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    This one’s for Saoirse, who’s setting off on quests of her own.  
 
   


  
 

 Welcome back—let’s get reacquainted! 
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    For more detail on where everyone is, stats-wise, visit WilsonABateman.com/CharacterSheets. 
 
   


  
 

 Prologue 
 
    The smooth stone was cool on her cheek, and she savored the feeling, even with her neck bent at such an awkward angle. Could a person love a wall? Irrelevant—she could. You never let me down, Wall. Even her thoughts slurred, and she giggled, relishing the absurdity of her new romance. Not that there hadn’t been romance in spades earlier. How many boys had she kissed? How many had fallen victim to her roving hands? 
 
    She rested her palms on the stone beside her face. Don’t worry, Wall, that’s all behind me. I’m all yours—at least for tonight. 
 
    She turned and slumped to the ground, head lolling to the side. For an interminable amount of time, she couldn’t be bothered to do more than breathe, engrossed with the satisfaction of long, deep inhales and great, huffing exhales. She would pay for it in the morning, but what was one night? The Festival of Plenty only came every three years, after all, and so what if she’d brought herself to a similar state just last week? She was already practically at her post. Denny could just kick her awake. Or maybe he’d join her on the floor. She could wheedle him into one secluded corner or another, couldn’t she? 
 
    She felt the young man’s lips on hers in the visceral way only dreams and the most drunken of stupors could evoke. His blond mustache tickled her upper lip, even though he hadn’t grown it yet on the single occasion she’d managed to trip him into bed. Gods, men could be such prudes, especially the young ones! 
 
    He couldn’t refuse her in her dreams though, and she once again ran her hands along the hard muscle of his stomach to the blond trail beneath his nave— 
 
    “Godsdamnit!” 
 
    The voice echoed through the darkness, accompanied by the ring of metal on stone. It registered with Shayla even before the realization that someone had tripped over her legs. She had scarcely any time to order her jumbled senses before hands were groping at her, clumsy in the darkness. Buy a girl a drink first! she thought, made unflappable by the drinks she’d bought for herself and would pay for later. 
 
    Light found them before she’d had to endure too much pawing. It swelled down the hallway, pushing away the darkness by degrees before it finally popped into a full glare from behind a pillar. 
 
    Shayla threw an arm up to protect her sleep-gritted eyes and felt the searching hands withdraw. “Don’t shtop on my account,” she slurred. It wasn’t Denny. He was much more tentative in his advances—or was it more resistant to hers? Regardless, it was festival night! It would be downright uncharitable to turn away someone who might want a tumble. Wall wouldn’t mind, she was sure. Wall wasn’t the jealous type. 
 
    “Hey, now, there’s no rush!” she called out to the figures within the light as they hustled toward her. “There’s plenty of Shayla for everybody!” What could anyone be in such a hurry for? They should be enjoying themselves! 
 
    “That’s what you get for running ahead, Reymond. Just because you can doesn’t mean it’s wise.” 
 
    “I know this hallway like the back of my hand, Daida. It’s hardly my fault they’ve retiled with drunkards.” 
 
    Shayla opened her mouth to protest that she was not drunk, but she didn’t get a chance. Instead, she found herself being hauled to her feet as though she were an errant kitten. A faint stirring of fear finally broke through her stupor, and her focus resolved on the face in front of her. The features stood stark in the half-light, and there was no mistaking it. Was there a corner you could turn in the entire capital without seeing its likeness, here in an illusion show, or there as a figurine? She gaped, unable to bring anything resembling rational thought to bear. 
 
    The man turned them both toward the light. “Tor, some help here?” 
 
    “Nothing doing, Reymond. No contract above a spright will respond. Half my Classes are useless.” The speaker was no more than a shadow to Shayla, at least until her eyes adjusted. 
 
    “Daida, I think that means you’re healing.” 
 
    “Like hell I am!” came another voice from behind the light. “You know I have too much Intellect.” 
 
    “Well, can you at least help us with our besotted friend here?” 
 
    Shayla’s head was still a whirl—so full of names and the stories that accompanied them that there wasn’t space for anything else. It was all happening so fast. 
 
    The spell-assisted transition from drunk to sober was jarring and unpleasant, as if the inside of her skull had been used to brake the room’s spin. Shayla wobbled even with her balance restored. 
 
    “There. Are you happy, Reymond? I didn’t even leave her a headache, though she deserved to keep it. Happy Festival, guard.” 
 
    Shayla gaped at the woman. Daida of the Searing Light had just—and she herself had just— 
 
    She turned to Reymond. Lord Reymond. Lord Reymond, Sarvaal’s Shield. Lord Reymond, recent recipient of her bawdy tongue. 
 
    Unable to consider another course of action, Shayla snapped to one knee, which had the unfortunate effect of bringing her forehead directly into the bridge of Lord Reymond’s nose. 
 
    “Shit, woman!” he cursed, but Shayla wasn’t going to be dissuaded from kneeling. A respectful bow had the added benefit of hiding her face. 
 
    “Do we really have time to waste with this?” said the third voice, and Shayla’s gaze flashed sideways before she could stop it. Torgun, the Gardener King. Or, as he preferred: Torgun of the Most Enviable Title. The absurdity of the title had always made Shayla sure he’d be one hell of a bloke to drink with, but in the deep shadows cast by the light hovering over Daida’s head the man’s face might as well have been a molding of Hannick’s own from one of his blood-soaked temples. 
 
    “Right,” Reymond responded, his voice nasal as he checked for damage. “What’s your name, guard? Oh, for gods’ sakes, stand up!” 
 
    Shayla bolted to her feet, but this time Reymond kept well clear. 
 
    “Um, Shayla, sir. Private First Class. Ma’am. Sir.” She bowed to each of the three in turn, though she wished she were still trying to stare down the floor. 
 
    Torgun growled impatiently. 
 
    “It’s going to have to be ‘Hero of the Realm’ tonight, soldier,” Reymond said, and a dialogue popped into being before Shayla. 
 
      
 
    Lord Reymond, Sarvaal’s Shield and Hero of the Realm, has invited you to his party. 
 
    Do you wish to join? 
 
      
 
    Shayla’s military discipline finally kicked into gear. You don’t turn down a superior’s request, and while the heroes weren’t technically part of the army, they may as well have ranked above the generals, for all the rank and file cared. Shayla ogled their stats. Sure, she was second generation and a good 20 years their junior, but even so, over ten thousand HP? She’d never partied with people so— 
 
    “What would you like me to do, sir?” Shayla snapped the crispest salute she’d made in years. There hadn’t been much need for that down on dungeon duty. Not for these dungeons, at least. These were too difficult and too valuable for anyone to frequent, and there were one or two that were so lethal that no one had set foot in them since their acquisition. One of those had been gathered by this very party, before Larsen Nightsbreath and Princess Merilyn’s deaths, and Luctus’s retirement from raiding. 
 
    “Just keep up,” Reymond directed, then turned his back on the light. The other two filtered past Shayla after him, and Shayla scurried after them all, a stray kitten running with a pack of lions. 
 
    Lord Reymond strode deep into the hall, past the lesser dungeons and the statues of heroes—some who’d returned, triumphant, with a Dungeon Heart, and others who hadn’t returned at all. He stopped at the far end of the room in front of a doorway more grand than any other. This one was Legendary, Shayla knew. The Sorrow was one dungeon every resident of Penfold knew. Princess Merilyn had died there, after all, and there had been an entire week of mourning throughout the Confederacy. Though none of the heroes involved had ever spoken publicly about what had happened, rumors were rampant. Why would they consider running it now? 
 
    At least, that was what Reymond appeared to be doing. He stood, rigid, at the threshold. The others didn’t press him, but Shayla half-opened her mouth to plead with him not to take her inside. She couldn’t make the words come out though, not in front of the heroes. 
 
    After seconds that felt like minutes, Reymond turned away. His face was tight, with frustration written in every line. “Fin Bambular,” he announced. “We’ll start there and work our way down. Remember, we keep moving and take any shortcut we see. Our only goal is the hearts.” 
 
    The entrance to Fin Bambular was the first doorway along the eastern wall, requiring the four of them to pass beneath Merilyn’s watchful gaze, which had been committed to stone in her memory. Shayla mimicked Daida and Torgun in gazing up at the statue, so strong and proud, but so young. Too young. After a few seconds, Memory of the Fallen Few settled onto each of them. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
     
      
      	  Memory of the Fallen Few (1 hr 29 min 52 sec) 
  
     
 
      
      	  The memory of heroes past serves to inspire and uplift you. 
  +15 to all Attributes 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Reymond was waiting for them at the dungeon entrance, having avoided Merilyn’s statue. He glared at the floor instead, as though it had insulted his honor. Once again, Torgun and Daida didn’t comment. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  … 
  Lord Reymond, Sarvaal’s Shield, has unlocked Fin Bambular. 
  Perfect Completion Bonus x2! Material Quality increased. 
  Quick Run applied. Experience Point gain halved. 
  Weakened Enemies applied. Material Quality reduced. 
  ... 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “That’ll have to be enough,” Reymond muttered. “Grimauld is going to skin me alive if this turns out to be a hoax.” 
 
