to stop him from spilling the beans.

“So you guys know how I said I had an EDGE Force mission on an abandoned shipping vessel, right? Well, it got real fucked up real quick. I’m talking a full on SNAFU.”

Naginata looked at me, confused.

“Military lingo,” I explained. “It stands for situation normal: all fucked up.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Naginata said.

Big Mac grinned. “It just kinda means everything’s terrible, but you have a handle on it. And I did have a handle on it. Anyway, on the ship, all of the crewmates had come down with these crazy contagious barnacles that took over their bodies, reprogrammed their brains, all that good shit. The only way I was ever going to destroy them is if I sunk the ship. I couldn’t let it reach land, for obvious reasons. Anyway, I tried as hard as I could, but I ended up going down with the ship. I drowned in the black water. I fell so deep that sunlight didn’t reach. And there, at the bottom of the world, I met her.” Big Mac held up the dagger for effect.

“You died and fell to the bottom of the ocean just to find a knife?” Spook asked.

“This is no mere knife, Spook. This is Xel’agara. She lives in the deep, dark places of this world, home amongst the shadows. She gave me this boon, this weapon, so that I would have a way of being with her whenever I needed her strength. All it costs is a little pain, and a little blood. Believe me, after you die once, a little pain and blood are nothing.”

I nodded slowly, then laughed. I pointed at myself, then Naginata. “So Naginata and I are knights of an ancient, interdimensional, cosmic dragon, Kaiser is literally made out of soul magic, and you’re the resurrected blood-brother of some Lovecraftian monstrosity that communes with you through self-mutilation?”

“That’s about the long and short of it,” Big Mac said with a grin. “After all the tatts, these little love bites are nothing.”

“So what’s your story, Spook? How about you, Bastard?” I asked.

Bastard scoffed at that. “I’m your basic enhanced individual with a rebellious streak. Plus, you’ve seen what I can do. My powers don’t come from anywhere but EDGE Force and Edgebreaker’s manipulations. I can deploy shadowy versions of myself, but those shadows have weight and form. They can do pretty much anything I can.”

“That’s actually kind of disappointing,” I said.

Bastard laughed. “Any time someone picks a fight with me, they pick a fight with a one-man army. I’m basically a squad all on my own.”

“I killed my parents,” Spook said.

That statement knocked the wind out of me.

“Spook, I’m sorry… If I had known,” I said, but Spook shook her head.

“My father was a bad person. He hurt me and my mother. One day, I was just so angry that I couldn’t take it anymore. The first time I ever used my powers, I blew him through the living room wall. He landed in the front yard in pieces. I couldn’t control it, and I was trying to protect my mother but… but I did what my father threatened to do so many times.” A cold calmness came over Spook then. She looked up at me with steel in her eyes. “I killed him, like he would have killed us in time. I didn’t mean to hurt her, I just couldn’t control it. I ran, and I never looked back.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

The Temple of Awakening was on the other side of the river from the Riverside Ruins, which made it very easy to avoid the arseholes who’d taken it from us. All three of the strongholds Bastard had scouted out for us were in the northern section of the plateau, and according to him, that was where we needed to be. Kaiser offered to open a portal back to the bridge, but we decided against it. We didn’t know who could be there, and it was way too close to the ruins.

Our experience value rose a few points per second as we walked, but the damage percentage remained at 0%. It looked like any damage boost we received to and against us would raise slowly, unlike the experience points someone else would get if they killed us.

Grishnak’s runebound tower, Orthrog’s soul forge, and Altessa’s giant machine situated in the Worldbreaker Scar were all in the north. The south side of the plateau looked like it was meant to be more of a training area to teach us competitors how all of this worked, but getting stronger would happen most quickly if we focused on killing powerful monsters. Those were all in the northern part of the plateau, along with better gear and rarer resources, according to Bastard.

Edgebreaker already had their stronghold picked out, but there were two other options for the rest of us to choose. Theirs was an old tower that could only be accessed by a single stone bridge, which made it easy to defend.

I saw a flaw in that plan, though. It would be easily defensible, but if the bridge was the only way in or out, then Edgebreaker could end up trapped there as well. I mentioned this to Bastard, but he laughed the suggestion away. He insisted that he had a contingency plan if that were to happen, and that I just needed to trust him on that.

So, he was still keeping some things close to his chest.

The other potential stronghold sites were quite varied. There was a camp full of beastmen just to the south of the Worldbreaker Scar, the place where Altessa waited for us to challenge her. At the moment, the beastman encampment was nothing more than a camp on the ground with some crude wooden fences that are laid around the place, but it could easily be built up into something more easily defensible.

The benefits of this area were that it was so close to hunting areas and naturally growing fruits and vegetables, as well as close to a fresh water source. No matter what, we still needed to eat and drink to survive here. We wouldn’t be at our greatest strength if we didn’t take care of ourselves.

The other stronghold was something that looked like an old ghost town, like a mining town that had been established but abandoned. There were heaps of those dotted across Australia. Our country was full of natural resources waiting to be dug up from the ground, but the moment a mine became unprofitable and the operation ceased, the town was abandoned.

Again, there were no defensive benefits to the small town stronghold, but it was located close to a source of wood, a source of fresh water, and a mine where we could get raw metal resources. It was also in a fantastic position, which was roughly similar distance from all the locations of the bosses we needed to kill. The only downside was that it was in a place filled with higher levelled monsters.

“My main concern is that whatever choice we make, we’re going to be stuck there and have to build on it. We won’t just be able to pack up and leave and start over, because there’s really not a lot of time left if we’re spending all of it building up a base,” I said.

“We have to work with what we’ve got,” Bastard said. “The fact that there is a system here for building up your own stronghold means that it’s important. There are probably things that we can only do if we have a stronghold that we are in control of.”

“There might be things that we can only do if we have a sanctuary too,” Big Mac said.

“There’s just too much at risk to re-establish another sanctuary just yet. As much as I want to trust the other squads, there’s just no way we can,” I said. “If we can gain all the benefits of a stronghold while also whitelisting people from Edgebreaker and the Monster Squad, we’ll have to work within those guidelines.”

Naginata nodded her agreement. “I don’t trust anyone except for our own squad. No offence intended to any others, but it’s the truth.”

“No offence taken,” Franklin Gaunt said. “When trust is broken, it takes a very long time to come back. If I may suggest a strategy, I believe we should all work together to clear out both the beastman encampment and the ghost town. Once we’re there, we can find out what the bonuses from each of the settlements are and choose the best one accordingly. If we work together to clear them out, then there’s much less chance of us falling to higher level monsters or any teams that wish to destroy team EDGE Force.”

“I appreciate that,” I said. “Let’s clear all the locations out and then make our decisions from there. At least we’ll be able to level up and get stronger along the way.”

Everyone agreed with this plan, and we set out to the closest stronghold location, which was the camp full of beastmen. Part of me just wanted to focus on making our own squad stronger, but we were not in a position where we could simply put ourselves first. With the debuff affecting all of our squad, there was every chance that the others were going to come for us. Having some backup was the right call.

Naginata was right when she said that she didn’t trust anybody. I didn’t trust anybody but her and Kaiser, either. I wanted to think that I could trust Spook and Big Mac, but I didn’t really know them. And the revelations of the secrets that they had been keeping from us had instilled no confidence.

I hoped we would all get to a place where we could trust each other, but I hadn’t really trusted Naginata or the rest of my team on the last EDGE Force mission until it was all said and done, either. Maybe that was my failing. Maybe I just didn’t trust people as easy easily as I should have. That happens when you harden your heart after being betrayed so utterly by someone you love.

I wanted to trust these people, so I put my doubts aside as we headed towards the lair of the beastmen.

Settlement Discovered: Savage Outpost

150 experience points gained.

Occupied by Niall Potas and his tribe.

So the beastman had a leader, and his name was Niall Potas. The Savage Outpost was a bustling community of animal-human hybrids, each one unique and distinct in their appearance. In the centre of the village was a massive tree, its branches reaching high into the sky. Around the base of the tree, hyena-people laughed and played, while a group of bear-men sat together, telling stories and sharing food.

I don’t know what I had in my head as we approached, maybe some minotaurs or werewolf type creatures that had a single animal as their base, but I was completely wrong. These beastmen were made up of all different kinds of animals.

There were one or two that looked like they had bull horns, but they were certainly not all minotaur-esque. There were tall, lanky cheetah-men who ran with incredible speed through the village, while short, muscular boar-women tended to the communal gardens. One particularly terrifying looking beastman was naked from the waist up, covered in grey hippopotamus-like skin. It had that wide mouth face of a hippopotamus to match, and I knew we would need to stay away from him at all costs. When I focused on this one, a skull icon appeared in my view, and the system marked him as Niall Potas—the leader of the Savage Outpost.

Few people know this, but the hippopotamus is responsible for more human deaths in Africa than any other animal, including lions. I know this because I research horrible facts on the Internet to write my horror novels. I even have a specific statement in my will requesting that my Internet browsing history is deleted before my computers and technology are passed on to my children after I die.

I’m not a serial killer, despite what my search history may lead you to believe.

There were other beastmen and beastwomen present. This was an equal opportunity camp after all. I saw ones with wolf heads, lion heads, moose heads, and even one that looked like it was a reject from the live action Super Mario Brothers movie. The bad one, from the 90s. It was covered in green scales with a reptilian head, and I could only assume that it was based on a Komodo dragon.

There was not a lot of cover between our location and the Savage Outpost. The only thing that would conceal us was the long dry yellow grass that encircled the camp, which was strange to find in a desert biome, but this place didn’t conform to the laws of the natural world. It was curated and scripted for competition.

We all hunkered down together, but far enough apart that our presence would not give our positions away. No matter which way we did this, all hell was going to break loose the moment we left our cover. We had enough levelled up people on our side that we could turn the tide in our favour. To my surprise, Franklin Gaunt was the first to break from cover and rush into battle.

Lockjaw, Marilyn, and Quinn immediately joined the squad leader as they raced over towards the encampment. I sent a message to a group saying to join the battle, and everyone did. Big Mac launched forwards with his sacrificial dagger in his hand. He cut a slice across his palm and the dagger absorbed the blood directly from the wound. He tucked the knife back into his belt and drew his massive Macuahuitl sword from his back. The sword glowed with a dark sheen that seemed to ripple like water.

Kaiser, Naginata, and I all ran together in formation. I refreshed my armour and health, and Naginata summoned her armour as well. It spread out over her body, giving her the look of an ancient Onna-musha warrior from feudal Japan.

I wasn’t going to worry about my weapons here, because I needed to draw as much power from these enemies as I could with my claws. The beastmen saw us from a mile away, and a loud keening tone emanated from inside the camp. One of the beastmen stood on a platform that was built from the side of the massive tree in the centre of town with a horn held to its lips. I wanted to swear to myself, but I couldn’t build up the courage. Things were going to go south. I could feel it.

A large group of beastmen rushed out of the encampment and straight towards us. Each of them were armed with savage looking martial weapons made from bones, antlers, teeth and claws, and a couple even had bows and arrows tipped with sharpened bone fragments.

I sent a quick message to my team:

Hatchet: If you see any healers remember to take them out first. Once the healer is dead, focus on the ranged attackers. Once the ranged enemies are dead, kill anything else that’s hostile.

A chorus of affirmations came back, and then we slammed into a wall of beast people.

They say that no plan survives contact with the enemy, and ours was no different. There were just so many of these beastman creatures, and I wondered if maybe this game system that the Alarendei Empire used was smart enough to know that we had greater numbers of combatants fighting together than just the people in our squad.

Previously, enemies had come in fairly manageable groups, but this was all out chaos. Whether it was because of the system, or maybe that this area to the north of the river was just more dangerous, I couldn’t be sure. All I know is that from the very first moment we entered the beastmen’s camp, we were fighting for our lives.

Kaiser leapt up to take a bite out of a hyena-faced beastman, but the monster swung a huge club and slammed Kaiser back down to the ground. Kaiser’s shocked and pained yelp sent me into a frenzy. I tore into the enemy with my claws, but it brought that same club around and smashed me right over the head with it. I tried to duck out of the way, so I didn’t take most of the blow to the head, but it still made my ears ring. Kaiser didn’t let the attack slow him down, and he leapt over my shoulder as I went spinning away. He landed on the hyena man’s chest and tore through the gold and black fur into his neck.

I was immediately surrounded by more beastman, so I used Rancid Claws to coat my claws in poison, then activated the whirlwind ability I’d gotten from Varokan the Destroyer. I spun around like a tempest, slashing all of the gathered enemies with my claws. Every single one I hit became afflicted with a poisoned debuff. Some of them ran from me, while others stayed to fight.

Naginata and Big Mac worked together to take down a healer that was moving through the battlefield and sending out waves of healing energy at any of the injured beastmen it could. While they were doing that, Spook was keeping enemies at bay using her Get Away From Me ability. The waves of telekinetic force pushed the enemies back, and in some cases, her Stay Right There ability locked them in place instead if she saw that one of us were coming into engage. Spook had very good battlefield sense. She knew where we all were at any given time purely because she was paying attention.

I was thankful for that, because I was having a hard time keeping track of everything myself. I couldn’t keep a track of what the other squads were doing. There was no way to know whether they were living or dying as they entered the beastman’s encampment, but I had to trust that they could take care of themselves.

Whenever Naginata or I noticed that one of our squad members were injured we would heal them as best we could before rejoining the fight ourselves. I sucked anima out of every enemy that I could, but staying in one place for that long would often open me up for attack because of the overwhelming number of enemies.

Still, I managed to accrue enough experience points as we fought to skyrocket my experience totals. I was almost ready to level again, and I wondered to myself whether there was any way I could infuse my own anima into someone else to grant them experience points as well. Me leveling up to insane heights was all well and good, but if I left my squad mates behind, then we couldn’t fight effectively together.

I’d infused Naginata with anima back in Romania when she almost died, but that was to save her life. It wasn’t to gift her with experience points, but there likely wasn’t much difference between the infusion process is. I would need to give it a go once all this was done. I tried to keep my anima tank at its maximum capacity until the fight was over, but there were just so many enemies to drain the anima from that I had to continue converting experience points for myself.

We headed deeper into the encampment when there were no further external defences, and I could feel the shift in the balance of the battle. The beastmen’s calls were once filled with rage, but now they were tinged with fear. They were no longer going on the attack, but instead focusing on retreat and defence.

The big hippopotamus man was waiting for us in the middle of the camp. It roared a challenge at us, but there was no way it could stand against the might of all three squads. Bastard looked a little worse for wear, so I headed over and used Heal on him. My energy infused him, and I watched as the splits in his skin knit themselves together again. He nodded me his thanks before rushing into battle with his sword in hand, and his anima simulacrum at his side.

The battle in the centre of the beastman village was all out chaos. The lesser beastmen rallied around their leader, the thick-skinned hippopotamus man, and desperately tried to defend him. But when it became obvious that our numbers would soon overtake theirs, the leader of the beast men let out a bellowing roar that knocked all of us back.

“Stop this,” the hippo-headed barbarian said in a rumbling baritone. “You come into our village and kill our people. Why?”

Franklin gaunt stepped forward. “We need to take control of this village and the power it holds within. If you yield and swear yourselves to me, and fight our enemies in my name, I will bring your village a level of prosperity and peace that you would have never thought possible. Look at my friends here. You see, they are just like you. Outcasts, different, and some have called us all monsters. We don’t want to kill your kind if we don’t have to, but we will if you do not swear your loyalty to us.”

Niall Potas let out a resigned sigh and then let his massive axe fall to the ground in front of him. He went down on one knee in front of Franklin Gaunt, and the rest of the beastmen followed.

Not only had the Monster Squad taken control of this new stronghold, but they’ll also managed to collect some new allies along the way.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Once the Monster Squad started to settle into the Savage Outpost, we had free rein to talk to any of the beastman survivors. Now that they were considered friendly targets, I could use my healing abilities on them, and so could Naginata. We garnered some goodwill with them by healing many of them. While we did that, I tried to pump them for information.

I knew these monsters were constructs of the Alarendei Empire’s game, but they had been instilled with some knowledge of the local area of the Plateau of the Architects, and there had to be some information that they had that we might use to help our situations. I asked several beastmen about this ghost town that Bastard had spoken about earlier.

They confirmed it was there, but I felt a chill when they told me that none of them wanted to go there. When I questioned why, they said that there were actual ghosts in the town, and anyone who ever went in never came out.

I didn’t know what I was expecting to hear from the beastmen, but it certainly wasn’t confirmation that there were actually evil spirits there. When I relayed this information to the rest of my squad, Big Mac sent a message back saying that this was something that we didn’t really need to worry about. The power of his patron made it so that he had an advantage when fighting ghosts, phantasms, spirits, and anything that existed primarily spiritual realm.

My mind had to come to terms quickly that there was actually something out there in our world that our spirits went to after we died. Even though I’d written some horror novels about hauntings and possessions and the like, as every horror novelist eventually does, I still didn’t buy that it was real.

I guess it’s just because I’ve never seen anything like it myself. Well, until the last year or so anyway. Now I was pretty much ready to accept almost anything, although sometimes I was more resistant than others.

To my surprise, the now conquered beastmen were quite hospitable. All of them were very knowledgeable about local plants and other resources that could heal the injured, or cleanse poisons and toxins from a person’s system. Naginata and I were both very grateful that they shared a couple of healing and cure poison potions with us.

They also showed us where to find more of the reagents we would need to make them for ourselves, and when questioned about anything that would help us in taking over the ghost town, the only piece of advice they could give us was to stay very far away from it.

Considering that wasn’t an option, the response wasn’t very helpful. Telling someone like me to stay away from something just because it was dangerous was kind of like saying to my teenage daughter that she can’t listen to a certain band or watch a certain movie. That pretty much guarantees that she’s going to do exactly what I just told her not to.

To my surprise, the Monster Squad was really taking this whole work together thing quite seriously. And so were Edgebreaker, which I was quite pleased about. If you had told me the first time I ran into the mask-wearing Bastard that he would betray me multiple times, but that I’d eventually fight side by side with him in a cosmic conflict that might end in the destruction of our universe, I probably would have laughed at you.

But then again, these days I find that kind of thing quite funny anyway.

Both Cleaver and Zweihander, two members of Edgebreaker, stayed behind in their castle stronghold to get everything running smoothly. Bastard and Shuriken decided that they were going to come with us to retake the ghost town, and Scythe stayed behind with the Monster Squad.

Us adding our muscle to the Monster Squad’s takeover of the Savage Outpost had been a good idea. I felt like we’d really forged some bonds between our group, Edgebreaker, and Monster Squad. Lockjaw and Quinn McGregor both said that they would come to the ghost town as well, to help us take it for ourselves.

I found myself becoming increasingly curious about Quinn. He’d been the first stranger I’d seen in the Temple of Awakening when all of this began, and he was wearing a white jumpsuit just like I was, but it was full of holes. There had to be a reason the Monster Squad had taken him in, but from the outside he looked relatively normal. Well then again, so did Franklin Gaunt until you started realizing that the wrinkles on his face followed a certain pattern, almost like he’d gone through a terrible accident and had his skin stitched back together. That, and that Kaiser confirmed he was undead.