    Shayla had run similarly weakened dungeons, though after a certain point it just wasn’t worth it to the kingdom to spend resources strengthening magicless barrenborn like herself. Dungeon Modifiers were valuable, and their cost increased dramatically relative to the dungeon level. Better to save them for the seedborn dungeon farmers, whose magic made gathering resources from the Hall’s dungeons that much easier. If Shayla had dared to spend Dungeon Master Grimauld’s Dungeon Master Points on modifiers without his express permission… 
 
    Not that Shayla minded the modifiers. If her thoughts had been in any type of order, she might have asked Reymond to apply even more. As it stood, she’d just have to trust that he knew what he was doing. She braced herself, and then followed Reymond in. 
 
    “Hold on there, hot stuff. You’d only slow us down.” For a medium-sized man, Torgun’s hands were very large. They were weather-stained too, and Shayla could see the dirt under his fingernails in the harsh light. Something in her responded to his grip on her shoulder, something that needed nurturing and a safe place to thrive. I can see why plants grow for him, she thought, embarrassed to have compared him to Hannick. 
 
    “We need you to watch our gear, and to guard this.” The Gardener King placed a short spear in her hand. It was the first Legendary item Shayla had ever held, and she could almost swear the short spear was buzzing in her grip. 
 
    “I can’t—” she started, but Torgun’s hands closed her own around the spear. 
 
    “There’s no one else, friend Shayla. All of Penfold needs you tonight.” 
 
    With that, Torgun ducked through the doorway and disappeared into the folded space that contained the dungeon. 
 
    Shayla wasn’t upset at being left behind. After all, she knew what was in the dungeons. She’d been guarding them for Penfold for years now, and had made a point of watching through the old runguides, back before she’d come to terms with the assignment being a one-way move. Guarding the high-level dungeons might have been something prestigious once, but the number of visiting adventurers capable of facing these particular challenges was dwindling, even as the First themselves did. 
 
    Grimauld’s time was occupied with goods production these days, rather than with cultivating heroes. 
 
    Shayla stared at the portal, numb. She was holding The Heroes’ Cynosure, the only one in existence that would work for mortals. It had been modified by the Great Sage himself to spirit him and his companions out of harm’s way if things became dire. And there’s only one charge left, she thought, examining the item. I hope to gods this isn’t the night they add to those stories. The illusion shows would cast me as the comic relief, I just know it. 
 
    The first notifications appeared before even fifteen minutes had passed. 
 
      
 
    Let it be known that due to the heroic efforts of Reymond, Sarvaal’s Shield; Daida of the Searing Light; and Torgun of the Most Enviable Title, a new Dungeon Heart has been born! 
 
      
 
    Let it be known that Reymond, Sarvaal’s Shield, has claimed the Dungeon Heart of Fin Bambular, in the city-state of Sarvaal, in the territory of the Penfold Confederacy. 
 
      
 
    Fin Bambular has been destroyed. 
 
      
 
    Shayla stared at the golden letters in shock. Destroying one of the city’s most prized dungeons!? What were they thinking? If Grimauld saw—if he discovered she’d been complicit… 
 
    Matters only worsened once the heroes came striding back through the doorway, exiting the now-bare room that had once held a dungeon. Once again, Torgun put his hand on Shayla’s shoulder and gave her an item. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
     
      
      	  Bambular’s Molar — 54/54 
  
     
 
      
      	  The Dungeon Heart of Fin Bambular 
  The necrotic tooth of Bambular the Giant. 
  ??? 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Shayla was speechless. Grimauld would have her head if he saw her handling this! 
 
    “We don’t have time to explain, friend Shayla,” Torgun said without letting go. “Penfold will need you to guard these if one of the dungeons claims us.” 
 
    He waved away her protests without pausing. “Also, if you see anyone, anyone at all, you must join us in whichever dungeon we’re in. There’s too much at risk. Swear it.” 
 
    Shayla looked at the Gardener King, confused, but refusing orders was unthinkable. “I swear it.”  
 
    He patted her on the back and withdrew his hand. “Good girl. Now let’s get on to the next one.” 
 
    Shayla’s head spun with possibilities as the heroes disappeared a second time. Were they thieves disguised as heroes of the realm? Impossible. There was no way to fool the announcements. Those came from Unity themself! Could the heroes be betraying Penfold? That was laughable, since they had all but founded the Confederacy, along with others of the First. 
 
    What does it matter, soldier? a voice in her head asked, borrowing the manner of her old drill sergeant. Are you questioning the orders of a superior officer? 
 
    Sir! No, sir! Shayla thought soberly. She’d maintain discipline. Still, as time passed her thoughts did drift longingly to the skin of wine in her quarters, especially as the announcements piled up, advertising the destruction of one after another of the country’s most treasured dungeons. Wine would make dealing with whatever Grimauld’s going to do to me easier, at least. There was no time to visit her quarters though. The heroes were too efficient. 
 
    The silent fanfare of yet another dungeon falling startled Shayla out of her ruminations. The heroes would be back within moments. 
 
    Daida led the way out, looking just as fresh as when she’d entered the first dungeon. Torgun and Reymond weren’t faring as well, but Shayla wasn’t going to judge. She’d ended up in a similar state often enough, clothes torn and beaten bloody. Hell, at least they’d gotten thrashed for a good reason. The Shayla of earlier that night might have argued that point, but sober Shayla was the one who had to deal with the bruises. She foolishly found waking up black and blue to be more at issue than her wounded pride. 
 
    “Five minutes,” Reymond announced, and sank down against the wall between entrances, breathing hard. “Five minutes and we’ll be underway.” 
 
    “There’s only one left,” Torgun said. “Are you sure you want to?” 
 
    “Merilyn wouldn’t forgive me if I didn’t try,” the Shield sighed. “Not after what she paid for it.” 
 
    “About that…” Torgun started, then hesitated. 
 
    In some preternatural way, Shayla knew what would come next. She met Reymond’s gaze and gave a deliberate nod. 
 
    “Absolutely not!” Torgun said, looking between them, and for an instant he wore Hannick’s face again, filled with rage. 
 
    “Her compatriots are rallied above,” Daida murmured. “How many of them won’t see the morning?” 
 
    “I still don’t fully believe the news. Luctus would never!” 
 
    Reymond’s eyes searched the far wall. “You know what he’s been through, Tor. How many have we seen break for less?” 
 
    The Gardener King shrugged and looked away, expelling a defeated sigh. 
 
    Shayla felt like doing the same, but she refused to allow herself to look at things too closely. There was only one dungeon left, and while there were no runguides for it, word had traveled. She might be a drunkard, and more than a bit of a cad, but Shayla was part of Penfold’s army. She had never run from a fight, and she wasn’t going to start now. 
 
    Before she could second-guess her decision, she turned again to the princess’s statue. She searched the stone gaze, hoping it might carry some secret message. Instead, the royal eyes carried only a challenge, as if daring her to run. 
 
    Before long, Daida joined the guard. Shayla appreciated the unspoken support. 
 
    “Are you sure you can’t undo your ‘cure’ from earlier?” she asked the hero. 
 
    The other woman laughed, then rummaged in her bag. “Actually, I might be able to do you one better.” 
 
    Shayla took the offered flask, which fit neatly in her palm. Even the flask was beyond anything she had ever owned. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
     
      
      	  Calsicum Preservative Flask — 512/520 
  
     
 
      
      	  Storing anything but the finest spirits in this bespoke flask would be blasphemy. 
  Contents: 5 ounces of Fairfeather Brandy 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “Only a sip now. This might be the last of it.” 
 
    Unbelieving, Shayla pulled the stopper and raised the flask to her lips. The aroma was heady, but the brandy burned like creation itself, exploding inside her chest like a thousand suns. The pressure inside was too much, and so Shayla had to grow to accommodate it. Her atoms were stars, her skin was the dust between galaxies… 
 
    Abruptly, her skin snapped into place, and Shayla was back. She looked at Daida with wide eyes. 
 
    “A little better than the swill they serve at Festival, no?” the reluctant healer asked. Shayla could still feel the stars inside her pulsing just under the surface. 
 
    “It’s amazing, no doubt,” she answered. “But does it get you drunk?” 
 
    Daida cackled and threw an arm around the guard. “I like this one!” 
 
    Shayla grinned. With the fire of the goddess inside her, she might as well be a hero herself. 
 
    She could tell that Daida, like her, was uninterested in reckoning with what lay beneath the merriment. 
 
    Torgun joined them to receive the buff and reclaim the Dungeon Hearts from Shayla, secreting them in a satchel at his waist. Then Reymond came as well, though he kept his eyes on the ground until he reached the foot of the statue. His hands closed to fists, and then he raised his eyes to meet the princess’s. The air between them felt as brittle to Shayla, seeming that any movement could shatter it and reveal cutting corners. Lord Reymond stared a moment longer, before whispering something too low to hear and too private to try. 
 
    After another long pause, Reymond broke his gaze and settled it on the dungeon entrance instead. Then, with a nod, he strode inside. Daida and Torgun followed him, and then it was Shayla’s turn. She forced herself forward before she could think twice. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    Freezing water scoured away the last vestiges of sleep and, I hoped, the last of the dust from the road. It was more than just a brand-new day. It was a brand-new life! A new Hearthstead was on the verge of being born, and though I’d technically been a citizen for weeks, it had been hard to feel much kinship with the homeless band of orcs. It hadn’t been until the night before, when Hen’Darl and Huth’Ga—the matriarch and the war mother—had announced their intention to create a charter, that I’d felt the beginnings of a true connection to the community. 
 
    Not enough of a connection to feel comfortable with communal bathing though. That had also been a feature of the prior night, but community spirit can only go so far. Instead, I’d chosen to stew in my own filth a while longer and paid my contracted Draemoth spirits to wake me up an hour before sunrise, so I could have some privacy. The moonlit isolation only added to the chill, but I was committed to a deep clean no matter the temperature. 
 
    The water reached to mid-thigh, and I sidled my way awkwardly along the edge, using the tender stump of my right arm to balance myself. The depression we’d filled had been carved by eons of ebb and flow from the waterfall above, and the bottom of the pool was still slick with whatever slime had been able to grow in the constant spray. The algae had been there for millennia, likely as not, and wasn’t going to be scraped away overnight, even by the respectable stream Me’Almah had created to fill the pool. 
 
    The seedborn player had corralled the meandering trickles of water trying to make their way back to the waterfall and then dammed stretches of the basin closest to the chasm. She’d risked angering Lavis again by doing it, but Hen’Darl had assured us the stray dribbles would be small potatoes to the Water daemon, now that he’d reclaimed the waterfall. Even so, we had all stayed well clear while Me’Almah was working, just in case. The resulting pool was deep enough to bathe in, and fresh as well. It took care of our immediate need: water for drinking and washing. Then we’ll need food, defenses... 
 
    Tomorrow, I reminded myself. Aside from a meeting of the council, today had been declared a day of rest for the road-weary orcs, and it was much needed. They had been harried on their way, first by the troops of Cogneid, and then by the demanding Water spirit. Rest was just what the doctor ordered for me too, and it presented the perfect opportunity to track down a certain surly orc. I needed to thank him, first, and then pin him down on any number of things. 
 
    I paused before entering the main current and braced myself for a quick dunk, which left me gasping for breath regardless. I shivered and scrambled for the soap. In their wisdom some orc had bound the soap inside a loosely-woven bag that served as both a container and a washcloth. The whole arrangement was leashed to the shore to keep it from being carried over the edge by the current, a fact of which I was doubly glad, given the difficulty of washing with only my left hand. 
 
    I was cautious of the edge too, since anything swept over would fall away into impenetrable darkness with the torrent, but I wasn’t nearly as nervous as I might once have been. Immortality is a heady thing, after all, and situations I might once have avoided were becoming commonplace. Even pain was less of a deterrent, now that its warnings had lost much of their purpose. If I were to be swept out of the pool and into the cascade, death might actually be the most desirable outcome. I would get another chance at getting my hand back, and all I’d lose was time. If I somehow survived the fall, who knows how long I would be trapped in the bowels of the earth? That time was more valuable than life itself was laughable, but that was the way of things in The Boundless. 
 
    I ducked into the current again to work the soap out of my hair, which was long enough by that point to have started knotting. My beard was getting longer too, and was starting to make me look downright rugged. At least I imagined it would have, if it weren’t coming in so patchy. 
 
    I was still underwater, struggling to rinse one-handed, when the current shifted without warning and jolted me to the side, fully off my feet. For several seconds I scrambled to find the ground again, but every time I touched rock, I was immediately swept along. It was too dark to see much under the water, but I was certain I was moments from being carried over the edge. 
 
    That fear was just starting to be supplanted by a need for air when the water pulled away completely, leaving me sprawled out and spinning for a second on dry stone. I stared up at the night sky, trying to gather my wits and catch my breath. 
 
    Was that strictly necessary? I asked. 
 
    The aqueous crustacean adjusted his footing, and then looked down as if only just noticing I was there. Don’t waste my time with foolishness, mortal. 
 
    Sure, I said, trying to keep the sarcasm out of my thoughts. What can I do for you, Lavis? 
 
    I’d called the spirit’s manifestation gigantic before, but this time he’d nearly quintupled in size, using all the water in the bathing pool to form his physical body. Did that happen naturally, or did he do it on purpose just to set me on my ass? I wondered as I sat up. The bathing pool was big enough that it would take Me’Almah’s stream a few minutes to refill it. 
 
    In the meantime I was exposed, naked in front of the temperamental Water daemon. I crossed my legs for modesty’s sake and craned my neck to look up at him. Even his presence felt bigger. The waterfall had been doing him favors. 
 
    Why has so little been accomplished? His voice hissed like waves breaking on sand. Luckily, it was nothing like the crashing waves he sent when angry. 
 
    It hasn’t even been a whole day! I argued. You ran the orcs ragged for an entire week to get you here, and now you expect them to immediately rebuild miles of canals? Sure, we had been running from Cogneider forces too, but Lavis’s threats against the orcs were fresh in my mind. 
 
    I expect to reclaim my rightful domain! There was a little more churn in his response. 
 
    I considered the crayfish. Though he was volatile and demanding, he had seen reason on rare occasion. Plus, he needed me. Only I could undo the Grey, and without a contract he couldn’t even cross the manaless land. 
 
    Look, I thought at him, our goals are pretty well aligned here: you want to restore the river and everything it feeds into, and we want to restore the lands claimed by the Grey, which are fed by that river. I think we could come to an agreement. 
 
    Or I could crush the orcs one by one until you have completed the task. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. He’d come close to actualizing that promise before. 
 
    I needed to nip it in the bud. 
 
    You need to think long-term here, I argued. If you keep threatening my friends and me, you’ll be making some powerful enemies. After all, even if you kill someone every time you want something from me, you can’t kill me—not for good. If I wanted to, I could actually expand the Grey, and then you’d never get what you want. 
 
    The rumble of a distant wave began to build, emanating from the daemon. 
 
    I know, you hate that, I continued, but that’s the situation. We need each other. So, instead of tearing each other apart, let’s work together: you and the orcs of Hearthstead. All you need is patience, and you’ll see your goals met. 
 
    The rumbling subsided and the crustacean shifted its weight. I hoped he was thinking good thoughts. 
 
    Fine, the response crested. But I am only so patient. My exile must come to an end! 
 
    Would it help if we agreed on a timeline? I asked. 
 
    He began to rumble again. 
 
    It’ll make sure we accomplish your goals on an acceptable schedule, I insisted. Plus, you won’t have to check on our progress. That last part was important, since every interaction with the Water spirit had a chance of going south. The sooner we agreed to terms, the better. 
 
    Voices—real, out-loud voices—sounded from the distant rim of the reservoir. That I could hear them over the rush of the waterfall suggested Katz was once again showing off his Amplify spell. 
 
    Why don’t we meet again tomorrow morning? I suggested hurriedly. If anyone else were to approach they would be in danger, and only a few among them could respawn. That’ll give me time to meet with the orcs and discuss our priorities. 
 
    Lavis turned toward the nearing voices. Approaching lights were beginning to glint off his carapace. 
 
    Very well, he announced. But know that my patience is limited. I will return in the morning, but do not expect that I will manifest. 
 
    I won’t, I answered. I’m pretty sure you only manifested to show off anyway. 
 
    The final thought just slipped out, followed by several curse words. I looked up at the towering spirit to judge his response, but couldn’t even tell if he’d heard me. He turned, each footfall sending tremors through the stone beneath me. Had I just sabotaged all my work? 
 
    The daemon disembodied in an instant, retreating to the spirit realm and vacating the several tons of water hovering in the air above me. Oh, he’d heard me alright. I didn’t even make it to my feet before I was slammed to the ground and rolled under. The churning water spun me end over end, dashing me against what felt like every rock between where I’d been and the waterfall. I knew I was headed for the edge this time—the water only had one way to go. I even managed to break the surface as the surge began to ebb, and it only confirmed my fears. I fought against the current, fought to brace my legs and to paddle backward, but the flow was inexorable and only gathered speed as it neared the edge. 
 
    I hovered over the abyss for a long, terrible moment before my hand was pulled back under by the churn, only to be slammed into yet another sharp rock. I grabbed for it instinctively, and with a horrible jolt my outward momentum transformed into a downward and then sideways swing that carried me directly into the rock wall of the chasm. The air was forced from my chest, and I was sure my knee was broken, but miraculously my grip held. 
 
    Somehow the swing had pulled me out of the main current too, and water cascaded by on both sides as I hung there. It was no more than flashes of moonlight in the darkness, but I was free of it. 
 