I’ve always been curious, especially when it comes to monsters. The ones that look like humans are often the best, and I desperately wanted to know what Quinn was hiding. If he was going to engage in battle with us to take back the ghost town, I figured that my curiosity would soon be satisfied.

Because Bastard knew exactly where the ghost town was, I let him lead the way. We came across a couple of roving bands of feral beast men which were similar in appearance to the beast men from the village, but these had strange thorny growths winding in and out of their skin. Their eyes were milky as well, like they were blind. It almost looked like the plants that grew through their bodies were piloting them around like meat puppets.

When we engaged these feral beastmen, my theory turned out to be more accurate than I expected.

Big Mac severed the head of one of these infested beastmen with his massive obsidian-edged macuahuitl, and then a mess of vines burst forth from the neck of the monster and tried to ensnare him. The vines certainly curled around Big Mac, but the moment he used that dagger to slice a gash on his forearm, he was infused with a dark energy that increased his strength. He tore the vines away and then clove the headless beastman in two. The massive macuahuitl was shrouded with the same dark energy, and it passed through the beast man’s body like a waxed board through the surf.

I drained as much mana as I could from the enemies that we encountered, and converted as much as I could into experience points. Soon enough I hit Level 8, and I was now outstripping the rest of my group significantly in level. That just meant that I could focus all of the enemy’s attacks on me and keep the rest of my squad in relative safety. I was becoming the tank of our group, and I was okay with that.

With the armour upgrade I’d gotten earlier in the contest, my armour rating was already much higher than anyone else. Big Mac was probably on par with me now that he had received his sacrificial dagger. That shroud of energy stopped a hell of a lot of damage and made him nigh unstoppable.

Let’s just say that I was very glad that both Big Mac and I were on the same team.

This desert area to the north of the river was very different from the verdant, green starting area. The progression through different biomes in this contest even reminded me of general video game logic. You always started somewhere green and lush, where the stakes were low, and you could make mistakes. Eventually you would progress to another more dangerous place, which was usually in the mountains or in a desert somewhere where the stakes were much, much higher.

It honestly felt like the Alarendei Empire used the basic video game development conventions when adapting this contest for humanity. It was like they figured that this was the easiest way to implement a competition that could be understood by the combatants most easily.

And you know what? It worked. Not a single person who had been chosen for this contest was confused about how it worked or what the stakes were.

They had chosen the most ubiquitous set of situations and mechanics to break down the barriers between understanding and action. They gave us all the tools to become the best bloodthirsty murder hobos we could be.

I had no doubt that somewhere out there on the plateau nearby, just within geographical distance of the beastman village, there would be a kind of parasitic plant that could infest humanoids. This kind of mechanic where you could infer things about the world just from the context of enemies or locations was called ambient storytelling, and when I had worked on video games in the past, some of my favourite parts were trying to work in these little ambient narratives that you wouldn’t pick up unless you were paying attention.

Once we’d killed a few of these enemies, I noticed that there were some strange reagents on the loot tables that they carried with them. Namely, a specific type of bark that mentioned something about being infection resistant, and it was marked as a crafting material.

If we ever needed to go down into wherever this plant-based infection was, we would probably have to make ourselves a set of armour from this infection-resistant bark. Or maybe we could brew potions from it to stop us from becoming infected.

I shared this information with the squad, but we continued on. We needed to establish our new stronghold as early as possible, because we would need to prepare for the night to come. I had no doubt that we were going to come under attack again from someone or something in the night, and we needed to be ready for it.

The abandoned town was nestled at the bottom of a vast desert valley, surrounded by towering sand dunes. The only source of life was a small lake located on the northern edge of the town. A dense forest of tall trees that provided a stark contrast to the barren landscape that surrounded the town surrounded this oasis.

The buildings were old and weather-worn, with many of them missing roofs or portions of their walls. Windows were boarded up or broken, and the once-painted facades were faded and peeling. The streets were overgrown with weeds, and the only sounds were the occasional creaking of a sign or shutter in the wind.

The centre of the town was dominated by a large square, surrounded by several dilapidated buildings. A rickety old windmill stood tall in one corner of the square, its blades rusting and creaking in the desert wind. A dried-up well sat in the middle of the square, its rope hanging down into the depths below.

To the east of the town, a single dirt road led out into the desert, fading into the horizon. To the north and west, the forest pressed against the outskirts of the town, its shadows hiding secrets that the town had long forgotten.

Despite its obvious neglect, there was an undeniable charm to the town, with a sense of mystery and adventure lurking around every corner. The small lake sparkled in the sun, providing a peaceful refuge from the arid desert that surrounded it, and my horror writer brain wondered what the trees whispered to each other in the wind.

“So exactly what kind of defensive capabilities does this give us?” I asked Bastard.

“Defence wise, this is probably the hardest position,” Bastard admitted. “But when it comes to launching an assault on all three of the aliens that we need to kill, you not only hold the prime position right in the centre of all three boss locations, but there’s also a mine nearby with a hefty amount of rare metals and gems that can be mined. The good thing about mining is that every time you harvest a piece of ore you get a little bit of experience. If you find yourself one of the rare gems as part of the mining process, which seems to be just a random chance to occur, you get another boost of experience.”

“What do we use the gems for?” Naginata asked. “Are they just for experience boosts?”

Bastard shrugged. “I’m not sure. There are some monsters down in the mine, but they’re nowhere near as dangerous as anything that we’ve faced on the surface. But it’s not the gems that I’m most interested in—it’s the metal ores you can find down there. I have no doubt that you and your team will be able to get enough of the metals to craft some new weapons and armour for us to make our assault. It’ll also be very good for making traps and defences to protect yourselves overnight.”

“How do you know all of this? Who scouted all of this information out for you?” Big Mac asked.

Bastard inclined his head at the ninja standing next to him. “Shuriken. The ninja get up isn’t just for looks. He’s just as sneaky as that guy you had with you in Romania. What was his name again? Stiletto?”

When the human brain goes through a traumatic experience, it finds ways to protect itself. I hadn’t thought about Stiletto, Xiphos, or Khopesh since this contest began. They’d all died in Romania, and I tried my hardest to not think about them at all after that mission was done. I know that probably sounds horrible, no, it is horrible. I had to find my own ways of coping once it all shook out.

I had tried to focus on my new status as a Balaran Knight, helping plant beneficial anima-absorbing seeds all across the planet with the rest of EDGE Force. I tried to live up to the responsibility that status carried. I had to tell myself that whatever happened in Romania was somehow worth it because I now had a chance to make a real change. Not just for the world, not just for myself, but for the future of our planet. For the future of our reality.

But really, I knew that I just missed them all. Xiphos in particular.

Everything that had happened to me so far, from being abducted by EDGE Force and thrown into the deep end to fight the Fellowship of Cosmic Truth with no information, to being chosen by Altrighus the extra-dimensional entity who just wanted to be able to imagine, and to Balaur the interdimensional cosmic dragon who wanted nothing more to do than to heal and protect, it had all been for a reason. It was all lining up that made me think I might just have what it takes to change things.

It would be very easy to just believe I had been chosen to do this for a reason, but I was probably just in the right place at the right time. I liked to think that the choices I made, and the actions that I had taken for the greater good, were the same choices that anyone would have made given the opportunity.

I’d never thought myself to be one of those stereotypical good men who always put themselves last and everyone else first, gods know that I’ve made mistakes in my past. But when push comes to shove, I’d like to think that I’m the guy who will stand up for those who can’t fight for themselves.

The fact of the matter was that nobody else can do what I can do. All right, I’m going to paraphrase someone’s very famous uncle who generally tends to die in every single piece of media he appears in, but here goes. With great power, comes great responsibility.

“Right, well let’s get on with it then. Time to kill some ghosts,” I said.

“Can you actually kill ghosts? Seeing as they’re already dead?” Spook asked.

I pondered the question as we walked down the side of the dune and into the ghost town proper, but Big Mac seemed to know the answer for sure.

“Don’t worry, Spook. You can kill pretty much anything, and I’ve killed enough ghosts to know that they can definitely be destroyed,” Big Mac said, which seemed to placate Spook.

A notification appeared as we edged closer.

Settlement Discovered: Mining Outpost Ortega

150 experience points gained.

You feel a lingering presence…

We cautiously made our way into the abandoned ghost town, and I scanned the decrepit buildings for any signs of danger. Suddenly, without warning, a roof tile slammed into Big Mac. It slammed right into his chest, and if he hadn’t been protected by his shimmering armour, it would have cut him in two.

I lifted my eyes skyward and saw a roof tile lift from one of the other houses, spin in the air, then absolutely yeet itself right at me. It hurtled towards me, and I had to dive out of the way to avoid getting hit.

“What the hell is going on here?” I yelled, as I ducked behind a crumbling wall for cover.

Naginata nimbly dodged the flying roof tiles, using her enhanced dodge to stay safe. “It must be the ghosts!”

Big Mac swung his macuahuitl, knocking tiles out of the air, while Spook used her telekinetic abilities to deflect them away from the group. Her Stop Right There ability made them stop spinning and immediately fall out of the sky. Kaiser barked loudly, beckoning us to a house with an open door where we’d be safe from the murderous roof tiles.

We headed towards and house, slammed the door behind us, then tipped over a bookshelf to barricade the door. The inside was dark and musty, but it offered some relief from the attack outside. I leaned against the door, panting. As we regrouped, I could hear the sound of cackling laughter echoing through the town.

“Is everyone okay?” I asked, looking around at my group. Edgebreaker and Monster Squad were still out there, and I hoped that they had taken refuge like we had.

Naginata nodded, Big Mac was unscathed, but Spook was holding her head where a roof tile had grazed her. Kaiser barked, indicating that he was fine.

That’s when I noticed that Quinn McGregor was in here with us, looking terrified.

“Hey Quinn. Stick with us and we’ll make it through. We need to figure out what’s going on, and how we can fight back against whatever’s happening here,” I said, looking around the room. “This ghost town doesn’t seem to be as abandoned as we thought.”

Naginata moved to the window, peering out through the cracks in the boards. “I don’t see anything out there. The other teams aren’t there either, so they must have taken shelter like us,” she reported.

“Let’s check the rest of the house,” I suggested, but Big Mac held up a hand to stop me.

“I can see them,” Big Mac said. “They look like little fuzzy balls of energy, but with empty spaces where the eyes and mouth should be. They’re throwing stuff at us. Wait… They’re coming through the walls!”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

I couldn’t see what Big Mac was looking at, but I certainly saw the painting get torn from the wall a second before it came spinning towards my head. I ducked, and the painting smashed into the wall behind me.

That’s when furniture started lifting up from the ground, and other items were yanked off the walls and hurled across the room towards us. We scattered, dodging the flying objects and trying to keep out of harm’s way.

“What the hell is going on?” I shouted over the noise.

“I don’t think they can hurt us themselves, but they’re poltergeists. They can influence this world,” Big Mac said. “I can kill them, though. Just stay out of the way!”

Naginata sliced through a vase with her naginata, while Big Mac used his macuahuitl to block a chair that hurtled towards him. Kaiser barked ferociously, biting at the legs of a table that was trying to crush him.

Then Big Mac lashed out with his obsidian-edged sword and slashed straight through something we couldn’t see. The moment the ghostly monster died, it materialised before our eyes. Whatever effect shrouded it from sight was dispelled at the moment of death.

I headed over and reached down towards the goopy ectoplasm it left behind. I was hoping to see if there were any useful reagents on the loot table, but the moment my fingers touched the ghost’s dead body, a buff appeared in the top of my vision.

Ghost Sight

You see dead things. Touching the re-dead body of the zeekrem has imbued with the ability to see and interact with things that only exist in the spirit realm.

“Okay, everybody needs to touch this disgusting goop!” I said.

Spook screwed up her face. “There’s no way I’m touching that.”

“It’ll let you see the ones that we haven’t killed, and kill them!” I shouted.

Everyone took a turn at touching the gross globby body of the dead zeekrem. That’s when I saw the first of these little zeekrem bastards float through the wall. It was mostly yellow, billowing like a mixture of jaundiced smoke and shadow. It hung there in mid-air, with one of its buzzing appendages right behind a photograph frame hanging on the wall. The little bastard grabbed the photo frame and chucked it at me.

It made eye contact with me as well, so it knew damn well what it was doing. It seemed to know that I could see it as well, but I didn’t know how. Were the monsters that were part of this contest able to see buffs and debuffs like we could?

Now that we could all see the ghost creatures, it was a lot easier to hit our targets. But unfortunately, we couldn’t actually hit them with any of our physical attacks. Whatever attack method we used had to have an anima component to damage the zeekrems.

Another couple of the buzzing ghosts came through the walls and suddenly the inside of this building turned into a storm of random everyday house objects being thrown at our heads. I managed to catch one of the little beasts with my claws, and when I tried to draw on the energy that seemed to power them, a painful electric shock ran through me.

The feeling sent me down onto one knee, and I realised that drawing on the energy of these little spirits was actually drawing on the spirits themselves. Without knowing what was going to happen or intending to do it, I’d almost sucked one of those things into my body.

I’d watched enough horror movies to know that allowing a ghost into your body never ended well.

It was unfortunate that a few of us didn’t even have access to any kind of anima abilities that could damage things. Spook’s Get Away From Me and Stay Right There attacks still affected these things, but she couldn’t use the pushback attack without blowing everything else in the room away. And somehow these little spirits managed to get out of the Stay Right There attacks after only a second or so.

I had my claws, Big Mac had his macuahuitl, and wherever he was, Bastard had his anima clones. I hoped that everyone else was doing okay wherever they’d taken shelter. For every one of these monsters we killed in the house, two more took their place. Despite our best efforts at defending against the random bullshit that was thrown at us, the torrent soon became overwhelming.

The latest wave of zeekrems, about eight in total, pulled pieces of splintered lumber from the house walls and roof and threw them at us.

There were cracks all over my empowered armour, and Naginata was looking much the same. The leather and bamboo form of her armour started to look cracked and frayed. Then I noticed that Quinn McGregor was face down on the ground. He was still moving, but his back was arching erratically. It didn’t look right.

I rushed over to Quinn to try and heal him, but he put up a hand to stop me.

“No, don’t get too close. They’ll attack anything that moves if you get too close when I’m threatened,” he said through pained breaths.

“They?” I asked.

Quinn pushed himself up from the ground and something was moving unnaturally under his shirt. It was like there was something in there with him, something waiting to come out, and I knew that I was about to find out why he’d been taken into the Monster Squad. Quinn suddenly unzipped the front of his jacket, and I felt like I was looking at a living, breathing Junji Ito manga comic.

His body was riddled with deep, dark holes, and the flesh surrounding each hole was a kaleidoscope of blacks, blues, and deep reds. Inside each of those holes, something wriggled. I saw black chitin, diaphanous wings, and pulsating stingers ready to pierce flesh.

“Quinn, what the fuck is that?” I asked.

“It’s a long story. Just trust me when I say that you don’t want to be on the wrong end of my swarm.”

Quinn lifted a hand towards a cluster of three zeekrem in the corner of the room. He said something, but human words didn’t come out of his mouth. An insectile buzzing left his lips instead. Suddenly, a swarm of the most vicious looking wasps imaginable crawled out of the holes that covered his body and took to the air. The crackling of the electricity of the zeekrem was suddenly joined by the humming of ferocious wasp wings as the swarm descended at exactly the location Quinn pointed.

Suddenly Big Mac was there by my side. “Quinn, I don’t know if anyone’s ever told you this, but that is seriously messed up, dude.”

“And people wonder why I don’t take off my shirt when I go to the beach,” Quinn said with a smirk.

“Ah, deflecting the horrors of your past with humour so you never have to face it. Nice. But seriously, what the hell happened?” Big Mac asked.

We watched as the wasps tangled with the three zeekrems in the corner, and I didn’t know who was going to come out on top.

“It’s a long story, but let me just say that sometimes when you’re broke, and the money that they’re offering to pay you to undergo some medical experiments seems too good to be true, then it probably is. All that matters now is that I am the queen, and without them, I’d be dead,” Quinn explained.

I watched as the swarm of black wasps sunk their stingers into the bodies of the zeekrems.

“It shouldn’t be possible,” I said. “The zeekrems are resistant to physical attacks. How are your wasps hurting them?”

“The wasp larva the doctors implanted in me was enriched with that same thing that you call anima. The ones that grew inside me originally changed and healed the damage they did to me as they matured and pupated. They’ve got as much anima in their stingers as you do in your claws.”

“Who did this to you?” I asked.

Quinn breathed out sharply. “Mnemtech. Let’s just say that Lockjaw, Marilyn, Grendel and I have a lot in common.”

Under the destructive fury of the stings, the three zeekrems exploded into piles of electrical goo. The energy emanating from the remains seemed to excite the wasps even more.

“We have to go outside and finish this off. If I leave my wasps inside, they’re going to start attacking you guys, and I can’t have that.”

Just as I was about to agree, there was a massive cracking, creaking sound as something tore the roof of our house clean off.

The sky shone blue above us, but outlined against that sky was a massive glowing storm of electrical power and whirling sand. It was the biggest zeekrem I had ever seen. It lowered its enormous mouth down towards the top of the house and breathed in. Suddenly we were all drawn into the air, sucked up like Dorothy before she was transported to Oz.

The only comfort I could take was that I wasn’t the only one who had been picked up by the ghostly electric vortex and thrown out into the town. As I hit the ground, a cloud of sand erupted around me, temporarily obscuring my vision. I felt the impact reverberate through my bones and a sharp pain shot up my side. Groaning, I pushed himself up onto my elbows and took a deep breath, trying to clear my head.

All the sand that this massive zeekrem had sucked into itself was spinning around in its body, caught between the air and the electricity that made up its form. Tiny little sparks arced down from where the wind and sand rolled around in a tempest.

I wished it was just the big one that we had to worry about, but there were still at least a dozen tiny little zeekrems throwing shit at us from every conceivable angle. One upside of being absolutely scattered across an entire town was that we didn’t make for an easy target that all the enemies could focus on.

Along with the shadowy armour and enhanced cutting power of his massive macuahuitl, it looked like Big Mac’s entire body had been bolstered by the dark energy of his patron. He leapt from ground level up onto the rooftops, carved some of the little electric spirits in two, then leapt across to a neighbouring rooftop and killed the ones that were there. Shuriken was throwing ninja stars that looked like they were empowered with anima at the beasts as well. His projectiles moved with supernatural speed and accuracy and blew zeekrems apart when they landed.

We needed to take the little zeekrems down first. While they were throwing stuff at us, we’d never be able to take down the big one. I wasn’t even sure how we were going to take the big one down so we could take this town for ourselves yet.

One thing that we could use to turn the tide in our favour was water. It always disrupted electricity-based monsters in video games, but the closest water source was the lake to the north. The lake was nowhere near the battlefield. If we had a way to short out this massive monster and stop it from attacking us, taking the town would be a breeze.

It was then that I realised that the Adaptive Mortality adaptation ability that I had gained from being killed by the Gargonath, The Bigger They Are, increased the damage my attacks and abilities did to any enemy that is bigger, stronger, or more dangerous than me. That effect scaled up, the more out of my league I was. This mega-zeekrem certainly fit that bill. Even though I didn’t really want to go toe to toe with this thing, I was probably best placed out of anyone to do it. I was also the highest level out of anyone here.

I tried to think of a way that we might be able to hurt this thing. Water would do it, but we couldn’t use it without leaving the battlefield. What else could disrupt electricity? I tried to wrack my brain as I saw that one of the little zeekrems jumped off a nearby rooftop and ran towards the mega-zeekrem’s leg. For a second, I thought the little one was going to alert the big one that it needed help or something, but that’s not what happened at all. The little spirit sunk into the big one’s leg with a sound like static electricity zapping.

That’s when I realised that the mega-zeekrem and the little zeekrems weren’t actually different from each other. They were all part of the same entity that could either coalesce into a massively powerful electrical desert tempest, or it could split into lots of tiny little ones to attack from multiple directions.

I didn’t like our chances if we were going to go head to head with the big one, but if I could find a way to break the big one down into the little ones, we could easily take them out one by one. It would be slower than just laying into a massive enemy, but it would also be a hell of a lot safer.

Lockjaw ran by, and I called out to him. “Hey, Jurassic Park, I need your help!”

Lockjaw laughed, or at least I assumed he laughed. I still couldn’t really make out what his vocalisations meant most of the time. The guy had the visible emotional range of an ashtray.

“We need to find stuff made of metal. Something big enough that we can throw it at the big one, and make it break down into the little ones,” I said.

Lockjaw’s eyes widened in surprise, and I found myself corrected. He did have expressions that I could read.

“What about the roofs of these buildings?” Lockjaw asked. “They’re all made of sheet metal.”

“That’s definitely worth a try. If you find anything that’s javelin-like or anything similar, we can try to use that too. It’ll disrupt the electricity holding the mega-zeekrem together. We can take this thing down piece by piece.”

Lockjaw and I grabbed a twisted sheet of corrugated iron and walked it awkwardly over to the massive electrical ghost, which was busy trying to smash Shuriken. Luckily, the ninja from Edgebreaker was dancing effortlessly out of the way of each strike.

We hurled the piece of metal right towards one of the mega-zeekrem’s feet.

The piece of roof wasn’t sharp, but it was long and flat, with lots of surface area. It impacted just above where the monster’s ankle joint would have been if it had a skeleton. The moment it landed, there was a sizzling sound followed by an almighty pop like a fuse exploding. A bright light erupted, and I had to shield my eyes. Half a dozen of the tiny little zeekrems were bouncing around in place of where the foot had just been.

I summoned my anima claws immediately and slaughtered as many of them as I could. I couldn’t risk drawing on their energy in case I accidentally sucked one of those little monsters inside of me. I’d seen enough possession horror movies to know what would happen if I let a mischievous ghost into my body. So I had to be content with knowing they were dead, and that I was getting a little bit of experience with each kill.

The big zeekrem’s foot reformed, but the towering ghost was noticeably slimmer than it had been before. By destroying the tiny little ones, we were removing the mass that the big one could draw on.

“The plan is working. Let’s go get some more metal, now!” I called out.

While we headed back to the shattered house, I thought to myself for a moment why metal interrupted the big one like it did, but didn’t do the same to the little ones. They could apparently stand on metal roofs without a problem and could even sink through walls that contained metal pieces. Maybe it was something about the significantly lower concentration of power in the little ones compared to the big one?

I don’t know, I’m not an electrician. All I know is that it worked.

Lockjaw and I grabbed another couple of pieces of metal, some smaller ones this time, and I sent a message to the rest of my team, letting him know what the strategy was with this boss monster now.

A few moments after that, Naginata was collecting pieces of metal with us ready to throw at the towering zeekrem.

Piece by piece, little by little, we managed to reduce the massive electrical ghost to about a quarter of its original size. It was probably about the same size as I was, now that I was looking at it. A human-sized electrical ghost, with most of the whirlwind dissipated.

That’s when it started to run. But I had a feeling that the zeekrem and the ghost town were all part and parcel of the same resource. Just like the beastmen had sworn themselves to the Monster Squad, I figured it might be worth a shot in trying to get this zappy spirit over onto our side.

“Hey Buzzface!” I called out.

Bastard and Big Mac stepped in front of the retreating ghost, which stopped in its tracks. It turned to the left, but Quinn and Kaiser boxed it in from that angle. On the other side, Naginata and Shuriken. From behind, Lockjaw and I brandished little pieces of metal, just in case.

A crackling sound filled the air, and that noise coalesced into speech. “Whaaaat do you waaaant, humaaaan?”

“This ghost town is clearly your home. We need it to defeat some really bad alien guys who want to destroy our entire civilisation. If they manage to pull that off, you’re dead too. So why don’t we work together?” I dismissed my claws and armour from my right hand and held it out towards the remaining zeekrem.

The empty spots I figured were its eyes narrowed, but it took my hand and squeezed. It tingled like pins and needles, and then a notification appeared.

You have taken control of Mining Outpost Ortega. Do you wish to convert this settlement into a Stronghold, or a Sanctuary?

Zeekrem Prime can help you restore this settlement to its former glory.

Just like that, EDGE Force became the owners of our very own Stronghold.

I turned towards Zeekrem Prime. “Okay, buddy. Let’s get this show on the road.”


Chapter Thirty

The relief at taking Mining Outpost Ortega was palpable. We were all covered in dirt and sweat from our battle with Zeekrem Prime. There was still grit in my eye that I couldn’t blink out, and it was frustrating the hell out of me.

I let out a long, exhausted sigh as I leaned against a nearby building, squeezing my eye closed to get rid of the gritty sand stuck in there. “You have to admit, that was pretty awesome,” I said, smiling wearily at my friends.

Naginata nodded. “It was a tough fight, but we did it, together.”

“We make a pretty good team, all things considered,” Big Mac said.

Spook just smiled, and Kaiser sat next to her. He barked happily, his tail wagging back and forth. Spook admired her spellstaff, which she had finally been able to equip now that she had reached 21 in her intelligence attribute. Apparently she’d done nothing but dump points into that stat every time she levelled up, and some of the bonuses from her armour let her hit that threshold.

The spellstaff improved all of her kinetic abilities, and gave her access to a brand new spell called Singularity. When it was activated, Singularity pulled all enemies within a small radius together, which would make it easier for us to damage all of them at once with area of effect attacks.

“And now it’s time to get to work rebuilding this town. We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us, but I have a feeling it’s going to be worth it in the end,” I said.

The interface was exactly the same as the one at the Riverside Ruins, with mostly the same facilities available. But instead of a Gladiator Arena, there was a different facility called a Training Arena. We could use this to fight against monsters, which in turn would train us without having to leave the stronghold.

Zeekrem Prime even helped out with the rebuild, now that he was on our side. Luckily we didn’t have to keep touching ghostly ectoplasm to see him. The defeated monster didn’t say anything. He knew exactly where all of the electrical devices were across the outpost, and he turned all the helpful ones back on. One shed that still stood contained a very important piece of tech.

The shed was small and made of weathered wood. It was nestled against the side of a larger building, and was cluttered with tools and spare parts. A few seconds after Zeekrem Prime deployed a group of smaller zeekrems inside, a low hum filled the air, and then a thin plume of smoke rose from a metal chimney on the roof.

There was a large generator sitting in the middle of the shed, its metal casing dented and stained. When I focused on it, the Stronghold Management interface called it an Electroplasm Converter. The walls were lined with shelves filled with oil cans, spark plugs, and other bits of machinery. There was a thick layer of sawdust and oil stains on the surrounding floor.

One of the little zeekrems touched the Electroplasm Converter and got sucked right into it, which juiced the converter up. It provided power for everything else in the mining outpost. Lights came back on, and power flowed back into to the mine cart system that headed down into the mine.

While this was all going on, the members of the other teams headed back to their respective outposts. Lockjaw and Quinn returned to the Savage Outpost to shore up their own defences before nightfall, and Quinn said that his team has gathered some rare and potent reagents to make some powerful potions.

Before Bastard left, he pulled me aside. Shuriken remained in the centre of town, helping the others repair what damage they could.

“Do you have a plan for how we’re going to defeat these three alien overlords?” Bastard asked, folding his arms across his chest.

I rubbed the stubble on my chin and frowned. “I’ve been thinking about it, but nothing solid yet. These aliens are way more advanced than anything we’ve ever faced.”

Bastard nodded, but his expression was inscrutable. “I know, but we can’t just give up. We have to figure out a way to stop them.”

I sighed. “I know. It’s just going to take some time and some serious brainstorming. We need to gather as much information as possible, find their weaknesses, and come up with a strategy. It makes it hard when the other two squads have murder boners for us.”

Bastard nodded again, his expression serious. “I’ve got your back, Hatchet.”

To my surprise, Bastard extended his hand towards me.

I took his hand and shook. “Same here. Now bugger off before you make this weird.”

Bastard snorted out a laugh before taking his hand back. He met up with Shuriken again, then headed back to their own Stronghold to prepare their defences.

Then I opened the Stronghold Management interface and saw a whole host of different upgrades we could purchase to make this place even better. There was also a white list of people that we would allow into our Stronghold who would be treated as friendly targets, not hostile. I added all of Edgebreaker, and most of Monster Squad. We all unanimously agreed that we wouldn’t add Grendel to that list unless we saw a significant change in his aggression towards Kaiser.

A quick glance through the upgrades showed that we would need stone, wood, and sheet metal to make most of them. We received Premier Settler Prize Boxes for taking this settlement as well, which let us repair at least one of the buildings. This time we decided to repair the Trades Quarter first, which gave us access to low level weaponsmiths, armoursmiths, and other tradespeople.

I had no idea where the people came from, but they just appeared as the Trades Quarter was repaired. The monsters on the plateau were a part of the Empire’s system, so these people probably were too. But it was the damndest thing. When I talked to them, they felt just as human as Naginata or Big Mac. They looked the same, talked like they were real people, but I knew ostensibly that they weren’t.

It just gave even more weight to the whole idea that we were all just lines of code in some universe-spanning simulation. These people were NPCs—non-playable characters—but they felt as real to me as anyone else. I’m not sure whether that’s a freeing thought or a terrifying one, but I couldn’t dwell on it for too long.

I tasked the rest of the squad with gathering as many materials as they could while I figured out which upgrades we would want to focus on. Some upgrades and repairs actually needed a zeekrem assigned to them, and I was suddenly glad that we hadn’t destroyed the big one for good.

Big Mac discovered something earlier while he was up on the roof, killing little zeekrems. There were solar panels on top of most of these houses, but they were busted. Each of them needed some kind of component to be repaired, and once repaired, they would start generating more electroplasm, which would in turn spit out more little zeekrems. With more of the little electro-ghosts, we could empower even more defences through the Electroplasm Converter.

It suddenly made sense. The solar panels gave life to new zeekrem through the generation of electroplasm, and then those zeekrem were used as a source of power for Mining Outpost Ortega. If we wanted to keep this place powered up, we would need to repair those solar panels.

I tasked Big Mac to find and repair as many of the solar panels as he could, and I paired him up with Kaiser. My buddy insisted he could smell electrical parts in the houses, and I trusted his nose.

Once a district like the Trades Quarter was repaired, upgrades came in a couple of different categories: Buildings, Upgrades, and Traps. I could view all the options available for other areas of the ghost town, even though I hadn’t repaired those sections yet. I decided to get a handle on this to best guide our upgrade pathways.

When it came to buildings, we could construct a medical bay, complete with enhanced healing facilities. Then there was the Electroplasm Research Lab, which let us build things using the power of the electro-ghosts, as well as a straight up Blacksmith, which would let us upgrade our weapons and armour. Last but not least, we could construct watchtowers, which could be manned by us or by little zeekrems, who would remain invisible while they watched.

In the upgrades section, there was an upgraded power grid, which increased power generation during the day, and improved power retention overnight. Then there were upgrades to each of the buildings, which increased their effects, as well as upgrading their fortifications so they could take more damage.

Under traps, there were all manner of wonderful death-dealing traps. From spike pits to zeekrem-powered shock fields, to explosive mines, the traps screen had it all. The more we upgraded the Electroplasm Research Lab, the more we advanced traps we could make.

But just how much difference could we make in a single day? We needed to figure out how to defeat the three alien overlords and win this contest ourselves, but we didn’t have long left to do it. Not while the other squads wanted to murder us as well.

The experience total someone would get for killing one of us was now worth a couple of levels, and we now did 12% more damage to other competitors in the contest. We would also take 12% more damage from enemies as well. This amount would just keep rising until the end of the night. If we didn’t get killed, we got the experience points, which would be a massive boon for everyone in our squad.

First, we focused on fixing the broken buildings. Big Mac fixed the solar panels while Kaiser sniffed out electrical components. Any of the buildings that had a bed in it or anything like that, we would be able to gain a well-rested buff if we got at least six hours sleep in one of those locations. But that buff wouldn’t apply unless we repaired the place first. The Inn would be better, but housing worked just as well.

We decided as a group that we would focus on repairing and fortifying one building and make it the focus of our efforts. We were only one group among many, and things might have been different if we were going to turn this into a sanctuary, but that wasn’t happening.

It wasn’t long before we had one building fully fixed up. It was the house that adjoined the shed that contained the Electroplasm Converter. There were three bedrooms in total, with a shared dining and living area, filled with mostly destroyed furniture and other effects. We managed to cannibalise some of the different components from the other houses around the place to repair within this house. By mid-afternoon, we all had a bed to retire to at night, and a complete set of table and chairs to replace the broken ones that were in this house.

The styles and aesthetics of the tables and chairs didn’t match, but that was fine. My ex-wife would have had a shit fit at the clashing styles if this was in our old, shared dining area, and there was a little part of me that was thrilled that Naginata didn’t seem to care about things like that. She was practical, down to earth, and not so focused on appearances. Whereas my ex-wife had to have things looking perfect, even though things always felt so broken and staged.

After only a few hours of effort, this place really started to feel like home. Well, as much like home as a place in a death game with the fate of our entire species hanging in the balance could.

We managed to find enough food to make a meal, but we still needed meat. Big Mac went hunting by himself, and not even an hour after he left, he came back dragging a small umberhorn back into the mining outpost. While he was gone, we had put together a fire in the central area of the ghost town, so it was ready for whatever he brought back with him. I did the butchering, and my gloves made it a swift and painless process.

We converted one of the already existing houses in the mining outpost into the Electroplasm Research Lab. It took fewer resources to convert an existing building than to construct a brand new one to house it. We unlocked many new traps that we could use, and we encased our home base building and the central area of the mining outpost in multiple layers of traps.

The solar panels and the Electroplasm Converter generated a half a dozen zeekrems throughout the day, which opened up our offensive and surveillance options significantly. One of the new traps we unlocked allowed us to convert wire, barbed or otherwise, into an electrified perimeter so long as we could imbue that wire with a little zeekrem.

We used four of the available zeekrems to protect the central area that we would be sleeping in, while also constructing a watchtower in the centre of town. We didn’t have enough time or resources to make multiple watchtowers, but we could do that the next day. We just needed to focus on doing the bare minimum to survive the night.

Once the electrified fences were in place, we headed a little further out and created a number of spike pits using broken metal and the power of Zeekrem Prime. Even though Zeekrem Prime wasn’t as big as it was before, it could still utilize the power of electricity and wind to displace massive amounts of sand quickly.

It sucked all the sand away from whichever place we wanted to build a spike pit, then we installed jagged metal spikes down at the bottom. We then used fabric from the remaining houses in the ghost town to cover up these pits, and Zeekrem Prime blew sand back over it to make it look like the pit was just another perfectly normal piece of street, ready to be stood on. Luckily the traps became highlighted in the view of my squad, so we wouldn’t accidentally step on any of them.

I knew in my gut that something was going to happen after the sun went down. So we retreated back to the fire, we levelled up where we could, and used all of our skill tokens to upgrade those things that would help us best in the battles to come. I was still hesitant to use any of my gear tokens, but Big Mac used every single one of his on the dagger of Xel’agara.

We set four of the little zeekrems to remain as sentries during the night while we slept. Zeekrem Prime confirmed that it would awaken us if we came under attack. Because this used to be an old mining town where everyone who lived there worked in the mine, there was an alarm system set up that would broadcast an alarm if something happened. Zeekrem Prime said he would activate that alarm system if an enemy force was detected.

Sitting around the fire with my squad was actually a welcome change of pace from the rest of the competition so far. Every single moment felt like we were running from something or trying to figure out what to do, always being on the back foot. But this time we were being proactive, and even if someone tried something in the night, we would be ready for them.

Our experience values kept on ticking upwards, and by the time the sun went down we now did 64% more damage to other competitors, and we would take the same amount of bonus damage from them.

We were all exhausted, and none of us wanted to stay awake for too long. Just in case our sleep was broken by something. Kaiser was the first one to pass out, and he fell asleep at my feet. As Kaiser fell asleep, it was almost like some of the others had permission to give in to their exhaustion as well. Spook was next to go, but she decided to come and lay down next to Kaiser. She wrapped her arm around his side. Kaiser opened a single eye, then exhaled pointedly to show his satisfaction at this turn of events.

All I could think about were my kids, even with Naginata by my side. I needed to make it home so that Seth and Lorelei knew their dad didn’t abandon them. They needed to know the truth of what really happened, and that I didn’t just decide to give up on them. I didn’t want to think about the implications of being functionally immortal and what that would mean for the future, but if we didn’t win, there would be no future to worry about, anyway.

Once everyone’s eyes started to droop, we all headed inside our fortified house. Naginata and I retired to our bedroom, and Kaiser sent me a private message saying that he was going to sleep in Spook’s room. He wanted to make sure that she felt safe and protected while she slept, and I once again was thankful that Kaiser had come into my life.

When Naginata and I climbed into bed, there was no resisting the undeniable attraction that we both felt to one another. All trace of exhaustion and tiredness fled as I felt the touch of Naginata’s skin, and suddenly we were going at it like teenagers. I felt a sense of urgency and desire that was magnitudes more than anything we’d felt before.

When faced with the impending destruction of your entire species, or the indoctrination of those who survived into an alien empire, it definitely put things in perspective. You couldn’t wait to show someone how much you loved them when so much was at stake.

After our nightly extracurricular activities concluded, Naginata and I collapsed into each other’s arms. She fell asleep before me, but I wasn’t far behind her. But it didn’t last long.

My eyes snapped open the very moment Zeekrem Prime activated the alarm system.

We were under attack.


Chapter Thirty-One

By the time we all reached the living area, everyone was awake and ready for battle. After a quick check of our readiness, we headed out into the main square of the mining outpost to see just how bad things were.