    Katz reached me first, ever the frontrunner, but it wasn’t until Varba arrived with her light that they would be able to see what had happened. For a moment I hoped it was only the players who’d come to rescue me, but the light of gastrolith after gastrolith added to the glow. Then a massive hand wrapped around my wrist and heaved me straight into the air. Me’Almah’s, I’d hoped, but no. It was Huth’Ga’s. I dangled there in her grip, wet, covered in road rash, and naked. For a moment the war mother blinked at me as if not understanding what she was seeing, and then she broke into an enormous belly laugh. 
 
    Voices joined her from all around, and in her mirth she completely forgot to put me down. I struggled against her grip instinctively before remembering I was still hoisted over the pit, so instead I just hung there, the laughing stock of all of Hearthstead. Embarrassment might be the one thing immortality can’t solve. 
 
    I didn’t realize Lavis had returned until I felt him leave a second time. Oh yes, he had definitely heard my last thought, and he understood so much more about the nature of mortals than he let on. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    “I thought this was supposed to be a day off,” Katz groused. “I didn’t even get to sleep in, thanks to Zen indulging his exhibitionist streak.” The gnome rogue had chosen a pair of broken rocks that would allow him to recline during the council meeting. 
 
    He didn’t grumble loudly enough for any of the NPCs to hear though. Ever since Hen’Darl had suggested he see things her way on the issue of NPCs, he’d been more circumspect around the matriarch. He would never admit to letting a citizen of The Boundless affect his behavior, but I’d noticed he avoided inviting an encore. 
 
    “If we don’t show up, they’ll stop inviting us to,” Namara said, tucking a lock of her blonde hair behind her pointed ear. “And I’m not going to get left out of building a new settlement.” Her eyes were bright despite the hour as she looked around at the gathering elders. “They’ve been talking about starting a charter in council meetings for weeks. I can’t wait to see the mechanics!” 
 
    Normally the council would have met in a large tent erected solely for that purpose, but there was almost nothing in Hearthstead that had remained intact after our confrontation with the void creature army. We had restored the mana I’d taken to the individual items, but many of them had fallen to pieces when greyed. Unpacking the council tent had revealed its fate wasn’t any different. Its cloth panels were unscathed, but not enough of the stitching remained to hold them together. It may as well have been a build-your-own-council-tent kit. 
 
    In lieu of the council tent, we were arrayed along the rim of the reservoir, a dry basin tucked against the sheer cliffs that bordered the ancient ruins of Sarvaal. The best seats—those along the wall—had been claimed by the most senior orcs. The rest of us, including a delegation from the goblins, found seats on whatever rocks or clear patches of ground we could. Gern and Huth’Ga stood flanking Hen’Darl, Hearthstead’s mother, who faced the gathering in one of the few chairs well-crafted enough to have survived my… borrowing. 
 
    I’d picked Gern out early on while the fastidious young orc was still exchanging pleasantries with the elders, but I avoided meeting his gaze. He’d been party to the laughter at my expense that morning. 
 
    Just thinking about it made it necessary to adjust myself. Maybe I was an exhibitionist after all. 
 
    Hen’Darl raised a wizened olive hand, and the conversations quieted. 
 
    “Brothers and sisters of the council, it pleases me to see you safe and well after the trials of our journey. The road was unkind.” 
 
    That was putting it mildly. It was a miracle we’d only lost the five we had. 
 
    “As ever, Hearthstead remains, but I fear our new path will be no kinder,” she continued amid murmurs from those gathered. “Many of you have made your concerns known regarding our decision to charter, especially here, amidst the Grey.” The whispers grew louder, and more than a few orcs turned their gazes in my direction. I could only imagine what they were saying. 
 
    Hen’Darl waited for the hushed conversations to quiet before continuing. 
 
    “Your concerns are duly noted. It was no easy thing, deciding to remain, but the war mother and I think it best. We are a week’s hard ride from Cogneid’s borders, there is ample water, and I know none among us would ask our men and children to scale the plateau. Even the Grey works in our favor, for once.” 
 
    “And what of our food stores? What of the daemon?” called a voice from the wall. Every head turned, and we saw it was the elder, Juvalle, who had interrupted. That Lavis was one of his primary concerns was no surprise, since he had been the primary victim of Lavis’s second assault on the citizens of Hearthstead. He had also lost a valuable spirit contract to me in the attack: an Aephid, which could enable someone born without a Mana Seed to produce elementally-aspected mana. 
 
    Hen’Darl nodded as if expecting the objection. “These are pressing matters, but no more so than what Hearthstead has borne before. How many years did we live with the Grey, only to see it now undone? How long have we had our seedborn taken by Cogneid, only to have five come to us at once?” 
 
    Slynx turned and waved happily to the crowd, and for a moment the glares were directed at the dwarf rather than at Hen’Darl and me. Huth’Ga rolled her eyes, but Hen’Darl ignored the man. Juvalle didn’t. 
 
    He gave the six of us a disdainful look. “Furthermore, mother, I must protest the continued inclusion of players in these meetings. They are not Hearthsteaders—not even denizens of The Boundless! They have demonstrated neither the temperament nor the commitment necessary to guide Hearthstead, and their aims are not his.” 
 
    Unexpectedly, Gern cleared his throat and stepped forward. “I have shared the same concern with the mother on multiple occasions, Brother Juvalle. Every council member here was chosen for their long and unfailing commitment to our community. What have the players done to warrant inclusion? I worry it is careless to allow such an unknown element close to Hearthstead’s heart.” 
 
    Hen’Darl turned in her seat to look at Gern as he spoke, but she didn’t seem surprised. The young orc darted a glance in her direction before continuing. “I would join Brother Juvalle in requesting the mother to reconsider.” 
 
    Hen’Darl placed a hand on the small of Gern’s back, and he retreated to her shoulder. She shifted in her chair before speaking. 
 
    “I hear your concerns. Our alliance with the players is no trivial matter.” She nodded in our direction. “Yet, the world is changing, and the players lie at the center of it. The currents of that flood are going to pull at Hearthstead, whatever we choose. Should we ignore them now, we risk being swept away later. Indeed, those tides have already shaken Hearthstead loose from his foundation. Without the players, he may well have foundered. 
 
    “An alliance with the players carries risk, yes, but it cannot be forgotten that they are seedborn as well: seedborn representing nearly every elemental aspect!” 
 
    “Being seedborn doesn’t impart good sense,” Juvalle snapped. “And a tool, as useful as it may be, deserves no say in how it’s used.” 
 
    I heard the other players shift around me, and Katz muttered, “You’re a tool!” under his breath. Hen’Darl met the elder councilman’s gaze with one equally as fierce, pointedly waiting an extra breath to ensure he’d finished. 
 
    “Would a tool not have a perspective on its own use, had it the capacity?” she asked in a clipped voice. “The hammer may see only nails, but by the same token it may find a nail that others miss. Seedborn are too powerful a tool to narrow our vision regarding their use. That is the second benefit of their presence: the players have value because they are foreign. Their distinct perspective has already helped keep Hearthstead safe.” 
 
    Juvalle’s face darkened, and he thrust his finger in my direction. “If this is safe, then gods save me from saviors!” he barked. “I don’t care to discover where his ‘perspective’ will take us next! Have you forgotten that he brought the daemon down on us?” 
 
    “Player Zenzuck has informed us that he will meet with the daemon again tomorrow to—” 
 
    “Player Zenzuck is a liar and a thief, and we all know how his parlay with the daemon ended this morning!” I kept my head down. There was nothing I could say to change the elder’s mind, and blushing and stuttering wouldn’t fix anything, certainly not compared to Hen’Darl’s words. 
 
    “Which is why the war mother and myself will accompany him, bearing the decisions of the council,” Hen’Darl said, calm in the face of Juvalle’s anger. “Now, if there are no other complaints”—she paused again—”I would see decisions made. The sooner our charter is formed, the better for Hearthstead. 
 
    “Many of you are familiar with charterwork,” she called, shifting her attention away from the fuming Juvalle to address everyone assembled, “but this task will surely require more than just the council’s attention. Now is the time for those with ardor to distinguish themselves. We will adjourn to gather those interested, and to discuss the most critical needs separately. Come noon, we will reconvene and present our thoughts to the council. 
 
    “Those wishing to see to Hearthstead’s defense will meet with the war mother. Those concerned with filling stomachs will meet under the direction of Brother Cranit. I will commit my time to Hearthstead’s water supply. The charter will give guidance, but if you see an additional need, we expect you will share your plans to address it with the council at noon.” 
 
    Elders started shifting in their seats, preparing to be dismissed, but before anyone could stand, one of the goblins popped to her feet. Her small voice echoed off the surrounding stone as she addressed Hen'Darl. “Mother, the Adherents of Danaral would offer our aid in seeing to Hearthstead’s health, both spiritual and physical.” 
 
    Hen’Darl nodded her acknowledgment to the priestess, though she didn’t look grateful. “Hearthstead welcomes Danaral’s aid with the health of his children. I ask only that we see to their physical wellbeing first.” 
 
    The goblin nodded emphatically. “But surely there are those that would flourish in the hands of a god, mother, especially during these dark times. Danaral’s yoke is light, and his blessings many.” 
 
    “That will be for each to decide,” Hen’Darl replied in a measured tone, “but there can be no worship if there is not first health.” 
 