An absolute horde of beastmen that were infested with those parasitic vines we’d seen earlier rushed into town from every angle. They came from every direction, which meant that they already had our town surrounded. This was bad news because it meant that the infested beastmen had somehow come up with a plan and executed it. Odds were that there was something out there that was controlling them. At least this wasn’t the other competitors.

It was still technically the same day, as our experience values if we were killed were even higher now. We would also take and deal 96% more damage to other competitors.

But what about the traps that we had laid? There should have been an electric fence that stopped them from getting this close to us, but I counted at least a dozen waiting to attack. It was still dark, and it was difficult to see very far out into the darkness while my eyes still adjusted to the gloom. The fire in the centre of the city was still burning as well, which only threw light for so far before the darkness took over. The eyes of the infested beast men flashed in the reflected firelight.

We’d already fought a bunch of these things, and those ones were not all that difficult to defeat. These new ones outnumbered us at least two to one, and that was only the ones that I could see. Suddenly they all rushed in towards us, and the battle was on.

Big Mac cut them in half with ease after becoming empowered by his patron, Xel’agara. Naginata parried blows and skewered the ones that she could, while Spook controlled the battlefield using her abilities. She even managed to blow a couple of the beastmen back into spike pits and trapped them there.

“Where did they all come from?” Naginata asked.

“They must have a spawn point somewhere nearby. Maybe that foresty area to the north of the Savage Outpost? I wonder if the Monster Squad are being attacked right now too,” I said.

Naginata’s eyes went wide. She suddenly looked around as though she was searching for something or someone. She caught on pretty quick. There could have been someone else pulling the strings.

By the time we’d finished killing beastmen, I thought there were probably about two dozen enemy corpses strewn across the ghost town.

But that’s when the second wave came. I suddenly wondered whether there was actually anyone responsible for what was happening right now, or perhaps this was one of the inbuilt mechanics that naturally happened when you established a Stronghold. They were attacking in definite waves.

The second wave of beastmen were equipped with better weapons and armour than the first, and their battle tactics were more advanced than their predecessors. My armour stopped the majority of attacks from hitting me, but my armour was already looking worse for wear. I redirected anima into my armour to repair any damage that was done, but anytime I did that it meant that I was channelling less anima into my experience total, and would have less to use for my anima abilities.

Generally when you had waves of enemies being thrown at a place like this, it usually culminated in either three or five waves, and that’s when the boss monster showed up. I had no idea what the boss of the beastmen would look like, but I figured it would be significantly scarier than the Niall Potas the hippo man we defeated earlier.

The reason I was worried about my anima totals was because the only real trump card I had was my anima grenade. To generate the biggest anima explosion I could, I needed to invest pretty much all the anima my tank could currently hold.

The size of my anima tank hadn’t increased at all since being here on the plateau, and I wondered whether a Rank 3 Anima Tank was as big as it would get. It could hold a maximum of 500 anima at any one time and made it so that the energy did not circulate through my system. Any overflow could damage the anima system within my body. But if this was the biggest my tank was ever going to get, then it would severely limit my capabilities when using powers that required a large infusion of anima.

Or maybe I just hadn’t hit the threshold yet for what was required to level this ability up to the next rank.

Kaiser leapt towards one of the beastmen and chomped down on the thing’s shaggy throat. Kaiser shook back and forth, and tore away a huge chunk of flesh and fur. The beastman went down clutching at its neck, but he was a dead beast walking.

By the time we’d finished the second wave, there was another two dozen enemy dead crowding our little stronghold. That’s when I heard the ominous stomping footsteps of something massive walking towards us in the gloom. We could barely see anything outside of the sphere of light thrown off by the fire, but I could feel that whatever this thing was approaching us from the west was massive.

I summoned my anima grenade into my right hand and began pouring as much energy into it as I could. That’s when a lumbering, towering beast coalesced out of the darkness and walked into the light.

This thing looked like the king of beasts, like a super-sized yowie or bunyip. Or bigfoot or sasquatch, if you’re not up on the Aussie lingo. The hair on his body hung so shaggy and thick that it almost acted like armour. It had two tusks that jutted out of its bottom jaw, and it reminded me of the Gargonath.

I knew that it wasn’t the Gargonath, because when that beast found you, a message appeared and told you that you were being pursued by it. This is some this was something different, but it was just as terrifying.

“We need to spread out, or it’s going be able to-” I started to talk, but the massive beast brought its fist down right where we were all standing.

We all dodged out of the way as quickly as we could, but the impact sent a shockwave, which threw us away. There was a kinetic element to the attack, just like the powers Spook used.

The force of the blow almost made me lose my grip on my anima grenade which would have been a terrible thing indeed. No matter what, the anima grenade went off 7 seconds after I stopped investing anima into it. So if I dropped it, I’d have 7 seconds to get out of the way before it exploded and possibly took me with it. I summoned my draconic claws on my right hand and made sure that the grenade stayed in place.

“I need some time before this is going to be ready. You guys need to keep that monster engaged until I’m ready to destroy it,” I said.

“Don’t worry bro, I’ve got this,” Big Mac said.

Big Mac stood at the edge of the town square, his eyes locked on the massive bigfoot monster that now charged towards us. The creature was at least twice his size, and its roar echoed through the town.

Big Mac slashed his sacrificial dagger across his wrist, spilling blood, which the dagger immediately absorbed. Suddenly, the tattoos on his skin seemed to come to life, writhing and undulating as the power flowed into him. He raised his macuahuitl with both hands, obsidian teeth gleaming in the firelight. A sheen of brackish blue and green covered the weapon, and the water seemed to be flowing out from Big Mac’s own skin.

The monster was nearly upon him, and Big Mac unleashed the full force of his patron sea god’s power. A wave of energy surged from the sword, slamming into the beast and sending it flying backwards. The creature roared in anger, but Big Mac was already moving forward.

He swung the macuahuitl, each blow powered by the ancient, otherworldly strength of his eldritch sea god patron. The monster tried to fight back, but it was no match for Big Mac. He danced around the creature, his weapon a blur of motion as he delivered devastating blows.

Finally, with a final, mighty swing, Big Mac brought the macuahuitl down towards the monster’s neck. It slammed down hard, but the creature resisted the blow. It backhanded Big Mac and sent him flying away. Spook used her Stop Right There ability, which caught Big Mac before he landed in a spike pit.

My anima grenade was as powerful as it was going to get, so I lobbed it over at the bigfoot monster and waited seven seconds. It exploded with a mighty whump, caving the monster’s chest in, and then it collapsed under its own weight.

We each got an achievement for successfully defending our Stronghold.

Survive The First Night

Congratulations! You’ve defended your Stronghold against an enemy incursion on your very first night! Be warned… More powerful waves of enemies will appear every night you are in control of the stronghold.

You’ve received a Bronze Defender’s Prize Box!

Would you like to open it now?

There was no immediate threat, so we decided to open the prize boxes.

Naginata received a traditional Japanese bow called a yumi, which empowered any shots fired with mana. Big Mac’s prize box contained some upgrade parts for his macuahuitl: some serrated obsidian teeth and a reinforced handle, for greater swinging power.

Spook’s box held a pair of gauntlets, each one pulsing with a bright white energy. These gloves amplified the force of any ability that caused a pushback effect. Kaiser’s box was filled with dog toys and treats, but also a sturdy leather collar, studded with spikes. He barked happily and wagged his tail as I fastened it around his neck.

My prize box contained something pretty unique. It was an electroplasm mining pick, and it had many of the same properties as the zeekrems. It energised me as I held it, increasing my inbuilt regeneration rates, and it could also pass through non-biological structures, just like the little ghosts could. I slipped it into my inventory to use it whenever the situation warranted.

We all received some healing potions, mana potions, and stamina regeneration potions in the boxes as well, along with some components we could use to upgrade the stronghold and repair certain elements of it.

It was still full dark then, and I could tell that we were still all exhausted. But when I went to turn back to our fortified house, I noticed something strange. There was a pile of electroplasm sitting slumped near the generator shed. It was too big to be one of the little zeekrems, so it must have been Zeekrem Prime.

“Did any of you see Zeekrem Prime get killed in that last fight?” I asked.

No one had, but it soon became apparent that it wasn’t the bigfoot monster that had killed Zeekrem Prime. An old, gnarled woman stepped out from behind the shed. She was wearing a long flowing robe that appeared to be made of moss and lichen. She looked like a stereotypical witch that you’d read about in a children’s book, waiting to capture kids who wandered into the forest so she could eat them.

When I focused on her, a panel of information appeared marking her as a Malignant Spore Hag. She had a skull next to her name, which meant that she was many more levels higher than us. I was the highest level character in our squad, and she still appeared as a skull to me. That meant that she out levelled everyone else by a significant magnitude.

The hag lifted a hand, and for a moment I thought that perhaps she wanted to talk. But then she pointed a green, tree root finger at Big Mac, and I was immediately on edge.

“What do you want, old woman?” Big Mac asked, but his voice faltered. A change had already begun in his body.

His massively muscled arms began to shrivel and wrinkle, and the skin over the rest of his entire body followed. The hair on his head blanched from blonde to white as his frame shrunk. He was aging rapidly, decades in the span of seconds. Was that what this spore hag’s ability was?

I watched in horror as Big Mac’s skin turned grey and started to crumble into dust. His skeleton collapsed in on itself, sending up plumes of desiccated skin dust into the air.

“Kill her, now, before she has a chance-” I yelled, but the hag already had her finger pointed at Spook.

The teenager grew a foot in the span of a few seconds, and I got a glimpse of the adult that Spook would become. A few seconds later, she had already entered middle age, and then kept on ageing. Spook turned and ran, like somehow she’d be able to outrun this accelerated ageing process, but she couldn’t. Spook turned to dust and bones midstride, and her skeleton fell forward into the sand.

I shared a terrified look with Naginata and Kaiser. I screamed at them to run, and I rushed in to engage the spore hag directly. If I could sacrifice myself and give them enough time to get away, then maybe it would all be worth it. We’d resurrect the next day after all, but I didn’t want us to lose this Stronghold that we’d spent all day building.

Nobody else would claim our experience points, and I wouldn’t get them for surviving the night, but maybe Kaiser and Naginata could.

The hag grinned a black toothed smile, almost like she knew what my plan was. At the same time, she lifted a finger and I expected her to point it towards me. But no, she kept eye contact with me as she pointed directly at Kaiser.

I watched my best fur buddy age in a matter of seconds, and then he too flumped down into a pile of dust and bones. I was almost at the spore hag now, and my claws were waiting to sink into her flesh. There was no way she was going to get away with this! I just hoped Naginata managed to get away. The spore hag turned towards me a second before I hit her, and she pointed her finger at me.

There was a sharp pain in my chest, and I clutched at my heart. The hag’s tree root finger pointed directly at me, and her beady black eyes seemed to savour the coming death that she brought. I felt myself begin to wither. My muscles degraded, my skin became loose, I felt my body deflate under the weight of itself. I couldn’t catch my breath, and I couldn’t even hold my arms up any longer.

A second before the end, I looked past the malignant spore hag and saw a light shining in the darkness from within our Stronghold. It was Arclight, and the glow from her eyes illuminated the gathered faces of the Hearthlight Vanguard.

Robert Forge Jr. watched me die with a calculating look on his face. He turned to Arclight and nodded, then said something, but I couldn’t read his lips. My vision had begun to blur as cataracts blinded my eyes.

The Heartlight Vanguard had done this.

There was a feeling of falling as the building blocks of my body crumbled, and then there was nothing.


Chapter Thirty-Two

I sat up with a start, consumed with the anger and fury and what the Heartlight Vanguard had done to us again. That was two days in a row that their actions had ended up in the execution of my squad. It just didn’t make any sense.

We hadn’t done anything to them, and yet they seem to have a vendetta against us. Did this have something to do with the Mnemtech research facility I’d destroyed on Mori Island, back when I first met Kaiser? Was this retribution for cutting off their access to Altrighus’ anima? No, it couldn’t be. Mnemtech had already abandoned that research facility before we got there. They’d moved onto study the anima from another source somewhere else in the world.

Worrying about why they wanted to kill us wouldn’t do any good. We just needed to focus on staying alive, no matter what. That’s when I noticed that there was a notification waiting for me, just like the last time I had died.

Adaptive Mortality Enhancement: Timeless

Damn, you were wrinkly! You died by classic old-fashioned ageing. A little boring, but still lethal. Here’s the good news - you don’t need to worry about that anymore!

You will now maintain your current physical, and mental state without being affected by the passage of time. You will remain youthful and energetic, never succumbing to the ravages of age and its associated ailments. This enhancement means that you can continue your adventures without worrying about losing your edge because of growing old.

I felt a rush of emotions, a mixture of shock and disbelief. I had always taken for granted that one day I would grow old and die, but now that option had been taken from me. Was there a way for me to get this enhancement removed somehow when this was all over? Could the Alarendei Empire turn me mortal again? Resurrecting after my death was bad enough, but now I couldn’t even age?

Was I even really human anymore?

I squashed that thought and focused on what I really needed to worry about. The Heartlight Vanguard had killed us all again. They may not have actually swung the sword on the previous day, but I had no doubt that they were responsible for setting that malignant spore hag on us.

Big Mac, Spook, and the others, might not have seen Robert Ford Jr. and the rest of the Heartlight Vanguard there in the darkness, but there was no denying that they were responsible for this. I even checked the leaderboards and felt my blood boil when I saw two entries marked as squad executions, which awarded the Heartlight Vanguard with 500 points apiece. They were far and away the highest scoring squad in the entire competition so far. Was that their game?

I checked through the global broadcast logs and felt sick when I saw that the Heartlight Vanguard had been awarded the bonus experience points from our deaths. They were already a threat, but now they would be even more dangerous than ever. They’d gained at least two levels of experience.

But why? These actions didn’t fit with the aim of the contest. Why were they doing this? There had to be an ulterior motive.

I saw Quinn McGregor walk out of his room and had a serious sense of déjà vu. He wandered past the doorway at the end of my room, just like he had on our very first day in the competition.

Quinn nodded when he saw me. “Did those bastards kill you as well?”

“The Heartlight Vanguard?” I asked.

He nodded.

“Yeah. They sent some crazy old forest woman into our Stronghold and killed us by ageing us to death.”

“Yeah, they did exactly the same thing to us. They waited until just after this random battle that happened. We just got absolutely swarmed with monsters, and we probably would have died if it wasn’t for all the beastmen helping us out.”

“We had to fight off the waves of enemies and a big boss monster, too. They knew it was going to happen and attacked us at our weakest.”

“Well, if the rest of us are all here, we better catch up with everyone. Then we can figure out what we do from here. I bet you they took both of the strongholds for us from us, the bastards.”

There was one simple way to test that, and that was to open up the stronghold interface. If we had lost the stronghold, there would be no interface to open. To my surprise, Mining Outpost Ortega was still marked as owned by EDGE Force. I said as much to Quinn as we walked. He couldn’t check the status of theirs, as Franklin Gaunt was the squad leader and the only one who could access the interface remotely.

“That just doesn’t make sense,” I said as we walked. “Why would they just kill us and leave the stronghold? If they captured it without claiming it, at least we wouldn’t lose it, but as it stands, we can just go back and keep upgrading it like nothing happened. I don’t understand.”

“It almost makes you think that the Heartlight Vanguard has their own game that they’re trying to play.”

“It’s starting to feel a little bit like that,” I admitted.

Kaiser slammed into me from behind and knocked me to the ground. He covered my face in sloppy dog kisses, and I wrapped my arms around him and held him tight.

“Oh buddy, I’m so sorry that you had to go through that.”

He told me through chat that he was sorry I had to see him go through that, and that he knew for sure that I would have been more upset at him dying than watching Naginata die.

“Oh, you think you’re the favourite, do you?” I asked with a grin.

Kaiser barked once for yes, and let his tongue lull out the side of his mouth for effect.

“Come on, let’s go reconnect with everyone.”

The rest of the newly risen dead were waiting for us in the centre of the temple. It wasn’t just EDGE Force and The Monster Squad that died during the night. Apparently, the Reality Benders had also suffered the same fate at the hands of the Heartlight Vanguard. But they hadn’t managed to kill all of them, so they never got a third squad execution leaderboard entry. Everyone but X had been killed by the vanguard, so Felix Fortuna, Willow, Murmur, and Astrid were all waiting in the centre of the temple.

I was still pretty pissed off at the Reality Benders for what they had done to us the day before, but those who were in the temple seemed to realise that we weren’t the enemy.

Murmur lifted his hands in an apologetic gesture. “Hey, no hard feelings. I thought I was just playing by the rules of the game. But I’m coming to understand that I don’t know the first thing about what’s really going on here.”

Astrid, the young woman with the silver hair who was the first to die in the entire competition, stood next to Murmur. “X thought that aligning with the Heartlight Vanguard was the right choice. But they turned on us at the very first opportunity. We added them all to the whitelist to our stronghold, and they just came in during the middle of the night and slaughtered most of us. They almost got X, but X can reshape reality. They couldn’t kill X, but they killed the rest of us. We’re sorry, okay?”

I sighed. I could either let myself be controlled by the rage I felt boiling up inside me, or I could focus that anger where it needed to go. “I still maintain that there’s only one enemy in this entire contest, and that is the three alien overlords that we have to execute,” I said. “Any infighting, any splintering and selfish alliances like this is some Survivor TV show bullshit, and it will only make it harder for us to do what needs to be done. Besides, this is the dawn of the third day, and this contest only goes for five. Our time is almost up, and we’ve already lost far too much time because of the Heartlight Vanguard.”

“We should take the fight to them,” Murmur said. Colour rose on his cheeks as his anger welled up. He could have compelled us to do just that with his power, but he chose not to.

“I’m not sure that’s the right call,” I said, hoping that he wouldn’t try to put us all in a hypnotic trance. “They could just be trying to shift focus onto themselves for some reason, so we don’t focus on the aliens.”

That’s when I had a brainwave that I didn’t really want to believe. There was only one other squad who didn’t have single member executed by the Heartlight Vanguard overnight, and that was Edgebreaker. Bastard had made a very obvious point of saying that he had my back the day before. He even uncharacteristically shook my hand.

Was that an honest gesture of friendship and respect, or was it all part of some twisted plan that Edgebreaker and the Hearthlight Vanguard were in on together? Then I remembered it was Edgebreaker who told us about these three settlements, and even led us to those places. They had chosen the most easily defensible position for themselves, which could very well be why they survived the night, and we didn’t. I didn’t really want to consider the possibility that they could have also been feeding information to the Heartlight Vanguard about exactly where we would be, but here we were.

I didn’t know who I could trust, and that pissed me off. We needed to trust each other if we were going to get through this and triumph, but I felt like the only people I could trust were Naginata and Kaiser.

“So what is the plan, then?” Felix Fortuna asked, who was another member of the Reality Benders that I hadn’t had much to do with in this contest yet. He was a young man with a shaved head, wearing clothes that looked like they were ripped straight out of the nineties: an oversized skateboard t-shirt that said ‘if you’re dumb, you gotta be tough’ on the front, combined with three quarter cargo pants and DC skate shoes.