    The priestess accepted the matriarch’s terms with a nod, and then raised her voice to all those gathered. “If it pleases the mother, we will welcome any wishing to sue for favor on Hearthstead’s behalf.” 
 
    Hen’Darl adjourned the meeting soon afterward, and there was quite a commotion while everyone sought the others who shared their concerns. Runners were sent to gather orcs with the applicable skills and experience. 
 
    Me’Almah, our hulking orcish tank, headed straight for the lead gardener, Cranit. She had been working with him and the other gardeners for over a week, ensuring the plant life they’d brought along with the caravan stayed healthy. Our healer, Varba, already had an in with the other goblins, so she went to see what their plans were. Slynx joined Huth’Ga to discuss military affairs, but our other melee damage dealer, Katz, slunk away to do whatever it was Katz did. Namara and I met with Hen’Darl herself—Namara because the elf was intent on learning more about the charter as a whole, and me at Hen’Darl’s request. To my relief, the matriarch had sent Gern off on an errand before I joined.  
 
    “Seeing the Grey gone from New Hearthstead is my foremost concern,” she announced in my direction once the group had consolidated. “It must be done before anything else can be addressed.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I agreed, uncomfortable with how many eyes were on me. “But it’s a big city. Where would I even start?” 
 
    “That will depend on the council, but if they can see the wisdom of it, food will be their first priority.” 
 
    “And the water to grow it,” interjected a male voice. Cranit hadn’t retreated to his own group just yet, and had instead led the other growers to the edge of Hen’Darl’s cluster. As the only woman in the group—and bedecked all in leather—Me’Almah stood out like a sore thumb. “I apologize, mother,” Cranit continued. “But we know greyed earth doesn’t retain enough water to grow crops. I hope my meager skills will be sufficient to feed Hearthstead during the coming months, but without healthy soil…” 
 
    “The council will hear your words, Brother Cranit, and you have my support. They can see as well as any that we no longer have an entire forest to gather from.” 
 
    “My thanks, mother.” The orc bowed and left the circle, leading his farmers off to start planning. 
 
    Hen’Darl stared after him thoughtfully for a while before turning back to those gathered. “Are there any who would argue his words?” 
 
    No one said anything, and the matriarch nodded. “Then let us see to addressing them. We have water aplenty, but we must ensure our crops have access to it.” 
 
    Namara stepped forward with a suggestion. “Me’Almah could work to extend what we’re catching for baths. It’ll take a while to set it up though. The boulders she used to make the pool kept pulling free of the ground yesterday until she planted them deep, and that was just from the current for the baths.” 
 
    “Is the player a familiar hand at building?” a woman for the crowd asked. “We don’t have time to experiment.” 
 
    Hen’Darl nodded her acknowledgment and fixed the woman with her gaze. “Daughter Loz’Alan, would you oversee the process to ensure it is done to your standards?” The woman nodded eagerly. “Then you’d best get acquainted with Earth seed Me’Almah. Without a ready supply of wood, she will be a crucial asset once we begin building.” 
 
    The matriarch swept the rest of us with a look. “Now, how will we see water to the fields, if the soil cannot hold it?” 
 
    “The Greyling can see it done, can he not?” It was Juvalle again, wielding that nasty slur. Had he followed me just to ensure he got to use it? I silently wished he had gone to pester the war mother or the goblins instead. 
 
    Hen’Darl craned her neck toward the councilor but didn’t turn. “To an extent, brother, yes. However, if one were to provide such a service to Hearthstead, would it not be meet for Hearthstead to respond with gratitude?” 
 
    “Do we thank the rain for watering crops if it sweeps away our home as well?” the elder shot back. 
 
    The matriarch pursed her lips. That she didn’t have an easy answer was bad news for me. “Be that as it may, Player Zenzuck has agreed to provide whatever aid Hearthstead might need, as any true son might.” 
 
    The elder snorted, but didn’t respond. 
 
    “I can make around ten thousand mana per hour,” I offered. “But that’s nothing considering how much we have to restore. It’d take me a whole day to make a field usable—even more, considering how deep we’d need to go for planting. I’ll need help.” 
 
    Juvalle growled and narrowed his eyes. “I see your heart, Greyling. Ever hungry for mana, just as any other creature of the Grey.” 
 
     I looked around the crowd, silently pleading for support. My Flow spell allowed me to channel mana from place to place, but it made the denizens of The Boundless almost universally uncomfortable. “It’s the only tool I have. If it’s the one way I can help, then I’m going to do it!” 
 
    Juvalle stepped forward and swept those gathered with a challenging gaze. “Who here would take what he offers? Who would put themselves in this child’s hands and allow him to play with their mana—with their very soul? Who, after seeing how he plundered that gift for his own purposes?” 
 
    “I did it to save Hearthstead,” I said through gritted teeth, though I already knew the result of my efforts. Wresting the community’s mana away from them without permission had been seen as a gross violation, even if I’d used it to shield us all from an approaching army. My actions against the void creatures had further lowered my standing with the people of Hearthstead, despite saving their lives. 
 
    The elder thrust his jaw forward, baring his tusks. “Then let me rephrase. Who here feels ‘saved’?” 
 
    Regardless of whether they felt saved or not, no one challenged Juvalle. Where was Gern when I needed him? He’d been brave enough to let me siphon mana from him before, though who knew how he felt now, after I’d knocked his whole community senseless doing just that? 
 
    Hen’Darl spoke up at last. “I would never command any child of Hearthstead to do such a thing, but I see wisdom in it. If our father has need of their blood, who here would not give it?” 
 
    Juvalle turned to face her, his voice sharp. “Will you do this then, mother? Allow the Greyling child the use of your ‘blood’?” 
 
    Hen’Darl considered the elder for a long time before speaking, and the air grew heavy as her expression moved from one of annoyance to one of regret. “I have nothing to give, brother,” she said finally. “All that I have is owed in contract to the daemon Sulfrik, given to protect my daughters during the battle with Lavis two weeks past.” 
 
    Gasps echoed through the crowd, and even Juvalle was taken aback. “You hid this from the council?” he accused. 
 
    “I did.” Hen’Darl nodded with a frown. “It was necessary that our people have some comfort while they traveled the Boundless, but perhaps now you may see why the seedborn players are such a boon.” 
 
    “This child is not seedborn,” the elder seethed. 
 
    “No, he is something else—something dangerous, to be sure. The question is, is he to be dangerous to Hearthstead, or to Hearthstead’s enemies?” 
 
    “To Hearthstead’s enemies,” I confirmed, and gave Juvalle a pointed look. 
 
    “We will see what the council has to say about that!” The elder spun on his heel and stalked away from the group, presumably going to rally others against me. Bemused, I watched him go until Namara spoke up and brought me back to the matter at hand. 
 
    The elf stepped forward and raised her chin in defiance. “In spite of what Elder Juvalle says, Zen is necessary. Otherwise the land around us will stay dead. Whether he gets help or not only determines how quickly it comes back to life.” 
 
    Hen’Darl sighed. “Yes, player, you speak truly; he is a trickle where we need a flood.” 
 
    Despite being reminded of my limits, I perked up at her comment. She had just offered me a way around one of my biggest, albeit selfish, concerns. “Hey, that’s it! We don’t need me traipsing all over the city to restore it. After all, we need mana and water in the same places, don’t we?” 
 
    After a moment’s thought, Namara picked up what I was putting down. “You mean just infuse the water with mana and let it handle the distribution?” 
 
    “Exactly. It’ll restore whatever it comes in contact with!” 
 
    Hen’Darl gave a reluctant nod. “A novel idea. But it wouldn’t change the mana it would take to restore a field. Would the effect not be far too diluted?” 
 
    “There is that.” I bobbed my head in agreement. “And there would be a feedback loop as the water saturates the ground and then the mana restores the Grey. It’ll waste a lot of water. Plus, as you said, I’d only be able to infuse a trickle. I’ll have to test it out.” 
 
    “Water we have aplenty, but we will need your answers sooner than late. Go and find them now. Recruit Brother Gern, should you see him.” 
 
    I didn’t hesitate to obey the matriarch. Clearly, Juvalle’s insults had swayed more than one orc in the crowd, and the suspicious glances were making me uncomfortable. Plus, it was a legitimate excuse to waylay Gern. 
 
    The majority of the caravan had set up camp along the southeastern edge of the central reservoir. Luckily, Gern was easy enough to spot with his distinctive purple-pink skin, and he agreed to help. 
 
    “The mother cannot be surprised at finding no one volunteering for the task,” he noted while clambering over the wall of the reservoir. We were headed for the bathing pool, which was quite a walk when I wasn’t running for my life. 
 
    I gave a wry smile and jumped down after him. “Does anything surprise her?”  
 
    He paused his downward climb and turned to give me a meaningful look. “There are any number of surprising things these days.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I grumbled, and began to pick my way down the rubble-strewn embankment. “Hey, I wanted to talk to you about all that.” 
 
    He half-turned and raised an eyebrow. “Oh?” 
 
    Great, he’s not going to make this easy, I thought. In addition, he’d reached the floor of the reservoir and was striding away. I struggled over a final boulder and hurried to catch up. 
 
    “Well, I just wanted to thank you. For saving me, I mean. At least for trying…” I flushed. It wasn’t going well, and not just because I’d winded myself trying to catch up. 
 
    “It was nothing.” He turned his gaze back to the path. 
 
    “It wasn’t to me!” I paced alongside him, a little outraged that he would be so dismissive. “I appreciate you… well, I appreciate you caring enough to… You were—” 
 
    “I was trying to kill you.” His voice was flat. I couldn’t tell if he was joking. 
 
    “But if you didn’t—if you hadn’t tried…” 
 
    He finally turned to look at me again. “Then you might have done even more damage. You had already lain my family low, or do you not remember?” 
 
    I couldn’t meet his gaze. “Yeah, but…” 
 
    “But?” He quirked an eyebrow in my direction. Was he daring me to say it, or just wondering what I was on about? 
 
    I gave up, unable to overcome my embarrassment. “Oh never mind. Just... thank you.” 
 
    “I could stab you again, if you see it as such a favor,” he offered, expressionless. 
 
    He was making fun of me! We’d reached the bathing pool though, so I decided to drop it. I’d had more than enough embarrassment for one morning. I felt my face redden at the memory. The water had been very cold. 
 
    Gern stopped at the edge of the water and raised his voice over the churn. “Alright, what would you have me do?” 
 
    “First we need to make sure the water can actually carry the mana. Can I see your waterskin?” 
 
    He offered the pouch, and I took it, fumbling with my left hand. I had to pry the stopper out with my teeth. The waterskin was almost full already, so I got right to work depositing my mana into the bottom. Curiously, the mana didn’t displace the water, and so the pouch didn’t overflow. Instead the mana curled and bunched, somehow finding extra space within the water. I topped the skin up and stoppered it again before giving it a shake for good measure. It was all much harder to do with only one hand. 
 
    “Here’s the moment of truth,” I called to Gern, and led him to the nearest patch of Grey. 
 
    I let loose no more than a few beads, dribbling the water from where I was standing. It wasn’t a complete success. The mana was fairly evenly dispersed into the water, and the water carried it along, but the two didn’t stick together. As the water fell, strands of mana trailed off, pulled away by the breeze. Even so, the water retained enough of the etheric energy to work like a magic paintbrush, restoring the color to dirt that had been without it for thousands of years. It was only the thinnest of layers though, and scuffing at the wet patch with my foot showed more Grey underneath. 
 
    “Would it travel deeper with more water?” Gern wondered, crouching down to examine the spattering of mud. I passed him the waterskin and squatted across from him. 
 
    The water had more of an effect falling from only a foot-and-a-half up, especially since Gern continued to pour until half of it was gone. Mana still fled the water as it fell, as well as whenever a droplet splashed free. 
 
    While Gern pulled the dirt away to assess, I repeated the experiment, pressing the mouth of the water pouch directly to the ground. 
 
    “The mana’s definitely spreading with the water,” I observed. “But it’s not 100% efficient. The more the water churns, the more it loses. You can’t see it, but there’s some left over in the dirt too.” 
 
    “Would it be carried deeper if we were to add more unenhanced water, then?” 
 
    “Probably. That would happen naturally with a river running over it, right?” Solutions were coming into view. 
 
    I grinned across the water at him, and he smiled back. In that instant I almost forgave him for calling me a “tool” not half an hour before. My smile didn’t last long though, because I couldn’t avoid thinking of the task ahead of me. 
 
    “It’s not going to work though; I can’t feed a whole river.” I hung my head wearily and stood, a bit too quickly for my blood to keep up. 
 
    “Watch yourself!” He grabbed my shoulder to steady me. “It’s only been a day since—” His gaze darted to my stump. 
 
    I waved him off with my missing hand, habitual even though I’d had no “phantom limb” sensations. “I’m fine. I just stood up too quickly.” 
 
    “It is wisdom to know your limits.” He was still holding my shoulder, a fact that made it hard to focus on much else. “And why is it that this must be done by you alone?” 
 
    I looked toward the waterfall, unable to meet his golden-eyed gaze. “You weren’t there for Juvalle’s speech. He did a pretty good job of scaring everyone off, if I hadn’t already done it myself.” 
 
    “Brother Juvalle is a fool and a coward,” Gern growled and finally dropped his hand, allowing me to look at him again. I was confused. Hadn’t they been on the same side? 
 
    “You mean you’d be willing to help? But you just said—” 
 
    He cut me off with a scornful look. “I have supplied mana to you before, when you weren’t facing down an army of voidlings.” 
 
    In my surprise, my eyes began to water. I sniffed. “That actually means a lot to me.” Votes of confidence had been few and far between for me recently. 
 
    For once he was the one who looked away. I blew a dismissive laugh through my nose and looked away myself.  
 
    Gern was the first to find an escape hatch from the awkward silence. 
 
    “Perhaps I can show others there is no reason to fear. In any case…” He crouched back down and began to draw in the greyed dirt. “If we funneled the water here, you and I could…” 
 
    As I crouched back down to discuss his plan, I could’ve sworn I still felt his hand on my shoulder. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Hen’Darl pulled everyone back together an hour before lunch, with the notable exception of the goblins, and though there were several heated conversations, no one else volunteered to help Gern and me. Everyone was too leery of the Grey and too skeptical that I had a safe way to undo it. I had no doubt Juvalle’s extracurricular activities were partly to blame for how pervasive their fears were. Even Gern demonstrating the process with his water skin didn’t convince anyone. 
 
    Cranit had left the meeting early on, deciding to inspect the soil we’d produced first-hand. Upon his return, he provided us with a crude map detailing the water needs and priorities of the community. His face was grim. 
 
    “This is all miles away from the waterfall!” I protested after scanning the parchment.  
 
    “Too much of the city is paved. Even the basin is, under the silt.” Cranit gave me an apologetic look. “The builders of Sarvaal were exact in their planning.” 
 
    “Isn’t there anywhere closer we can plant? A park or someone’s lawn?” 
 
    Cranit shook his head. “None large enough to serve long-term. We need consecutive acres, not piecemeal parcels of land.” 
 
    Gern took the map from me and studied it. “I’d estimate it will take at least a week to reach the fields, and even longer to restore them,” he declared finally. “As has been said, we could go faster with some help.” 
 
    “That the mother is allowing you to participate in this farce is quite enough, thank you,” Juvalle said. The number of council members sitting near him had grown. 
 
    Hen’Darl’s mouth was a firm line. “If Gern is to be my successor, he must be allowed to exercise his own judgement.” 
 
    “None of that matters, regardless.” Cranit pulled the conversation away from the sparring elders. “I’ve assessed the soil restored by Brother Gern and Player Zenzuck. In fact, it can’t even properly be called ‘soil.’ Whatever life it once held has gone, and now it is little more than ground stone. Player Zenzuck could restore the entire city and still nothing would grow.” 
 
    It was dire enough news to completely replace any talk of unworking the Grey. 
 
    Hen’Darl’s brows drew together. “Are you sure, Brother Cranit?” 
 
    The gardener didn’t hesitate. “As sure as a person can be, mother. The notifications themselves informed me when I attempted to bless the restored earth.” 
 
    “Then it is clear. We must find another place to charter.” Juvalle looked triumphant. 
 
    Hen’Darl waved a dismissive hand at the elder. “Premature at best, Brother Juvalle. Brother Cranit, can anything be done to fix this?” 
 
    The gardener shifted his weight and looked from Hen’Darl to Juvalle. “The anima to see it done are common, but there won't be any to be found in the Grey. Even near the waterfall there aren’t any as strong as we need.” 
 
    The matriarch sat forward in her chair. “Is there no one in Hearthstead who possesses such a contract?” 
 
    Cranit shook his head. “None, mother. The soil of our forest was rich and full of life, and so we had no need of them.” 
 
    Hen’Darl growled her frustration, but Juvalle smiled and sat back to watch the exchange. 
 
    “So, what would be necessary?” Hen’Darl finally asked. 
 
    “We will need to travel to the nearest healthy soil and gather contracts.” 
 
    Hen’Darl nodded. “That shouldn’t take too long. It would take little more than a day’s travel to cross the Grey.” 
 
    “True, mother, but we will require every Hearthsteader who will be farming to make the trip, along with sufficient protection. We will need to make up for strength with numbers.” 
 
    “Could we not simply cart a portion of the soil back, with the accompanying anima?” 
 
    Cranit bobbed his head in agreement, but with an apologetic tilt. “Unfortunately, we’ll also need to gather wood as we travel. As much as we can cart or carry. Most of the entosects are nearing the end of their feeding cycle, and our stock of feed for the Ventrids is running low.” 
 
    “Gods.” Hen’Darl sat back and massaged her temples. 
 
    From behind the mother, Huth’Ga spoke up. “I’d estimate it will take three days.” 
 
    Hen’Darl turned in her seat to look at the war mother. “You think this wise?” 
 