“I still have absolutely no idea of how we’re going to win this. Have any of your team tried an assault on any of the alien overlords yet?” Franklin Gaunt asked. “Because we tried to assault that dark tower—The Runeforge—but we couldn’t even get through the front gates. It’s locked with some kind of rune magic, and the only way to open that lock is with the right kind of rune key.”

“We’ve been staying to the south of the river,” Murmur said with a shrug. “We spent most of our time building up our stronghold at the Riverside Ruins. We weren’t trying to go after anyone or anything.”

“Do you all still own your settlements?” I asked. “Because the Hearthlight Vanguard didn’t capture ours.”

Franklin grunted in a surprised kind of way. “Yes. The Savage Outpost is still ours.”

“I just asked X through chat, and we still own the Riverside Ruins,” Quinn confirmed.

“So they didn’t do this to take any of our resources. They could have just done it to get some leaderboard points, but that doesn’t make sense. This is something they would have had to prepare for. How could they know exactly where all three of our squads were so they could pull off a coordinated attack like this?” I asked.

“That’s a very good question, but I don’t have any answer for it,” Franklin said and rubbed a scar that ran down his cheek. “If we still own the Savage Outpost, then we need to get back to it and see if they’ve destroyed it or razed it to the ground. All the reports I can see is saying that there’s no structural damage, which is exceedingly strange. If they didn’t capture the stronghold, why would they not destroy it?”

“Because they know we’re going to go back there. I am willing to bet good money that they’re going to spring some kind of trap on us the moment we get back,” I said.

“All three of our teams?” Astrid asked, brushing her silver hair behind her ears.

“At least we’ll be ready for it, though, right?” Spook asked.

“We’re going to have to be. We need to get back out there, but everyone needs to be on high alert.”

We left the Temple of Awakening shortly after, but before leaving, I once again suggested that we should establish some kind of base where one member from each allied team stays put so we could coordinate inter-team activities. Without that kind of synchronicity, there’s no way we’re going to defeat this evil alien empire.

Myself, Franklin, and X-via-Quinn, decided that we should all send a representative to the bridge over the river just before midday, and we’d test it out to see if that kind of communication would be workable.

The sun beat down on us as we began our journey back to Mining Outpost Ortega, and I had this sick feeling in my gut that something bad was going to happen when we got back there. We headed into the forest to the east of the Temple of Awakening and followed a trail that would cut out a half hour’s walk around the forest.

As we headed along that path, I saw a figure waiting in the middle of it ahead of us. It was Arclight, one of the Heartlight Vanguard’s central goons. Her bald head gleamed in the sun, and her eyes were alight with glowing anima.

Fury surged up within me. I slammed on my armour and summoned my claws. I wasn’t going to let her get away from me this time..


Chapter Thirty-Three

“Arclight!” I called out, approaching her cautiously. “Where’s Robert? What’s the Hearthlight Vanguard’s plan? You’ve clearly got something up your sleeve.”

She turned to me, her face grim. “I’m sorry, Hatchet,” she said, just as the ground started to shake beneath our feet.

A debuff appeared in my vision.

You Are Being Hunted

The Gargonath has your scent. Run, hide, fight, it doesn’t matter. Your death looms.

I braced myself, ready for an attack, but then a massive shadow loomed over us from behind. My heart sank. It was the Gargonath, but the monster had grown to a massive size. Its eyes glowed with blue fury, and it was the size of a small kaiju now. Something must have happened to kill it the day before, which made it grow massive. It was already powerful, but now it was a natural disaster walking on two legs.

The Gargonath curled its hands into fists and pulled its lips back over its teeth in a horrifying sneer. The tusks that jutted out from its lower jaw were now each almost as big as Kaiser.

“Everyone, scatter!” I called as the Gargonath pulled its fists back, ready to strike.

The Gargonath roared as it brought down its massive fist and I sprang into action, dodging and weaving as I tried to find an opening in its defences. But the Gargonath was slower now that its massive body required more effort to move. It slammed into trees and sent them flying as it tried to pursue us.

Arclight immediately fled in the direction of the desert. Had she led the Gargonath here, to take us out? Again, the Heartlight Vanguard had it out for us and wanted us dead. I needed to know why. But I wouldn’t be able to find that out until we took this kaiju-sized monster down, and hopefully got a powerful prize box out of it too.

I stood my ground, determined to take this monster down and protect the people I cared about. I swung my empowered claws with all my might, striking the Gargonath with a series of powerful blows. It took all the strikes in its stride, but it groaned in pain as I tore strips from its flesh. Suddenly the Gargonath staggered back, its eyes flashing with rage, and I knew that this was my moment to strike.

With a fierce roar, I lunged forward, plunging my claws into the beast’s leg, and started to climb. I scampered up the massive leg of the Gargonath, my claws digging deep into its thick hide. I had to reach the top, had to find a way to stop this monster before it destroyed the rest of my team.

Clinging tightly to its leg, I dodged past the spiked armour as I climbed higher and higher. The Gargonath was massive, towering above the trees and shaking the ground with each step. I felt very much like Wander, the protagonist of Shadow of the Colossus as I climbed up the huge body of the monster, resisting its attempts to dislodge me. I tried to draw anima out of it as I went, which helped refill my anima tank.

At last, I reached its shoulder, but then the Gargonath suddenly stopped, its massive head turning to look at me. The Gargonath regarded me like I was a type of insect, ready to be swatted away like an annoyance. But little did it know that I’d get an attack and damage advantage on it because it was so much bigger and more powerful than I was.

I used my Rancid Claws ability, which coated my claws in poisonous viscera, and slashed towards the Gargonath’s massive, blazing eyes. My claws raked one of its eyes, and it reared back in pain and shock that something as small as I had managed to hurt it.

The beast reached up with one of its massive hands and tried to grab me. I leapt off the back of its shoulder and caught myself on one of the armour straps on its back. If I could get this armour off the beast, it would let the rest of my team hurt it much more easily.

I ran my claws through the straps that held the armour in place, and the leather parted easily. I held onto one side of the straps, which gave way when I cut through it, then used my momentum to launch myself onto the back of the Gargonath’s other arm. It tried to reach back to grab me, but its massive muscular body just couldn’t get me where I was. I launched myself onto the Gargonath’s back and tore free the last remaining strap that held its armour in place.

The armour fell to the ground with an almighty crash, and it was our time to strike.

“Do everything you can to take the Gargonath down!” I shouted as I drew one last gasp of anima out of the beast, which refilled my anima tank completely.

Because we were fighting in a forested area, I could access my Forest Strider anima ability, which significantly increased my speed. I changed my equipped anima ability to Forest Strider and did everything that I could to keep the focus of the monster on me.

Naginata, Big Mac, and Kaiser all focused on damaging the legs of the massive beast. If we could take the legs out from underneath it, it would topple, and we could end it quickly. Spook ran interference every time the Gagonath tried to attack. She used her Get Away From Me ability as a parry, which stopped the Gargonath’s punches and drove them backward.

I kept waiting for the Gargonath to weaken, but it didn’t. It felt like we weren’t even making a dent in its health pool. Suddenly the Gargonath let out a bellowing roar, which sent all of us rolling backwards, and even flattened some of the trees in a circular pattern around the monster.

“That hurt,” I said as I clambered back to my feet.

That’s when I noticed that the Gargonath had a shimmering sheen across its body. Then I found out why. Arclight was still standing off in the distance, but her eyes burned with anima the same colour as the shimmer that covered the Gargonath. She had empowered the massive monster, and probably healed it, too.

“Arclight is powering the big bastard up!” I shouted and pointed over in her direction.

Arclight must have heard me. Her eyes went wide, and she turned and fled.

“Do we take her out, or do we kill the big guy?” Naginata asked.

“If we don’t kill her, then she’ll just keep healing the Gargonath until we’re all out of mana and out of options. We go after Arclight,” I said.

The Gargonath took a swipe at Spook, and she countered it with one of her telekinetic attacks. But she was feeling the effects of such a prolonged fight. If this kept going, one or more of us would end up going down.

“You guys get Arclight. I’ll buy you some time,” I said.

“I’m not letting you die again!” Naginata said.

“I won’t die. I’ve got Forest Strider equipped. I’ll catch up with all of you, but you need to go, now!”

Kaiser barked twice, then sent me a message via chat that said he wasn’t going to leave without me. His Sic ‘Em ability would be a great help as well.

“I can always count on you, buddy. Okay, let’s see if we can take this big bastard down. The rest of you, go!” I shouted.

Naginata, Big Mac, and Spook all pursued Arclight as she ran through the forest, leaving Kaiser and myself to take care of the Gargonath.

We used hit and run tactics where we would bait the Gargonath into attacking at a certain location, dodge out of the way, then whittle its health down some when it was open to attack. It was the same strategy you could use on powerful but slow bosses in video games. It didn’t matter if you only did a tiny sliver of damage with each attack, as long as you made sure that the bad guy didn’t hurt you. You could keep doing that forever until the enemy died.

The problem was that the Gargonath was still affected by whatever empowering ability Arclight had used. It still had access to its bellowing roar attack, which it used a couple more times to knock Kaiser and I off our feet. It was even smart enough to know that there would be a period after it used that attack where we would be vulnerable.

If I didn’t have my Forest Strider ability equipped, it would have gotten me a couple of times. I worked hard to refill my anima tank, so having to use my reserves as a defence strategy didn’t make me happy, but I didn’t have much of a choice.

It soon became abundantly clear that Kaiser and I did not have the strength to take the Gargonath down ourselves. We were getting tired and making silly mistakes, and if we kept going for much longer, we wouldn’t have anything left in the tank to get away.

I didn’t like running away from this enemy, but we didn’t have much of a choice. It was either stay here and die, or run away and live to fight another day.

The Gargonath, with its long legs and powerful jaws, was hot on our heels, smashing through the trees and tearing up the ground behind us. It was really pissed off that we’d run. Suddenly a tree flew overhead, and I said a little swear under the breath. Adrenaline pumped through my body as I raced through the forest.

I ran as fast as I could, dodging trees and leaping over fallen logs. But the monster was closing in, its fury palpable by the sounds it made as it pursued us. The Gargonath followed us, determined to take us down.

We were running out of options. I could hear the others battling Arclight in the distance, but it didn’t sound like the battle was going our way. Suddenly, an idea struck me. There had to be something we could do to stop the Gargonath in its tracks. The effect that increased my strength and damage against tougher opponents was active, but would it increase my ambient strength that wasn’t tied to attacks?

This would be a gamble, but the alternative was a lose-lose situation no matter what. The next time one of those splintered trees flew overhead I ran directly over to the place that it landed and used my claws to lift the fallen trunk. One end of the tree was incredibly splintered from where the Gargonath tore the tree from its roots, and so I lifted the tree and hefted it over my shoulder.

The effort of lifting the massive tree made me grunt and groan, and if I had not been empowered by the The Bigger They Are effect, I probably wouldn’t have been able to. I was pretty close to feeling like my legs were going to collapse underneath me, so I needed to get this gone.

I wedged one end of the tree between a couple of boulders nearby and turned around just in time to see the Gargonath rush towards me with its arms outstretched.

Its arms weren’t as long as the tree trunk it had thrown at me, and the splintered end hit the monster right in the chest. The jagged wood pierced the monster’s flesh. The Gargonath’s weight and momentum made it impossible for it to change course. The tree tore through the monster’s body, but that wasn’t enough.

The Gargonath spat blood as it pushed itself backwards. The tree came up with it, still embedded in the monster’s chest, but not for long. Using both hands, it pulled the trunk free, leaving a gaping hole in its chest. But that still wasn’t enough to kill the fucking thing. I glanced over my shoulder and saw Naginata, Big Mac, and Spook all lying motionless on the bottom of the forest floor.

“What the hell happened?” I asked, but there was no one to answer me,

Kaiser whimpered. If our team were disabled or paralysed or something, the Gargonath would be able to spread them across the forest floor with one stomp of its massive foot. We couldn’t fight this thing. We needed to run.

“Buddy, you’ve still got your Portal Master skill, right?” I asked.

Kaiser barked once. Yes.

“Open it near our team mates. Take us back to the mining outpost. We’ll have to drag them through.”

Kaiser ran over to our fallen team mates and began opening the portal. It began as a speck of purple anima floating about waist high in the air, then suddenly expanded into a full-sized portal. I ran towards it, and the Gargonath pounded the earth behind me. It was giving chase.

The glowing purple portal ripped its way through the fabric of reality. Zeekrem Prime walked around Mining Outpost Ortega, and looked through the portal with a concerned expression.

“Out of the way!” I shouted as I hauled Naginata through the opening.

Kaiser tugged on Spook’s collar and brought her through as well. The Gargonath was almost at the portal, but we couldn’t leave Big Mac behind. Kaiser and I both headed through once more, grabbed the big man’s shoulders and heaved him through. With my strength buff, his weight was trivial. Which was quite a good thing, because the Gargonath was almost on us.

I pulled Big Mac through the portal a second before the Gargonath’s armoured hand slammed through the portal. It reached through into Mining Outpost Ortega and tried to find us. Zeekrem Prime reached down and grabbed onto the Gargonath’s arm, and the monster’s entire body went rigid with the power of the shock.

Then Kaiser shut off his portal, which severed the Gargonath’s arm from the rest of its body. The Gargonath roared from somewhere in the distance as its arm twitched in front of us.

I quickly ascended the watchtower in the middle of the outpost, using my claws to climb the outside logs instead of using the stairs like a chump. I gazed out over the dunes and saw a shining figure fleeing across the desert.

The bald-headed woman fled across the desert, and EDGE Force followed.


Chapter Thirty-Four

As the rest of the squad and I followed in the direction that Arclight fled, I opened my map interface to see whether I could check the location of the Gargonath. The You Are Being Hunted buff disappeared after we went through Kaiser’s portal, which was a relief. I’d learned something new about the Gargonath that I didn’t know before. You could escape it.

It looked like its pursuit capabilities had a range on them and if you got outside that range, you could get away. Kaiser’s Portal Master ability would be key to any future escape efforts from the massive beast. We just needed to make sure that Kaiser had enough mana to cast it in case we came under attack again.

Technically, any ability which let us travel great distances in a short period of time might be able to allow us to evade the Gargonath. As long as I had my furry buddy by my side, we’d be okay.

Even though the Gargonath didn’t appear on my map, as I crested a sand dune I looked back to the south and saw the kaiju sized monster stomping through the forest. It reached down and ripped trees out of the ground by their roots. It looked like the monster was still searching for us.

“So, do you have a plan on what we’re going to do if we find that woman?” Big Mac asked.

“I honestly haven’t thought that far ahead,” I said through gritted teeth. My eyes were drawn to slits thanks to the sand whipping past my face. I wished that I had some glasses or goggles or something.

“We need to get to the bottom of why they are doing this,” Naginata said. “Why are they focusing all of their efforts on interfering with us, instead of focusing on taking down the aliens?”

“That. That right there. That’s what we need to do. I might just react to things, but I can always rely on Naginata to think things through and make sure that I’m not acting too rashly.”

Kaiser barked once in agreement.

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, buddy,” I said.

We healed up as quickly as we could. I couldn’t let Arclight get away and disappear into the sands. I’d marked the location of where I’d seen her, and I was a little perplexed at how she’d been able to cover so much ground in so little time. But this turn of events was obviously still a part of whatever game the Heartlight Vanguard were playing.

We didn’t encounter any more of the beastmen monsters as we fled across the desert, but it wasn’t all easy going. We were attacked a couple of times by monsters labeled as dust devils, and they were very similar to the zeekrems that powered everything in our new stronghold. It was almost like the static electricity within their ghostly bodies kept the sand coalesced into a corporeal form.

One of the biggest differences between these new enemies and the other electric ghosts was that the dust devils seemed to dissipate when their physical forms were destroyed. I did learn something that was pretty cool while we attacked them, though. That new mining pick weapon that I’d received from taking the stronghold absorbed the electroplasm energy just as easily as it absorbed energy from the zeekrems.

I could store about three spirits inside the weapon before it wouldn’t absorb any more, and with a fully empowered mining pick, I realised just how powerful this new weapon was. A single strike from the mining pick was enough to make a dust devil explode. I decided that before I was going to use this as an actual mining pick back in our stronghold’s mine, I would make sure that it was fully empowered. It would melt through the stone and ore like a roided up dudebro pushing through a mosh pit at a music festival.

Plus, Zeekrem Prime grabbing onto the Gargonath and stunning it made me think I might be able to use the empowered mining pick to stun it when we inevitably encountered it again.

I got the feeling that if we stayed here and killed more of these dust devils, another big boss monster would probably spawn and slow us down even further, so I decided the best thing that we could do was get out of here. I killed any devil that got in our way, but we didn’t linger.

Arclight changed her course when she reached the northern part of the desert. She started heading right into the centre of the plateau, towards the Worldbreaker Scar. That giant hole in the world was supposed to be the place where Altessa, arguably the strongest of the three aliens we needed to defeat, waited for us to challenge her. If we wanted to defeat all the bad guys, we would have to descend into the Worldbreaker Scar ourselves at some point, but I felt like we were nowhere near strong enough. It was only day three of five, and there was no way we were up to the challenge. But that raised another question. What the hell was the Heartlight Vanguard doing so close to one of the alien bosses?

Were they trying to sell us out for an advantage? Were they offered a special deal that the rest of us hadn’t if they interfered with the rest of our teams? It certainly felt that way.

They were now more powerful than any of the other squads thanks to the massive experience boost they received for being responsible for killing all of our squad the day before. Since the aliens created this Contest of Valour, they could have just given the Heartlight Vanguard a heads up on a way that they could easily kill us. A little tip about the malignant spore hag that could age us to death would have been all it took to destroy us. 

If Robert Forge Jr. was anything like his father, then he would do absolutely anything to achieve his goals. I couldn’t help feeling like there were wheels within wheels and games within games being played right now, and it pissed me off so much that one group of people could be responsible for humanity’s ultimate downfall.

Was it really so much of the stretch for the aliens from the Alarendei Empire to offer one of the teams a place in their empire if they sabotaged it for everyone else? Would Robert Forge Jr. and the rest of his team really sell out the entire human race just to survive?

If that’s what was happening here, then there would be no happy ending for the Heartlight Vanguard. If they were playing some game to save themselves, and that game resulted in my kids being harvested for their essence, they had another thing coming. I could feel the blood almost boiling in my veins as we changed course towards the Worldbreaker Scar in pursuit of Arclight.

As we got closer, I realised that even though the scar on the top down map appeared to be a perfectly circular chasm, that wasn’t actually the case. There were a number of small paths that led down into the scar. Rifts in the earth led down into the scar like tiny ravines, barely wide enough for a massive human like Big Mac to fit down, but they were most definitely there.

Arclight disappeared into one of these ravines and immediately dropped out of sight. She dropped so quickly that I had no doubt she had jumped off some ledge and further down into the chasm. If she could move faster than us, she was deliberately choosing not to right now. Which meant that she wanted us to follow her.