    Huth’Ga gave a slow, deep nod. “I think it necessary. The Grey itself should serve as a barrier to keep those that remain safe. Garinold would be a fool to attack again.” 
 
    Hen’Darl turned back around and huffed a sigh. “How auspicious for our charter that two of its principals would flee before it is even made.” Still, she nodded her agreement. “What troops will you leave?” 
 
    “Sister Al’Vakie and her warriors will remain.” 
 
    Hen’Darl’s gaze shifted skyward as she considered that. “A third of our warriors.” 
 
    “Even so, mother. We will need sufficient scouts, should the Cogneiders remain outside the Grey.” 
 
    Lowering her gaze, Hen’Darl turned to the war mother again. “Very well, then. Take the players as well, to ensure your safety. It will serve our agreement to set them on the voidlings.” 
 
    Huth’Ga nodded. “We will leave first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “And we will endeavor to have sufficient land restored for your use.” The matriarch directed her assurances to Cranit. He inclined his head in thanks, causing the ornaments on his headdress to tinkle against each other. 
 
    “Wait, I’m not going?” I had belatedly realized the implications of what she’d said. 
 
    “You are needed here if we are to restore the fields,” Hen’Darl pointed out. 
 
    I searched for a logical counterpoint but couldn’t find any, and so I closed my mouth. The thought of the others out there, fighting and gaining experience without me, was terrifying. What if they surpassed me in levels? Even worse, what if for some reason they didn’t come back? 
 
    Hen’Darl must have read the concern from my expression. “We shall retain the cynosures,” she assured me. “Your companions will return here, should death befall them.” 
 
    I looked to the players around me. Slynx just raised an eyebrow and shrugged. 
 
    Namara grinned, a twinkle in her eye. “You’ll be fine. I’m sure you’ll cause and then fix a whole mess of disasters while we’re gone.” 
 
    “My money’s on five.” Varba held up an equivalent number of leaf-green fingers. 
 
    Katz, a gnome who could never pass up the opportunity to mock me, took her up on the bet. “Five in three days seems a little on the slow side for Zen.” 
 
    Maybe I was fine with them leaving for a while. 
 
    “Are there any additional items that must be addressed before the charter is made?” Hen’Darl asked the council at large, obviously anxious to be done with it. 
 
    Gern spoke up, raising his hand even though he was behind her. “Mother, if I may?”  
 
    Hen’Darl didn’t bother to hide her irritation toward Gern, seemingly having wasted all her patience on Juvalle that morning. With a few curt whisks of her hand, she gestured that he should continue, but quickly. 
 
    Gern stepped forward, looking just a bit uncertain. As Hen’Darl’s protégé, he was the youngest member of the council by far, and all eyes were on him. Still, he stood tall. “I was wondering whether Hearthstead might be better served by a name that was more fitting of our ambitions for him.” 
 
    “And what might those ambitions be?” an elder from Juvalle’s crowd asked. 
 
    “Well, we are creating him anew in the Boundless, on the ruins of one of the greatest cities the world has ever known. Why shouldn’t he share a portion of that grandeur?” 
 
    Hen’Darl shifted behind her pupil and raised a critical eyebrow. “For the time being, we will be living hand-to-mouth. Is grandeur our aim?” 
 
    Gern turned so he could address Hen’Darl and the council simultaneously, and somehow the opposition seemed to make him more confident. “Shouldn’t it be?” he asked of those assembled. “Since his birth Hearthstead has been seen as a bastard child within Cogneid. They tolerated us just so they could conscript our warriors and harvest our seedborn, but have always taken more than they’ve given. They abandoned us to the Grey when it suited them and then drove us from our home! How many millennia has it been that way for the orcs? It hasn’t worked to stay small and silent, so why shouldn’t we show our strength and wrest back our pride? We stand now in the ruins of Sarvaal, and I say we build it anew!” 
 
    Damn, that man can orate! I thought. Namara actually made a fist like she wanted to cheer. 
 
    There was a pause, and then the orc elders burst into laughter, with even Huth’Ga grinning. Gern turned a slightly redder shade of purple but stood ramrod straight, unwilling to be cowed by the ridicule. Hen’Darl had doubled over in her chair, she was laughing so hard. She put her hand on Gern’s back again as if to comfort him, yet she couldn’t contain her laughter. Instead she wheezed until tears came to her eyes. 
 
    Gern had nothing more to say when the laughter died down; however, he turned to Hen’Darl once she’d finally caught enough of her breath to speak. “We are struggling to feed our people, and you look to build New Sarvaal? Ah, the ambitions of the young!” She wiped a tear from her eye. 
 
    Gern’s jaw was knotted as he stepped back, and I felt for him. He didn’t raise any complaints when his suggestion was ignored and the charter was created under the name “New Hearthstead.” 
 
      
 
    A Charter for New Hearthstead has been created within the Ruins of Sarvaal! 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  ... 
  The Charter of New Hearthstead has been shared with you. 
  War Mother Huth’Ga has been appointed to administer Military affairs. 
  Gardener Cranit has been appointed to administer Agricultural affairs. 
  ... 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Notifications began to flow by, an acknowledgement of the pre-existing organization and achievements of Huth’Ga’s troops. Within the charter, the Military tab quickly topped out its available growth. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  ... 
  The Military of New Hearthstead is ready to advance in rank. 
  Requirements: Civilization Rank: Settlement. 
  ... 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  New Hearthstead (Tribe) — Hen’Darl, Mother 
  
     
 
      
      	  Established by the Fugitive Orcs of Hearthstead after abandoning Old Hearthstead to the Grey, New Hearthstead hopes to thrive under threat from the nation of Cogneid. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Military 
  Tribal, Orc — Huth’Ga, War Mother — MAX 
  The warriors of New Hearthstead are skilled and disciplined, and are sought after for mercenary work. 
    
  Agriculture 
  Hunter/Gatherer — Cranit, Gardener — 100/1,000 
  Residents’ skill with hunting and gathering is wasted in a desolate environment. 
    
  Infrastructure 
  Itinerant — None — 52/1,000 
  With no permanent structures and too little temporary shelter, the residents of New Hearthstead are at risk from the elements. 
    
  Spirituality 
  Animistic — None — 322/1,000 
  A majority of contract benefits within New Hearthstead have been suspended due to the surrounding Grey. 
    
  
     
 
      
      	  Alliances 
  None. 
    
  Enemies 
  Cogneid — At War 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    There was a short but excited buzz among those assembled, though it died down quickly as we all realized the charter had finished advancing. Hen’Darl stood to reassure the crowd. 
 
    “Remember, children, that New Hearthstead will grow once three of these four domains have advanced. With so many of our spirit contracts made unavailable by the Grey, our focus must turn to Agriculture and Infrastructure. We have planned for this, and will move forward apace.” 
 
    Once the meeting was adjourned, I pulled Hen’Darl to the side and asked if there was anything she could do to help us with our mana situation. 
 
    She fixed me with a critical eye. “Prove to them it will work, and that may convince them. If not, then perhaps their growling stomachs will.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    I took my lunch of porridge leaning against the reservoir’s ancient wall and tried to get Kula to eat as well. The feathered serpent had claimed my shoulders for her perch as soon as I’d settled, though she didn’t fit nearly as well as she once had. Producing yet another cloud of formless mana, I shrugged the shoulder her head was resting on. Kula turned toward me and gave me an inscrutable look, but made no move to eat. I shrugged again, hapless. “Come on. That’s all there is.” I raised the stump of my right arm and waved it in front of her. “I can’t keep letting you chomp bits off of me!” 
 
    Sure, her biting off my hand might have kept me from unraveling during the fight with the voidlings, but that didn’t stop me from being a little resentful. 
 
    The occasional airborne anima swarms weren’t enough to tempt her with anymore either, but I wasn’t exactly worried about the serpent going hungry yet. Rather, I was anxious to get her advancing toward her next metamorphosis. Her XP-gifting feathery down had become more powerful after her last transformation, and I had to believe that, once she reached her next form, it would be more powerful still. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Tuft of Elysian Down - 680/680 
  
     
 
      
      	  A tiny feather from the crown of an Elysian Serpent. 
  Can be consumed for a Small amount of Experience Points. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    I had already checked with Phintin, thinking the serpent might be tempted by another mana crystal like the one she’d eaten just after hatching; however, our friendly, captive enchanter had none. Those were the province of Halmilibranth, she had reminded me, and the only crystal she’d brought with her from Impresium had been used to keep her alive after we’d clashed with her party. 
 
    I didn’t plan on visiting the elven kingdom anytime soon, so that had left me to consider how I could possibly create new mana crystals on my own. Phintin had laughed at the prospect, but I didn’t consider it to be an impossibility. After all, I could already gather mana to myself and direct its flow. All I needed to do was find a way to compact it into a more solid form. 
 