I sent a quick warning to the team in the chat for them to keep their eyes peeled. There could be a massive drop ahead, or Arclight could be leading us into another trap. I was pretty sure that no matter what was happening, we were definitely heading headfirst into a trap of some kind. The setup of this had just been too perfect. It was like we were being herded in this direction, for a purpose that we didn’t know or understand.

When we reached the side of the scar, I motioned for the rest of the team to stop. I looked down over the edge and saw a ramshackle wooden platform haphazardly attached to the rift in the stone. It was a good two metres down from the side of the scar, so we would have to jump. The wooden path followed the chasm on a downward trajectory, but I couldn’t see that far ahead.

“This feels like a trap,” Naginata said, echoing my own concerns.

“It sure does,” I agreed.

“Are we really going to let them kill us for a third day in a row?” Big Mac asked.

Kaiser barked twice. An emphatic no.

“We’ll be ready for them this time,” Spook said.

I sighed. If the kid had faith in us, then I did too.

“Right. Let me take the lead,” I said as I summoned my Balaran Knight armor, which erupted from my skin and hardened. “Kaiser, you’ve got another few hours before you can fire off another portal, right?”

A single bark. Yes.

“Okay. Either way, let’s do this.” I jumped down onto the wooden pathway below, which flexed under my weight. The Balaran armour didn’t add much extra weight onto my body. It was made out of hardened anima, after all. But it was still enough to make the wooden platform flex and bend underneath me.

Kaiser leapt down next, and Spook used Mist Blink to get down. Naginata came next, and Big Mac followed at the rear. He’d be able to protect us against any attacks from behind, if that’s what the Heartlight Vanguard were planning.

We crept ahead slowly, the green light of the anima shining through my armour glowing off the walls of the chasm as I strode ahead. The chasm grew wider, but the pathway remained the same width. It was suspended from the sides of the chasm with ropes, and there were no guardrails at all. If we fell off this pathway, we’d keep on falling down into the blackness below.

What was at the bottom of the Worldbreaker Scar? I had no idea, and no desire to find out.

I soon started hearing some strange sounds coming from further on down the chasm. Animalistic sounds that reminded me very much of the beastmen from the world above. I heard snarls, chittering, and a distinct simian laugh that sounded almost identical to that chimpanzee laugh you hear in movies.

It was uncanny, like someone playing the Wilhelm Scream in the real world.

Soon I saw exactly where those noises came from. The chasm opened up completely into a massive, almost perfectly circular hole in the earth’s crust. Below was nothing but darkness, and above there was a huge mechanical structure floating right in the centre of the scar. It looked like a UFO, or were they calling them UAPs these days? Whatever it was, it was slowly rotating, and had a smooth half-dome hanging from the bottom.

I had no doubt that was where we were meant to fight Altessa, and I also had no doubt that she knew exactly where we were. But she didn’t come for us. The wooden pathways here turned to follow the curve of the massive chasm, and were affixed to the walls with ropes and steel anchors. I felt a lurch of vertigo in my stomach when I realised that there was nothing standing between us and a plunge into the heart of the darkness in the Worldbreaker Scar. Even Kaiser whined in fear, and it took a lot to damage the calm of my good buddy. I reached down and gave him a scratch on the neck, but I couldn’t bring myself to tell him it was all going to be okay.

I didn’t want to lie to him.

Further along the chasm walls I saw a massive hanging shanty town city, hanging entirely from the side of the scar. Ropes as thick as ship masts held anchor points in place as animal people wandered through the ramshackle streets.

Naginata’s eyes glowed green as she used her Eyes of the Dragon ability. She was looking down towards the bottom of the village, and I followed her gaze.

“I see Arclight. She’s heading into another crack in the wall right at the bottom of that village,” Naginata said.

I sighed. “I guess we’re going to have to fight through that village if we want to follow her, right?”

“Unfortunately, I think you’re correct,” Naginata said.

“Don’t worry guys, let me handle this,” Big Mac said as he opened the straps on his chest armour.

I saw for the first time the massive eagle tattoo that covered his entire chest. It was the kind where the wings were spread across the collarbones, the beak was open in an eternal screech, and the meat hook claws extended dangerously close to his nipples.

“Okay Fabio,” I said, but then Big Mac did something that no romance novel cover model would ever do.

He drew the sacrificial dagger from the scabbard on his hip and plunged it into his chest. He began slicing his skin around the border of the eagle and slowly peeled it away.


Chapter Thirty-Five

I watched on like I was rubbernecking past a car crash. It was barbaric and disgusting, but I couldn’t look away. The only solace I took was that the blade sucked up any blood that should have gushed from the wound. I’ve written so many horrifying scenes in my novels over the years that I thought that I was pretty desensitised to gore, but actually watching someone slice off the top layer of their own skin was another thing entirely.

“What the hell are you doing?” Spook asked.

“It’s okay, little one. Trust me. It’ll all make sense when I’m done. Xel’agara won’t let me die. She’ll heal me right up, but she does need a flesh sacrifice,” Big Mac said as though he was reading a book report in front of the class. He was matter of fact in tone, ignoring what must have been an excruciating process as he sliced away at his chest.

There had to be more to this. He was cutting all around the edge of the eagle tattoo, and I thought I’d figured out what he was up to just as he made the last incision and tore the huge flap of skin free.

A surge of that dark shimmering energy swelled up from the wound and travelled along the arm that held the excised skin. It sunk into the flesh as Big Mac threw the grisly flap it over the side of the pathway and down into the Worldbreaker Scar.

I peered over the edge, careful to make sure that I didn’t go tumbling down after it. The piece of flesh fell, but it was moving in a rhythmic pattern, almost like the wings of the eagle tattooed into the skin were flapping. Then it looked like the tattooed skin was getting closer to us, but I knew that couldn’t be the case. I turned to Big Mac, who had a huge grin on his face.

“If I had known what powers Xel’agara was going to give me, I probably would have thought my tattoo choices through a little better.”

“I’m guessing that you can just cut off your tattoos and bring them to life, right?” I asked.

“Nail, meet head.”

I suddenly yearned for a piece of Altrighus’ anima. Being able to bring something through into this contest from my creative nexus where all of the fictional characters lived would be a game changer.

A shriek rang out from inside the Worldbreaker Scar as the strip of flesh turned into a full blown eagle. But this was not the kind of eagle you would find flying through the skies of Australia. The wedge-tailed eagle was the biggest living bird of prey in Australia, and this eagle that erupted from Big Mac’s flesh was larger than one of those already. And it was still growing.

It also didn’t look like any kind of eagle you’d see in the real world. It looked like it was an actual neo traditional tattoo brought to life, complete with rich vibrant ink colours, thick black lines, and even what looked like shaded areas, as though it was a living tattoo. It kind of reminded me of what a cell shaded video game looked like, but this was a real thing flying above the black abyss underneath us.

The wound on Big Mac’s chest was already growing back. The skin itself remembered the tattoo that had once been there, and it grew back with the skin.

“Do you have to cut your skin off like that every time you want to make your tattoos real?” Naginata asked.

“Yeah, it’s a bit of a pain in the arse, but honestly once you’re expecting it, it’s not that bad. At least it’s quick, unlike sitting for a tattoo. Longest session I’ve ever done is 12 hours at once, and I felt like I was gonna pass out at the end. Anyway, Eyrie is going to attack that village down there when he circles back, so we should probably make a move.”

I nodded and headed down the gangway towards the hanging village. A message appeared in my view as we got closer than announced that we were entering Sledge’s Hang, which must have been the name for this place. The boss of this village was probably called Sledge, and I didn’t like the idea of fighting a powerful monster this close to the edge of the Worldbreaker Scar.

But we were here now, and Arclight had disappeared into a crack at the bottom of the village. I had a moment where I didn’t want to follow her down into the darkness. We’d already suffered so much at the hands of the Heartlight Vanguard. Deaths, two days in a row, and yesterday I’d had to watch the rest of my team age a lifetime in seconds, and watched as Kaiser crumbled to dust in front of me. I felt like we were heading right into another trap, but that memory of watching my best bud’s fur turn grey, with that look of terror in his eyes. They needed to pay for that.

“Let’s get on with it then,” I said, and headed down the gangplank towards Sledge’s Hang.

The beastmen saw Eyrie the giant eagle before they saw us coming. The whole hang went into a frenzy. A horn rang out, and all the beastman warriors fired arrows and threw javelins at the giant eagle, but Eyrie was fast. When we arrived, the beastmen weren’t even looking at us, and we used that to our advantage. I activated Blade Rush as an opening gambit and tore the throat out of a goat-headed man. He bleated in shock as I threw him over the side of the village.

Kaiser rushed ahead of me and took another one down. Big Mac rushed into battle and used his massive sword to cleave an enemy in two. Naginata sparred with a bird-headed beastman before skewering it with her weapon.

Spook rushed past us using Mist Blink, and when she reformed she was right in the middle of a massive cluster of enemies. My mouth went dry as they all turned on her, but she lifted her new spellstaff and cast Singularity above her. It pulled all the nearby enemies into a cluster, and she used Stop Right There on them all, locking them in place.

“Now, Hatchet!” Spook called, and I knew exactly what she wanted.

I activated Rancid Claws, then my whirlwind ability as I ran towards the clustered enemies. I shredded them like a glowing green blender.

Eyrie picked off beastmen who were too close to the edge, while we fought our way down through the village. Eventually Sledge made an appearance, and he was a terrifying sight to behold. He looked like a human armadillo, with a tiny head protruding out between a massively muscled set of shoulders. His entire back was covered in armour, and he carried a huge two-handed hammer with a huge stone set in one end.

He was affected by a buff called Enrage, which increased with every one of his villagers we killed. It increased his strength and his damage resistance by 1% for every beastman we killed, and it was already sitting at 22%.

“Stop killing the bad guys!” I shouted. “For every one we kill, the boss gets more powerful! I want you all to focus on killing Sledge!”

“That’s kind of hard when they’re trying to kill us!” Big Mac called out.

“You and Spook run interference! Keep them alive, stop them from killing us, and we’ll take care of Sledge!” I shouted as a massive hammer slammed towards me.

I ducked as the hammer swung over me, incredibly grateful that the Balaran Knight armour I wore didn’t inhibit my movement like a suit of real plate armour would. I used my Rancid Claws ability again, but my mana was dipping quite low. Then, I lashed out at the unarmoured legs of the armadillo person before rolling to the side just as the hammer came smashing down.

Wood splintered from the impact, and Naginata was right there to help pull me back to my feet. There was a moment, right between the touch of her hand on my shoulder and when we had to dodge that I realised something. Whatever life I had left, I wanted to spend it by her side. Whatever the Empire had done to me, this Adaptive Mortality, and the fact that I didn’t age anymore, I’d find a way to reverse it.

The Empire wouldn’t harvest our planet, and we’d find a way to fight back against them. There were more options than being eradicated and being assimilated. Humanity would not go out like this, and I would make sure of it.

A surge of clarity helped guide my strikes. Poison-tipped claws found flesh that wasn’t covered in armour and the poison debuffs stacked higher. Kaiser surged forwards to rip at Sledge’s ankles, while Naginata focused on parrying the attacks. Despite the sledgehammer being massive and heavy, Naginata parried the blows with ease. I then used each opening to slash at Sledge’s exposed body until he roared in frustration as he swung his sledgehammer in a huge arc.

I tried to get out of the way in time, but the damage increase was up to 38% now. Naginata was hit first, and she went flying away from the rickety hanging village. I barely had time to reach after her before I was hit as well, and suddenly we were both tumbling through the air and into the Worldbreaker Scar below.

I immediately turned towards Naginata and tried to navigate my way over to her. I honestly had no idea what I was doing, but I’d seen videos of skydivers making themselves streamlined to travel in a certain direction, and I tried to do exactly that. All the powers of a dragon, but no wings? I felt a little ripped off. I’d need to have a chat with Balaur if I ever made it out of here.

Naginata reached out towards me, and I reached out to her. The plan was working, but we were still falling. We were so far down now that the bottom of the blackened scar actually started to take some form. It wasn’t just some hole that kept going forever. There was a mechanism down here, so big it could have been a city in and of itself. I saw gears the size of skyscrapers, all hidden down here in the darkness. A malignant machine waiting to be awoken.

I reached Naginata and took her hands in mine. I couldn’t hear a thing over the roar of the wind in my ears, but suddenly a screech cut through the noise. Eyrie grabbed my waist in one of his massive claws, and he grabbed Naginata in the other. There was a lurch as the eagle arrested our descent, and we headed back up to Sledge’s Hang.

Eyrie deposited us back on the shanty town, and Kaiser rushed over with such force he almost knocked me right back down into the chasm. I laughed as I saw the message Kaiser sent in the group chat.

Kaiser: DON’T YOU EVER DO THAT AGAIN!

“If I had any choice in the matter, I wouldn’t have done it this time!” I said with a laugh. “Mac, thank you for the eagle. Without it, we would have been goners.”

“Of course, bro. Look, the chesticles are almost all healed up too,” Big Mac said and opened his shirt. The skin had almost grown back, including the eagle tattoo that was there before. I had no idea how that worked, but I wasn’t going to argue with the results.

We quickly looted the bodies of the enemies, pocketed a number of healing potions and other useful items before moving on. Sledge himself had some decent gear on his loot table. I didn’t get a piece of gear, but rather a new mana-fueled ability called Carapace Armour. I could activate this and increase my physical defenses by 50% for a period of thirty seconds. This would let me absorb a huge amount of damage, which would be very useful if we needed to fight against the Heartlight Vanguard.

Big Mac didn’t get a new ability, but instead got some armour called Mighty Gauntlets, which increased his strength and eliminated the attack speed penalty with two-handed weapons.

“Yo, this is sick!” Big Mac said and swung his obsidian-edged weapon for effect. “My macuahuitl was already deadly, but now? Bad guys watch out!”

Kaiser, Naginata and Spook all got gear as well, and each piece was an upgrade over what they already had. But none of the gear had any special properties or super interesting effects. After we finished looting the bodies, we descended through the village. Kaiser stopped us on our climb down when he said that he smelled treasure.

Sure enough, Kaiser zeroed in on the smell of a treasure chest. He tapped it with his nose and it opened, and there was more gear inside. All of this gear was pretty generic, but had higher raw statistics that other stuff we were wearing. We also got a little experience boost for opening the chest.

“Whatever the Heartlight Vanguard have planned, we can safely assume that they’re not hiding in wait to throw us a party. I vote we killed them on sight,” I said, though the words felt bitter in my mouth.

The pure hate I felt for the Heartlight Vanguard was not making me feel great about myself, but sometimes you need to stop giving people the benefit of the doubt and see them for the villains they really are.

“I concur,” Naginata said. “They’ve had multiple chances to do the right thing, but they’ve chosen to take the wrong path. Sometimes you must hold people responsible for their actions, as hard as it is to do.”

Big Mac grinned. “Oh yeah, let’s kick some arse.”


Chapter Thirty-Six

The crack in the wall that Arclight had disappeared into led into a tight rocky passage of complete blackness. I flared the green light of my anima as we headed forward, casting an eerie glow all around us. Encroaching rock walls immediately made me feel like they were going to press into me and squish me like a bug. Luckily, they did not.

Spook also took a series of flashlights out of her inventory and handed them to the rest of the squad. She’d found them back in Mining Outpost Ortega, and they looked to be running on the energy of electric ghosts. The tiny creatures danced inside the glass chambers that held the light bulbs like they couldn’t wait to get out.

My mining pick weapon still had a full charge of three regular-sized electroghosts, but it was nice to know that there were another five smaller electroghosts I could draw on if I needed to. The only downside would be that we would lose power from that particular flashlight once I drew power from it. And if there were no more light sources down here, that could be a problem. But at least I knew I could draw on my own flashlight, because my armour did a pretty good job of illuminating the world around me.

This passage reminded me of those horrible caving videos that my daughter Lorelei liked to watch on YouTube. The one where there was a balding guy who was old enough to know better, and the young nephew who followed his uncle into whatever dangerous hole he wanted to explore. Lorelei had become completely obsessed with those videos, saying that they elicited a terror in her worse than anything she ever felt reading any of my books.

I believe the term she used was weak sauce when describing how scary my horror novels were.

There were some parts of this narrow passage that were so tight that I had to dismiss my armour just to get through. Unfortunately, Big Mac didn’t have that luxury, and he needed to breathe in and literally compress his chest just to be able to squeeze through some parts. I just hoped that the big man wouldn’t get stuck and wedged in a place that we couldn’t get him out of.

When the confined spaces were getting to be a little more than I was comfortable with, I saw a light in the distance. There was some kind of pathway or hallway ahead of us. Strangely, whatever room lay beyond this passage was not made of rock or stone. Light reflected off metal walls, shining like a beacon in front of us. There was a light source ahead.

Kaiser rushed ahead of me, and I would have objected, but I literally wouldn’t have been able to stop him anyway. He stood at the end of the chasm and waited for us. He wasn’t attacked from either direction, which was a good sign. Maybe the Heartlight Vanguard’s trap was a little further into whatever this facility was. Judging by the location of this new passage hidden within the rocks above the machine at the bottom of the Worldbreaker Scar, it made sense that this could actually be part of that facility.

I stepped out and joined Kaiser and was surprised to see that this particular passageway sloped downwards in both directions. It was completely encased in a metallic substance that had strange symbols etched into it. Well, maybe etched wasn’t the right word. There were patterns within the metal, lighter and darker than the surrounding bits. The texture was the same no matter the colour, and I had no idea how this kind of effect would have been achieved. There were no panel lines either. It looks almost like all of this had just been manifested in this form.

That should have been impossible, but I’d seen enough impossible things over the past few months to just accept it and roll with it. The rest of the team made it through the jagged stone passageway and arrived in this bizarre new hall as well.

“What is this place?” Naginata asked, her eyes ablaze with green light as she used her Eyes of the Dragon blessing. “This whole place is made of concentrated anima. It’s similar to how your armour is formed, Hatchet, but on a grand scale.”

We had no option but to continue on, but the weird thing was that it didn’t feel like we were walking on a downhill slope. The further we walked, the more the metal passage sloped downward until I felt like we should at least feel the declination. But no, it felt like we’d been walking on a flat surface the whole time.

“Gravity is weird here,” I said.

A chorus of nervous agreement followed that statement. Eventually we came to a couple of square-shaped halls that travelled away from this hallway, and each of those appeared to twist and turn into impossible ways, even as we stared down at them.

“This is so bizarre,” Naginata said.

Kaiser: Arclight went down this tunnel. I can smell her. She’s still got some of the beastman stink on her.

We followed Kaiser down the middle of three tunnels, but this one made my stomach churn as we walked along it. Not only did it curve unnaturally, but it twisted like someone had grabbed both ends of the path and just wrenched them around. I looked back halfway down the corridor and felt a wave of vertigo. I was standing on what should have been the ceiling, but the corridor twisted around enough so that the metal under my feet would eventually become the floor again.

I hated this. It was so disorienting. It felt like we were walking around inside an M.C. Escher painting. The halls were completely devoid of all life, though Naginata was sure that all of this area was made of pure anima. Kaiser insisted we were following Arclight’s trail.

Eventually we came to a new kind of room. This one was like a massive cylinder, and every surface acted like a floor. We could walk around the entire circumference of the room, stand directly above someone else, and not fall off the roof. The entire place was filled with glass tubes, with strange beasts floating in suspending animation. Some of them were like animals I knew, but with odd changes.

One large tank was filled with a hippopotamus-like creature, but it had an elongated crocodilian snout. Another tank contained a big cat with strange human-like hands with opposable thumbs, and strange teeth that looked more like big cutting wedges than teeth.

Then there were strange and even more alien beasts. Like the ball of flesh covered in mouths. A strange worm with fleshy bat-like wings. Some kind of animal that looked like a head covered in half a dozen arms. This was pure nightmare fuel.

“What the hell is this place?” Big Mac asked.

“The menagerie of the devil,” Spook replied in an amused voice.

“Don’t even joke. I know there are actual powers out there beyond our understanding, and the devil might be real,” Big Mac said.

“I don’t doubt it for a second,” Spook said. “I’m also not afraid of him, because I’m pretty sure my father was worse.”

Big Mac had nothing to say to that. He just exhaled a breath he’d been holding.

“These are either creatures that the Alarendei Empire brought with them, or they’re something else,” I said. An idea was beginning to take form in my mind, but it was so crazy I didn’t want to give it voice. But then I just started talking anyway. “We already know that gravity is broken down here. The hallways are made of anima. This could easily be samples left here by the Architects or whoever actually made this place. All of this could be the building blocks that eventually became us.”

“I don’t remember seeing any creatures made of gibbering mouths on the fossil record,” Spook said. “That one looks way more like a demon to me.”

I shrugged. “Maybe not everything is actually used in their experiment. Maybe some of these things are just here in case they need something to solve a problem. Or to eliminate a threat.”

“Like, oh shit, these idiot monkeys are burning themselves alive by heating up their atmosphere?” Spook asked. “I tell you what, some winged worm serpents might actually be what the planet needs. Whatever we’ve tried clearly hasn’t been working.”

“Are we still on Arclight’s trail?” I asked Kaiser.

He pointed his nose in the direction of a pathway that wound between the huge glass tubes filled with bizarre creatures and barked once for Yes. We continued on, though Naginata was being quieter than I expected.

I fell into line with her and gave her a nudge with my elbow. “Are you okay?”

She gave me a sad half-smile. “I guess. I am just thinking about my father. I hope he’s okay. He always told me that our existence was too strange to understand, and if we found something that gave our lives purpose, we should pursue it until the end. I will do anything to stop this Empire from taking the people of Earth. We’ll find a way to stop the reality crash, I know it.”

I put my arm around her shoulder and squeezed. “Too bloody right. We’re not losing to the aliens, and we’re sure as shit not bowing down to them. If there’s one thing us humans are good at, it’s telling people to get fucked and continue on living our lives no matter what. I intend to do both of those things for a very long time.”

Naginata smiled, and for a moment I wasn’t looking at the EDGE Force empowered warrior. I was looking at Hikaru Hayashi, the woman I was falling in love with. I never wanted her to stop smiling. But we had business to attend to.

Kaiser barked and sent a message in chat that he’d picked up Arclight’s scent once again. We followed him, but I couldn’t help but take my time wandering through this incredible and terrifying space. The tubes were filled with beasts that could have been monsters from one of my books. Or from any number of horror movies I’d watched over the years. Each had familiar yet alien traits, and I felt myself being pulled between staying here forever and running for my life.

I suddenly wished with a great ache that I had access to some of Altrighus’ purple anima that let me delve into my own creative nexus and bring out whatever I wanted. If I could stabilize a portal between here and there, I might be able to bring forth a whole horde of Feeder Zombies to fight for us. Or I might be able to bring Jace Radke himself, the hero of my urban fantasy horror series, through to fight the Heartlight Vanguard. In the book series he starred in, he fought against both heaven and hell. These idiots would be a walk in the park for him.

I sighed. After I destroyed the anchors holding Altrighus to our physical realm, she retreated back into that interdimensional space that she came from. That power was cut off from me now, and I felt its absence like a lost limb. Back on Mori Island, using her power felt right. She’d called me a demiurge, someone who was able to bring forth the vision from my imagination and make it a reality. Arthur Cullen, the cult leader, was a demiurge too. But really, there was a bit of that in everyone who put pen to paper, brush to canvas, or used their voice to bring imaginary characters to life.

We are each of us a demiurge of our own universes. If I truly was just a gloriously complex piece of code in a simulation, then surely it was just universes creating universes all the way down, right?

Every act of creation is also an act of destruction. You can’t bring forth something new without overwriting the old.

Unless reality itself came to a crashing end. That would be the end of human creation.

“Are you okay?” Naginata asked. It was her turn to be concerned.

I shook my head. Kaiser nuzzled his head into my head. He’d circled back around to walk beside me. “No. We just need to stop the Hearthlight Vanguard from doing whatever it is they’re doing. We need to strategize, and we need to take them out before they have a chance to take us out.”

Kaiser barked once for yes.

We walked, we talked, and we followed Arclight’s scent. This was not the only chamber filled with specimens. We walked through another six of these massive rooms, and I lost all sense of direction. It was like Arclight had taken a path that deliberately led us through all of these chambers for a purpose.

It wasn’t just creatures suspended in these tubes. There were other, stranger things. Gases, liquids of indeterminate origin. There were also plants, and even some kinds of stone and metals suspended in liquid. The strangest thing was that there were no markings of any kind. Nothing said what kind of animals, plants, or other stuff was being stored here. That spoke volumes about the purpose of this place.

Whatever it was here for, it was not designed for intelligent beings such as myself to discover and understand. This was not a library or an elaborate guide to some higher understanding. This was called the Plateau of the Architects, and EDGE Force had annexed this area from our reality many years ago. I now understood why.

Most religions have a creation myth, but none of them—as far as I was aware—told the story about an alien intelligence bringing all their random bullshit to Earth and spinning up life out of it through a process so strange that it could have been considered magic.

This whole place would have destabilised humanity’s entire understanding of their place in the universe.

The plan to deal with the Heartlight Vanguard was simple. Robert Forge Jr. with his half-Terminator machine head was the brains of the operation. I still knew barely knew anything about him, aside from the fact that he was Mnemtech CEO Robert Forge’s son. Then there was Arclight, who’d seemed conflicted about her part in all of this. She was very powerful, with a light-beam attack that would be deadly if it hit one of us. She could also use it to empower her own people.

The deadliness of her attacks made me rethink this whole thing for a moment. She was powerful enough that she could have just killed us all and been done with it, but she’d played games. She’d sic’d the Gargonath on us. She’d led us down here. And she appeared to feel bad about it. But I wasn’t about to give her any credit for that, because she was still complicit in killing my entire squad. Twice.

Then there were the other three. Hafthor Magnusson had been betrayed by the Heartlight Vanguard before. He was a celebrity survivalist with a crazy popular show back in the real world. But I’d learned that he was enhanced with anima, so his ability to survive the harshest conditions was no longer all that impressive.

The other two people in the Vanguard were the most dangerous. Jeremy Gilmour was Robert’s right hand man and head protector. He was the vicious son of a bitch that killed the rest of my squad after the Gargonath tore me to pieces on the first day. He needed to die first. Then there was Isaac McMillen, and I knew absolutely nothing about him. I hadn’t interacted with him, and he hadn’t made any big moves this entire contest so far.

So when we came to the end of the final chamber to find Isaac McMillen standing at the exit with a sadistic grin on his face, I had no idea what to expect.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

McMillen wasn’t alone. Hafthor Magnusson stood just behind him, as though he was hiding behind Isaac. Hafthor was much taller than Isaac, but he was stooped over behind him. Isaac was shorter than me, but he was stocky. You might even call him chubby, but he had the kind of power in his stance that you just knew he was ready to throw down and get crazy. The daggers held in both of his hands enhanced this effect.

“What’s your game, Vanguard?” I called out.

McMillen grinned. His canine teeth looked like they’d been taken right out of an actual wolf’s mouth. The guy looked like he survived on a diet of whiskey, steak, and hate. “The only game that matters. The one where we all win.”

“Funny, you guys have been doing all you can to stop us from winning. Are you worried we’ll take you over on the scoreboard again?”

McMillen laughed “This whole contest is like the worst episode of Who’s Line Is It Anyway – the rules are made up and the points don’t matter. You don’t see the big picture, Hatchet. But you will.”

At that moment Hafthor stood to his full height, and the guy was a monster of a man. He wasn’t a half-Thor, this guy was a full-Thor. He looked like a bodybuilder, with an aesthetically perfect fuzz on his face that gave him the looked of a movie star. His eyes were wide with terror, but he stepped forward in front of Isaac.

Then Hafthor kneeled in front of McMillen, and before I had a chance to do anything, McMillen cut Hafthor’s throat. The arterial blood sprayed with such force that I felt a few drops spatter on my face. Hafthor leaned back, widening the wound, and to my shock and horror, McMillen put his mouth over the wound and he drank.

“Dude are you a fucking vampire?” I asked as I refreshed my entire Balaran armour and my claws.

McMillen didn’t answer. He was deep in whatever-the-hell was going on. Suddenly McMillen started to grow. His limbs lengthened, and his normally white skin flushed red, as though Hafthor’s blood was spreading out all over his body. Bones cracked and flesh tore as McMillen turned into something grotesque.

He looked halfway between a gargoyle and a man, with a flat bat-like nose, enormous ears, a gore-drenched mouth, and eyes as black as the night sky. Any trace of humanity was gone.

McMillen let Hafthor drop to the floor. He was all crumbled in on himself, like the way my son crushes juice poppers to get every little bit of apple juice out. There was no colour left in Halfthor, and his skin looked so papery and dry that it would probably flake away if I touched it.

Big Mac drew his dagger across his palm, summoning his shimmering armour. He drew his macuahuitl, which shimmered with the same energy from Xel’agara. McMillen surged towards us, lightning quick. Spook immediately used a Get Away From Me blast, but we were all caught up in its radius. Thanks to her empowered force blasts, everyone was blown back.

I scrambled to get back to my feet, but none of us were faster than McMillen. He was on Spook in less than the time it took for me to get back to my feet. McMillen lifted her up like she weighed nothing and swung his clawed hand towards her neck.

Kaiser activated his Sic ‘Em ability, which increased his damage output by an enormous amount. He leapt up and chomped down on McMillen’s wrist before he could tear Spook’s throat out. Kaiser hung on, his weight making it much more difficult for McMillen to kill Spook.

I used Blade Rush to close the distance between myself and McMillen, and activated Rancid Claws to empower them with poison. I sunk the claws into McMillen’s chest, and a poison debuff appeared next to his name. Naginata was there next to me, ready with a strike from her bladed weapon. She struck McMillen, and he squealed in pain.

Both Naginata and I stepped back when we saw Big Mac approach from behind. He empowered his weapon, and it dripped with dripping energy like briny water. It looked like the water coated each of the obsidian teeth, giving them more cutting power.

Big Mac brought the weapon down on McMillen’s shoulder, like he was trying to sever the gargoyle’s arm to save Spook.

The weapon slammed down, and suddenly McMillen’s arm went flying. Spook fell to the ground, then used Mist Blink to get the hell away from the fighting. I didn’t blame her.

Blood gushed from McMillen’s shoulder, and it had a strange effect on him. It was like the blood he held in his body was what gave him power, and as it fled, so too did his potency. Kaiser disengaged just as the blood stopped flowing. The wound had knitted over with new flesh. So McMillen had a crazy healing factor as well? Lovely.

Big Mac went for another attack, but McMillen was expecting him this time. He turned and caught Big Mac’s weapon as it came down again. McMillen’s feet cracked and shifted, his big toes turning into opposable thumbs. Suddenly his legs bent the wrong way, knees folding like they were elbows. McMillen engulfed Big Mac, then sunk his vampiric fangs into the big man’s neck.

Watching the heavily tattooed surf himbo crumble in on himself as every litre of blood was sucked out of his body in seconds turned my stomach. McMillen’s bloated gut processed the blood quickly, forming a brand new arm at the site of its stump.

I shared a look of worry with Naginata. “Do we run?” I asked.

Naginata shook her head. “No. They didn’t lure us down here just to kill us. Did you, McMillen?”

The vampire creature turned towards us, a sinister malevolence in his black eyes. “You catch on quick.”

“Then what? What do you want from us?” I shouted. “You’ve killed our entire squad already! Twice! Couldn’t we have just talked about this?”

McMillen grinned and used the moment of confusion to his advantage. In a flash, he had Spook. Then with a flick of one massive claw, her head was flying across the room as he upended her body and drank from it. A flash of fury ran through me, I surged towards McMillen with Blade Rush. He backhanded me away like I was made of straw, and then he had Naginata in his grip. She tried in vain to stab the prick, but he grabbed her in one massive hand, then flicked her head backwards. Naginata turned into a human Pez dispenser, gushing red.

“You motherfucker!” I said as I rushed towards him again.

But I wasn’t strong enough. Neither was Kaiser. When McMillen was done drinking Naginata, he let her body drop to the floor. McMillen turned and ran.

Kaiser and I ran after him in hot pursuit. He was so much faster than us, even though he was filled with the blood of sixty percent of my squad. A strange sinking feeling weighed heavy in my chest as I once again realised that I was in the middle of some kind of plan that I wasn’t privy to.

What the hell was the Heartlight Vanguard’s endgame in this? I was sick and tired of being a chess piece on someone else’s board.

There were more wibbly wobbly corridors that defied gravity, but Kaiser managed to follow McMillen’s blood-soaked scent with ease. It wasn’t long before we came to another room, and I felt like whatever their trap was about to be sprung.

Robert Forge Jr. stood in the middle of the room, right in front of a floating sphere of static. That’s the best way I can describe it. You know the black and white static that you see in between the tuned channels of an old television?

It was just like that, but in a sphere, floating in the middle of the room. Behind Robert Forge Jr.

The remaining members of the Heartlight Vanguard were here. Arclight looked uncomfortable standing behind Robert, and Jeremy Gilmour’s face was totally unreadable. Then there was McMillen, covered in the blood of my friends, still in his gangly gargoyle vampire form.

“Hatchet, thank you for coming,” Robert said as he stepped forward. “I can imagine that you’re incredibly frustrated right now.”

“And the understatement of the century goes to little Robbie,” I said.

Kaiser barked once.

Robert smiled. It was so strange watching one of his eyes crinkle up with his smile, but the other remained a perfect robotic optical circle. “If there had been any other way, I would have done it. I’m sorry it had to be like this.”

“You better explain, and fast, before I kill the whole lot of you,” I said, but McMillen still scared the shit out of me. I had no idea if I could actually take him in a one on one fight.

“Oh, you will kill me. I’m counting on it,” Robert said with a smile.

“What’s your game?”

“Survival. For all of us,” Robert said as he stepped towards me.

I readied my claws to defend myself, but he put a hand up to stop me.

“It’s not time for that yet. I need to explain something to you first.”

“Then stop trying to drag this out. Talk.”

“Very well. You see this behind me? You wouldn’t believe that it’s one of the architects of our universe, would you?”

“After all I’ve seen in the last few years, my mind is pretty open,” I said.

Robert laughed. “Well, the Architects themselves exist outside of our space and time, but they left artifacts here in case their simulation ever encountered a fatal error. This little ball of fun is what will begin a cascade that will destroy our entire reality when it wakes up. And believe me, no matter what, it’ll wake up one way or another. It always does.”

I narrowed my eyes. This guy was talking like it was a foregone conclusion. Like he’d experienced it before. “What exactly can you do, Forge?” I asked.

“You know who my father is. You know what Mnemtech can do. They’ve spent their entire existence researching anima, but I must be frank. It is more my doing that my father’s doing. I ensured that his company flourished. He, along with some old college friends, discovered some anima crystals in their early research, and my father gave it to my mother as a pendant. When she fell pregnant with me, my father made her wear it every day. He never allowed her to take it off. She had the perfect pregnancy. No morning sickness, no complications, and I was a healthy baby boy. This was all by design. The anima had an effect on me. A golden sliver, it looked like a Citrine to the untrained eye.”

“My partner, Naginata, she used golden anima. It has something to do with time, right?”

Robert smiled. “Precisely. I didn’t know what I could do until I was around three years old. I had a bad day, and didn’t get what I wanted, and I was so angry that somehow I rewound the day until that morning. I wanted some toy that my mother refused to get me while out shopping, so once I understood what I could do, I just lived that day over and over, at least a hundred times, until I figured out a way to get what I wanted.”

It was beginning to dawn on me what Robert was planning. “How many times have we had this conversation?”

Robert sighed. “The fucking Alarendei Empire messed everything up when they disintegrated us and made us anew. We all died when they harvested us, you know. We have all the memories and experience up until that time, but we all died. When we were born again, my powers had a new limit. I couldn’t rewind time back to a point before this contest. I was stuck here, trying to find a way for us to survive this.”

“You didn’t answer my question. How many times have we had this conversation?”

“At least a thousand,” Robert said, then waited a beat. “I am sorry that it had to happen this way, JD. I’ve tried to be your friend so many times, to discuss things, but the only way I could get you to do what I needed you to do was make you my enemy. But now, I think it’s time. I don’t have any more resets left.”

Robert stumbled then, and went down to one knee. Arclight rushed to his side and sent a wave of healing light into him.

“Babe, are you okay?” she asked. The light sunk into his skin, and he stood again.

“I am now. Thank you.”

“What’s happening here?” I asked.

“There’s a cost for resetting reality,” Robert said with a sad smile. “You do it enough, and it starts to take a toll. I think by the time I was six, I’d lived enough days to be a fifty year old man. Parts of me started getting sick. My heart showed signs of aging. One day I had a stroke. I turned my father’s obsession with anima into a business that could fund the medical research and development I needed to stay alive. He did everything he did to fix his son’s mysterious ill health. But there is a limit, even with all this tech.” Robert pointed to the side of his head that looked like it was from a Terminator movie. “And stuck in this loop, in here, it was just a matter of slow decay. I needed some outside help.”

It suddenly came crashing down on me. I knew what Robert was doing, and why he’d done it. The first day, I gained the Adaptive Mortality anima ability. It was mine, not tied to the Alarendei Empire’s system. Every time I died, I would come back stronger, adapted to what killed me. And yesterday, when the Heartlight Vanguard had killed me using the Malignant Spore Hag, I’d ceased aging.

“You crazy son of a bitch. You want me to take your power,” I said.

Robert nodded. “You need to kill me and take my ability. I’m on my last life here, JD. You and I have been friends across many different lifetimes, though you don’t know it. I know all about Lorelei and Seth, and your ex-wife Emily. I knew how happy Hikaru makes you, and it’s the kind of happiness that you’d given up hope of finding.”

I felt the tears welling up inside me. He was goddamned right, and I hadn’t actually ever made that admission to myself. But damn it, he was right.

“There has to be another way,” I said, desperate for any other outcome. Anything but this.

It wasn’t that I didn’t believe what Robert was saying. I understood what he did and why he did it, but I was absolutely terrified of what this meant. If Robert had lived through a thousand resets and hadn’t found a way to stop this, then what hope did I have?

“There’s not,” Robert said as he struggled back to his feet. Arclight allowed him to use her to keep his balance. “I wish there was, but there isn’t. There was a part of me that hoped I could be the hero. I tried. I didn’t want anyone else to have to shoulder this burden, but I just don’t have the skills to fix this. But you? And your powers from Balaur? It is my belief that you will keep those every time you die. Adaptive Mortality is what it’s called, isn’t it? You die, and you come back stronger the next day, resistant to whatever killed you. Maybe it’s the secret, maybe it’s not, I don’t know. But I have no choice. I’m dying, JD. And if I die before you take my power, then everything dies.”

This wasn’t just about me. It wasn’t just about my kids, or Hikaru, or Kaiser. This was about our entire reality. I was getting really sick and tired of being the one to save the universe.

“If I could turn back time and figure out how to make an army of Balaran Knights who could all absorb powers from the Gargonath, I would. But you’re the only one.”

Kaiser whined, a growl forming in his throat. Robert whipped his head around to look at the ball of static that would usher in the reality crash and swore.

“Damn it, I was afraid this might happen,” Robert said.

The ball of static wasn’t a perfect sphere any longer. It was fuzzy around the edges, like it was starting to leak out of the boundary that had once it kept it in place.

“You need to do this now,” Robert said as he staggered towards me. He grabbed my wrists and pushed my hands into his chest. Even though my claws weren’t engaged I could feel the ocean of anima that was roiling underneath his skin. The golden light burned. “There’s too much anima in this chamber. From too many different places. It’s beginning to sense the corruption. The reality crash is beginning.”


Chapter Thirty-Eight

Robert Forge Jr. grabbed me by my armour and shook me. There was significant strength in him, but the look on his face was absolute terror. “I can’t keep it at bay for long. Once it scans us, it’s all over. You need to start draining me now! We have no time to lose!”

I was stuck between shock and terror at what I saw forming behind Robert. It was impossible to focus on him when the sphere of static took the form of something incomprehensibly alien. Tendrils reached out like octopus arms, crackling with that same black and white static. Whatever surface those reaching limbs touched lost its colour, like someone had drained the ink out of it.

The sphere stretched out, elongated, and tendrils became multi-segmented limbs that could go from flexible to rigid as needed. I couldn’t see any eyes on the outside of the Architect’s body, but its gaze still had a weight regardless. It shifted form constantly, as though trying to become whatever its environment required it to be.

Suddenly a booming voice rang out in the room in front of me, and also whispered to me. The messages were also displayed as notifications, but the letters were made of the same static-y matter that the creature was made out of. It was projecting pieces of itself directly into my senses, as though it had mastery over every element of our reality.

THIS SENTRY HAS AWOKEN. ABERRANT ENERGY HAS BEEN DETECTED. THE INTEGRITY OF THIS UNIVERSE MAY BE COMPROMISED. COMMENCING CORRUPTION SCAN.

A pulse of energy exploded from the sentry, but it had no force. It didn’t make me stagger or stumble, but I had a feeling I knew exactly what was happening. Back in Romania, Balaur told me about a pulse of energy that would begin on our planet, and race across the cosmos, ending our entire universe. It didn’t just destroy our planet, but our entire reality.

It was dangerous enough that Balaur himself came to Earth in an attempt to stop this eventuality from happening. He’d used his Balaran Knights, otherwise known as Hikaru and myself, to try to stop this. We’d planted pieces of his anima as seeds all across the planet in an attempt to absorb whatever energy pulse happened at the beginning of the reality crash.

But if this had happened a thousand times before, and the reality crash still happened, then all our efforts were in vain.

“JD, you need to drain me! Now! We don’t have long!” Robert said, shaking me.

“I-” I began, but Robert wasn’t having any of it.

He punched me right in the nose, and it crunched as it spread across my face.

“What the hell!” I said, instantly casting Refresh to heal myself. My nose crunched back into place as the blood stopped flowing.

“You need to kill me, drain me of my power! Right now! Arclight will keep me alive until my powers fully transfer, but there’s no time left. You have to do this.”

I looked to Kaiser. He barked once for Yes, then I saw his message in chat.

Kaiser: If Robert is right, then we are all dead. You, me, Hikaru, your kids, and Hikaru’s family. If he has tried to do this a thousand times and failed, then you need to do this one thousand and one times. Until you stop the reality crash from happening. I am coming back home to live with you and the kids, one way or another.

“Buddy,” I said, and reached down to scratch his neck, but he stepped out of my reach.

Kaiser: No. You can do that after you take his power and reset time. I’ll buy you whatever time I can.

“What do you mean- hey wait!” I shouted as Kaiser ran towards the static sentry and tried to attack it. He leapt up, activating his Sic ‘Em ability to cause extra damage.

The moment Kaiser’s teeth touched one of the outstretched limbs of the sentry, Kaiser froze. He stayed there in mid-air as the sentry lowered what must have been its head down towards Kaiser.

ABERRANT ANIMA DETECTED. THIS SPECIMEN SHOULD NOT EXIST IN THIS UNIVERSE. CORRUPTION CONFIRMED. ENHANCING SCAN TO SEE IF CORRUPTION IS WITHIN ALLOWABLE LIMITS.

Another pulse of energy washed out from the sentry.

“JD you are not listening! This is our last chance!” Robert shouted.

PURGING CORRUPTION.

The sentry’s static reached out of its own body and into Kaiser. I watched as my best buddy was overtaken by the sentry until his entire body was a shimmering mass of static. Then he disappeared into the sentry’s body like he’d never even been there.

CORRUPTION IS BEYOND ALLOWABLE LIMITS. EXPLORING.

The sentry grew, as though absorbing Kaiser’s energy gave it more power. It became massive, and Robert gave both Isaac McMillen and Jeremy Gilmour a signal.

“You need to slow it down while Hatchet does what needs to be done!” Robert shouted, then turned his attention back to me. “Summon those fucking claws and drain me before we all die!”

I could see that this was no joke. This was real, and it was happening. I tried to put the immensity of what this meant out of my mind as I summoned my glowing green claws and plunged them into Robert’s chest. He sucked in a breath in pain at the sensation, then Arclight started pouring her luminous energy into him.

My anima tank filled to the brim almost immediately. This guy was so full of power that a second of power siphoning was enough to fill my anima tank. I converted it all to experience, emptying my tank over and over as I sucked the energy out of him. His skin visibly sucked in against his muscles as I continued to draw on his anima. I hit level after level, not caring about the gear or ability tokens I was amassing, or about the huge number of attribute points I gained. All that mattered was the river of anima that was flowing out of Robert Forge Jr. and into me.

“How long do we need to do this?” I shouted as Isaac and Jeremy attacked the sentry themselves. They used weapons to keep its focus. Each weapon became a part of the sentry by being converted into static and then getting sucked into its body, but they were keeping it busy.

“As long as it takes,” Robert said, his voice weak. “Last reset, I managed to convince you to do this, but Arclight was dead, and I was about to die before you got my power. Every reset is iterative. With your powers, you can do what I could not. You can save us. You can save everyone. You just need to figure out how!”

“I really wish I had the faith in myself that you have in me,” I said.

“Just think about Seth growing up to write a book of his own. Think about walking Lorelei down the aisle. The future doesn’t exist without you. For anyone.”

“Babe, I’m running out of mana!” Arclight said.

“Use the mana restore potions. That’s why we collected them.”

“I am using them! I’m burning through them faster than the cooldowns let me take them!”

Robert grunted. “I can’t reset the timeline again. This is it. This is our last chance. Just keep going, Hatchet. No matter what, you need to keep going. I will not let you give up on the future like you’ve given up on yourself.”

That comment hit me like a freight train. I wanted to argue, I wanted to punch him in the face, I wanted to scream with everything I had in me and tell him he was wrong, that I hadn’t given up, that I would never give up.

But he was right.

Before Mori Island, before Kaiser, I wasn’t really living. I was existing, but that was all. I wasn’t taking care of myself, I’d lost all passion for my writing. I didn’t give a fuck about my sales figures, I didn’t care about my massive house near the beach, or my dwindling savings.

I didn’t even give a fuck about living. I didn’t want to kill myself, but I thought about just not existing quite a bit.

The skin on Robert’s non-robotic cheek sucked in on itself, leaving him looking like a ghoulish caricature of the man he had once been. “You once told me that you’d die for your kids, JD. What about living for them? Would you do that?”

That question hit me like a freight train.

“Yes. Yes, I’ll do that.”

“Good. That’s good. I think… I think I feel it,” Robert said.

Arclight healed him with her golden light, but he was decaying before my very eyes. A golden light shone from the centre of his chest, radiating warmth and light. That core of golden anima reached out towards my fingers, which were embedded in Robert’s chest, and suddenly it was like a dam had broken.

The golden anima flowed into me like a torrent that could not be held at bay. A melange of Robert’s memories flooded into my mind, too many, and all at once. This man had lived the lives of thousands, possibly tens of thousands of people, thanks to his incredible ability. His body crumbled around my hands into dust as a notification appeared in front of me.

New Anima Skill Acquired: Hard Reset

Cost: 500 anima

Go back in time to a prior moment in your life and try again.

Arclight broke down into tears as I stepped back from the pile of dust that had once been Robert Forge Jr.

“It’s okay, baby. It’s okay. You did what you could. I love you so damned much,” Arclight said as she reached out and took a handful of dust into her hand, then wiped it across her chest. Then she looked up at me with deadly purpose in her eyes. “Did you get his power?”

“Yeah, I got it.”

“Then what the fuck are you waiting for? Reset the timeline and try again!”

“I don’t have enough anima to use the ability!” I said, having just converted everything that was in my anima tank into experience points.

“Oh you have got to be kidding me!” Arclight said, and then she went rigid.

A multi-segmented leg made of static closed around her neck, and that static spread out across her body. The sentry was much larger than before. It had absorbed McMillen and Gilmour, and now it was coming for the rest of us. I couldn’t even drain anima from her, because the sentry had her in its grip.

Her eyes pleaded with me to run, and I knew that if I didn’t make it out of here and get enough anima to reset the day, then the entire universe would come crashing down.

ABERRANT ANIMA HAS EXCEEDED TOLERABLE STANDARDS. THIS UNIVERSE MUST BE CLEANSED. COMMENCING HARVEST.

The ground beneath the sentry began crackling as it, too, was reduced to static. The sentry wasn’t just absorbing organic matter now—it was consuming the very dirt beneath its feet. It was growing at an exponential rate.

I turned, and I ran. I retraced my steps as I heard the world crackling out of existence behind me. I ran through the specimen chambers, and back into the gravity-defying pathways, desperately hoping that I knew where the hell I was going.

It was torture not having Kaiser by my side. Hikaru was dead, and so were Spook and Big Mac. If I didn’t make it out of here and back to the surface, then they were dead dead, not just Contest of Valour dead.

I had the entire weight of the universe on my shoulders. I reached the crack in the rocks that led back to Sledge’s Hang, and I hoped that some of the enemies had returned there. They were pretty easy to kill, and I’d easily be able to harvest 500 anima from them.

But unfortunately the enemies had not come back. Sledge’s Hang was empty, and the only way back to the surface was along the rickety pathways that hung from the edge of the Worldbreaker Scar. So I ran as fast as my legs would take me. I used my claws to scramble up scaffold-like support beams as quickly as I could, and then climbed back up the side of the ravine.

I arrived back at the desert area of the Plateau of the Architects and tried desperately to find some enemies that I would be able to harvest anima from. The enemy density in this area was low, and I couldn’t see a single creature that I would be able to draw anima from.

“You have got to be fucking kidding me. I have been attacked by enemies at every point this entire competition, and the moment that I actually need one to be able to save the fucking universe, they’ve all fucked off!” I shouted.

Something roared from nearby, and unfortunately I recognised the sound. I knew exactly what monster that voice belonged to, and it was one that I did not want to tangle with at that moment. The Gargonath rose from behind a nearby sand dune and locked eyes with me. The You Are Being Hunted debuff appeared. I swallowed nervously. If that thing killed me before I had a chance to reset the timeline, then this was all over.

One of the enormous monster’s arms ended in the middle of its forearm, as though it had been cut by a gargantuan blade. Kaisers portal had sliced the monster’s arm off when we had to escape from it last. It had clearly followed in the direction that it thought we were in an attempt to get its revenge on us.

The You Are Being Hunted debuff appeared in my view, confirming that the Gargonath was going to try to tear me to shreds. But this day was not the day to test me, because I had to rise to every challenge set before me.

I marched directly towards the Gargonath, and it lumbered through the soft sands of the desert biome in my direction. Its huge size proved a disadvantage in the powdery sand as it struggled to move, and it had one less arm so its balance was off. I seized this opportunity and pulled out my Electroplasm Mining Pick from my inventory. The pick contained three Electro-Ghosts, and I hoped they would be enough to stun the Gargonath long enough for me to extract 500 units of anima from it.

Determined to maximize my chances, I decided it was time to use all the gear tokens I had been hoarding. I had over 20 tokens from all the level ups and applied them to the Electroplasm Mining Pick one by one, watching its stats grow exponentially. The pick started as an uncommon quality item but soon transformed into a higher tier quality item, gaining extra abilities as I invested more tokens, including a powerful stun effect that it didn’t have before.

Subsequent electro stuns from this weapon would last for longer than the previous ones. Each ghost I used would stun the enemy for longer, and for more damage. It was absolutely perfect for my intended plan.

I realised I had fallen prey to a classic gamer fallacy. I had been hoarding useful resources out of fear of wasting them, only to waste them by not using them. Though if I ultimately had no choice but to reset the timeline, it didn’t matter. Regardless, I vowed not to make the same mistake in the future.

By the time I exhausted my gear tokens, the mining pick had become a powerhouse, evolving from an uncommon item to a legendary quality item. It now had extra Electro-Ghost slots and had transformed into something resembling an artifact from a magicpunk novel, brimming with magical essence. The ends of the pick glowed yellow, mirroring the light of the Electro-Ghosts. I could almost feel its latent power humming through the handle.

The Gargonath picked up speed as it adapted to the desert terrain. I just needed one solid hit and enough time to fill my anima tank, depending on how long I managed to stun it. I lifted the mining pick, ready to strike, when a familiar crackling sound came from behind. I glanced over my shoulder and froze. Writhing tentacles of static loomed over the rim of the Worldbreaker Scar. The hovering platform above, where Altessa awaited us, was about to be ensnared by the Architect’s sentry.

Altessa, the Assessor of Conflict, was oblivious to the imminent threat and powerless to stop it anyway. I quickly refocused on the Gargonath, which was now nearly upon me. I dodged just as its massive blue-skinned hand closed around the space where I had just been standing. Then, I scrambled back to my feet and drove the mining pick into the creature’s foot.

Electricity from the Electro-Ghosts erupted and coursed up the Gargonath’s body, stunning it and applying an electrical vulnerability debuff. It recovered almost instantly and swatted me away. Damn, its constitution score must have been out of this world. Luckily, I had another couple of ghosts up my sleeve. I flew towards the Worldbreaker Scar, where the Architect’s Sentry rose and sought to erase existence itself.

They say your life flashes before your eyes in the moment before death, but not for me. I envisioned the terrifying void that would follow my failure. Total and complete annihilation. Not just of me, or of my family, but every single family out there. Even the arsehole aliens who’d come here to destroy or enslave us.

I couldn’t let the void win. Life was full of love, laughter, and things worth fighting for. I couldn’t stop fighting. The sounds of my kids laughing echoed in my memories, jolting me back into my body. It was time to get this done.

A surge of energy propelled me to my feet. I activated my Blade Rush ability and charged the Gargonath, and I was moving so fast that it never had a chance of catching me in its one remaining hand. The mining pick slammed into the monster’s leg, and another ghost surged out and into the Gargonath. This stun was much longer, but the static was right behind me. It was almost about to be erased from resistance, and I’d never be able to reset the timeline to try again.

Pick in one hand, summoned claws in the other, I climbed its leg and ascended its leather armour. Just as the static tentacles reached its ankle, I reached its shoulder and struck with the mining pick one final time.

Arcs of electricity erupted from the impact site, coursing through its body. The Gargonath went rigid, immobilised. I tossed the mining pick aside, which landed in the static and promptly melted. I dug my claws into the Gargonath’s neck, draining its anima. My anima tank filled just as the static reached the monster’s waist and crept up towards me.

I activated the Hard Reset skill, prepared for whatever came next.


Epilogue

I was tumbling, spiralling, plummeting through a vortex of swirling lights and warped images, a disorienting jumble of events flashing by in a chaotic cacophony. I was free falling through a tunnel of time, my body suspended in nothingness as everything I’d experienced here on the Plateau of the Architects rushed by in reverse chronological order.

My breath came in gasps. I relived the deaths of the Heartlight Vanguard and my own team like frames of a shattered movie reel. It was all there, almost too vivid to bear. I wanted to reach out and take Kaiser and Hikaru into my arms, but I knew I couldn’t stop now. I needed to go back as far as I could go. Maybe this power would let me go beyond the beginning of the contest.

I watched the flight across the desert in reverse, watched the Gargonath’s arm get reattached by Kaiser’s portal, and then us waking up in the Temple of Awakening again.

There was a blink, and then came the heart-wrenching scene where Kaiser and Hikaru turned to dust. But this time the dust became Hikaru and Kaiser. Spook and Big Mac rose from dust as well as time went in the wrong direction. Watching them die again, even in reverse, had almost broken me, leaving a hollow ache in my chest. My failure to protect them was a burden I carried like a heavy stone around my neck.

This had all been orchestrated by the Heartlight Vanguard specifically so I would inherit Robert Forge Jr.’s abilities, so I could take up his mission of figuring out how to stop the reality crash. I saw now why he had to do it, but I still hated that he lied to me.

As I swirled around in this temporal whirlpool, like a surfer thrown off his board in a storm, the enormity of what had happened settled on my chest. I felt like I was going to drown. I would never age again, and every time I died, I would rise again, resistant to whatever killed me.

I would have to live through this contest for the rest of eternity until I figured out a way to fix this.

Suddenly I was thrown out of the time tunnel. The stark walls of the small room felt quite close, more so than they had done on the very first day of the Contest of Valour. That urge to get out of this tiny room as soon as possible surged up within me once again, just like it had done on the first day.

The moment I set my gaze on the open door at one end of the room, a notification appeared, floating in the centre of my vision.

New Quest: Orientation
Gather with the other chosen warriors in the Temple of Awakening. There, you will receive your orientation for the Contest of Valour.
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There are also a bunch of excellent LitRPG, GameLit and Progression Fantasy groups on Facebook, and you’ll find me there too if you want to get in touch.

GameLit Society: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety/

LitRPG Forum: https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum/

LitRPG Books: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books

LitRPG Rebels: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGRebels

Progression Fantasy: https://www.facebook.com/groups/349808165619256


To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.
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