    None of the skills in my Mage Class seemed to fit the bill. Those were all focused on the basic mechanics of spellcasting, like avoiding interruption and casting multiple spells at a time. Similarly, my Arcanist Class focused on acquiring mana and using it to bolster others’ spells. It wasn’t until further into my Class tree that a more promising skill showed up. Though producing mana crystals seemed incongruous with a Class designed for projecting my “spirit” outside of my body, I judged the Substance skill in my Spirit Walker Class to be the most likely way forward. It allowed an astral projection of my mana, my “ethereal form,” to condense to the point where I could do direct damage to enemies’ mana pools. 
 
    There were no further skills for me to take in my Etheric Enchanter Class, and my locked Godslayer Class had only one skill available to increase: Flow, the spell that let me redistribute mana and work enchantments. Even glancing at the Godslayer Class made my stomach roil, but, honestly, that was fine. Increasing Flow’s rank would enable me to steal mana from slightly more intelligent creatures, but I spent most of my time giving mana away regardless, and the only people I ever took it from were willing participants. 
 
    With no other clear options, I just had to hope that investing in Substance would pay off and I would soon be able to feed Kula again. 
 
    “Oh well.” I waved the mana cloud away and similarly dismissed my thoughts of mana crystals. The persnickety snake would just have to wait. “Maybe once you’re hungry enough. There seems to be a lot of that going around.” I put down my plate to scratch her ruff, and she buried her beak into my armpit. When a thrum started at the base of her skull, I really had to wonder, Are you snake, bird, or cat? 
 
    I pocketed any tufts of down that came free, and I might have worried about scratching too greedily if it weren’t clear she was enjoying the attention. She didn’t fit inside her basket anymore anyway, so there wasn’t a more convenient way to gather the fluff. Kipper, my contracted Bogle scout, had eagerly volunteered to keep close to the serpent and gather any strays when I wasn’t around, but still, I worried. I hadn’t told anyone about the tufts just yet, and leaving them lying around could lead to... awkward questions. 
 
    Eventually I had to eat, and so I let Kula alone. After a while, she poured down from my shoulder and went to find a spot in the sun, unwilling to grace me with her presence if I wasn’t going to work for it. Balancing my plate on my lap and eating with my left hand was a feat, but it was something I was going to have to get used to. It certainly made things take longer though, and I was late to the waterfall to meet up with Me’Almah, Gern, and Loz'Alan, the orc who’d expressed her enthusiasm for building earlier that morning. 
 
    Gern shouted something to me when I arrived, but I couldn’t hear him over the white noise of the falls—and reading orc lips wasn’t a skill I’d picked up yet. Me’Almah just waved a greeting and got to work. 
 
    The waterfall didn’t clear the far edge of the pit by much, which hinted that it wasn’t flowing at full force. While that had allowed us to draw water for the bathing pool more easily, that ground was low, sloped toward the waterfall, and was on the opposite side of the chasm from where we needed the water. In order to siphon the water off toward the canal feeding the city, we’d need to form a bridge maybe twenty feet out over the void. Loz’Alan insisted that meant we’d have to start an equivalent distance down the hole. 
 
    To get a better view, Me’Almah had already begun a staircase along the wall of the chasm, apparently much less concerned about heights than she was about bugs. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Boulder II 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cost: 90 MP 
  Range: Touch 
  Cast Time: 4 seconds 
  Duration: Instant 
  Description: Creates a sandstone boulder. 
  Effect: Creates a Tiny boulder. 
  Requirements: Earth IV, Gravel III 
  
     
 
      
      	  This spell is learned. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Though the tooltip used the word “Tiny,” the boulders the tank could produce were nearly the size of steamer trunks. Loz'Alan had her angle the first row upward, inserting great sandstone blocks into the wall that would hopefully support the weight above. 
 
    “Hopefully?” Loz’Alan was standing at the edge of the pit, and I had to shout for her to hear me over the rush of the water. 
 
    She turned toward me and shouted back, “I’ve never built with stone. Especially not sandstone!” 
 
    It wasn’t a comforting answer, but no one would be walking on the structure. All it had to do was support the weight of the water, and if it took a few tries, well, what was a little starvation? 
 
    After securing the first ten stones, Me’Almah moved to the second row, layering nine boulders on top of the first, set a little deeper into the wall. I couldn’t see any seams. The transition from the greyed stone of the wall to Me’Almah’s uniformly brown sandstone was clear, but the new stone she created might as well have been a single piece. She’d perfected the technique the day before, after it had become clear she wasn’t pulling stones out of the ground but actually creating them with her mana. During the flux of their creation, she’d figured out how to overlay the stone just the tiniest bit to join with previously created pieces. It didn’t work as well when joining with stone she hadn’t created, but even those seams were as tight as if the rocks had formed around each other. 
 
    The tank added layer upon layer before descending again to extend each layer one stone’s-length farther. Within an hour, and with my help, she’d built nearly ten feet out. It was a mesmerizing process, and I could tell she was taking great pride in the work. She kept the top stones progressively elevated and bowed in the middle so they could channel the water, which began to spatter onto the stone before she’d started the last three rows. 
 
    Those spatters provided Gern and I with the perfect amount of water to experiment with, and color began to spread at the base of the makeshift aqueduct, weaving its way around the mosses, molds, and stunted plants that had managed to make a foothold in what little “live” sediment the waterfall had carried down. 
 
    We quickly learned that injecting mana into the deepest part of the growing stream allowed it to be carried the farthest before escaping. The restoration’s spread across the ground’s surface was much faster than below as well, and once an area was saturated the excess mana was pulled along. The numbers for my quest from Unity—the enigmatic composite deity that ruled The Boundless—no longer progressed one mana point at a time and instead started jumping by tens. Only 35 trillion to go! 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
     
      
      	  Unmaking the Grey 
  
     
 
      
      	  Quest Info  
  
     
 
      
      	  Your work to undo the ravages of the Grey has pleased the gods. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Progress: 166,243 MP/35,994,773,742,226 MP 
  Reward: Reputation increase with Unity. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    I shouted as much to Gern, and he actually smiled and laughed. His eyes were bright as he watched the color grow, and he urged me to use all but the last of his mana to keep it going. Together we could produce over 200 mana per minute, but it was hard to tell exactly what amount of physical restoration that would equate to. Different soil required a different amount of mana to be restored and might retain a completely different amount of water afterward. For once I wasn’t even tempted to run the calculations, happy instead to watch the spread of life across the dirt. 
 
    As the flow of water increased, the spread of color slowed. Not only was it advancing on a wider front, but the mana was more diffuse within the water, so it couldn’t restore any one area as quickly. Seeing that the advancing numbers in the Quest dialogue weren’t slowing, I kept positive, which was made even easier by a notification that appeared soon afterward. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Your Aephid (Water) has produced 1 Mana Point of aspected mana.
Your Aephid (Water) is storing 5 Mana Points of aspected mana. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Juvalle might have considered the Aephid’s contract to be his, but Lavis had settled that debate for us, nearly killing the elder in the process. As an anima, the Aephid wasn’t a particularly strong spirit, but it was still my most valuable possession—the only way for me to play with the elementally-aspected mana that came so easily to the other players. 
 
      
 
    Water-aspected conversion complete: 5 MP (Water) available. 
 
    Mana Provision Ratio for current harvest: 7% of Conversion Speed (77 of 100 to increase). 
 
    Conversion Rate 42,253:1. 
 
    Prior Conversion Rate 48,544:1. 
 
    Would you like to reward Aephid (Water)? 
 
      
 
    Note: Bulk rewards are more effective than intermittent rewards. 
 
    Would you like to proceed with the intermittent reward of 10 MP/min for 12 hrs? 
 
      
 
    This would be my first harvest of converted, Water-aspected mana since the Aephid’s crop had grown! At least, it would be the first I’d gotten to use for myself rather than for fulfilling a contract with Lavis. Finally, I would be able to create an enchantment that wasn’t increasing Mana Regeneration! 
 
    While Me’Almah worked, I borrowed one of her rings back and carefully used my Flow spell to empty the Aephid’s crop into it, polishing off the enchantment I’d started a week before. The Water-aspected enchantment would add to Me’Almah’s Constitution: the stat governing health, stamina, and Base Physical Defense. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Vital Black Braided Ring - 20/20 
  
     
 
      
      	  A ring overflowing with vigor. 
  +5 Constitution 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    There were subtle changes I could have made to push the enchantment exclusively toward one of the individual stats Constitution governed, but as a tank Me’Almah could benefit from them all, so I kept it to the Attribute itself. With 5 Constitution, the ring would provide her with an extra 25 HP, 15 Stamina Points, and a 2.5-point increase to her Base Physical Defense, which would in turn be boosted by her Fortitude Class Skill to 3.5. While my own natural defense was 5, hers would ring in around 29, making her much more resistant to Physical Damage. 
 
    It made my heart sing to be able to provide more than just mana regen boosts to the party, but it wouldn’t be happening overnight. The Aephid could only convert so much mana at once, and growing that capability had turned out to be trickier—and more expensive, mana-wise—than I’d anticipated, mainly due to the interplay between its Conversion Rate and its Conversion Speed. The first stat governed how much of my mana the Aephid would take to produce a single point of aspected mana, while the second stat determined how quickly that conversion would happen. 
 
    Converting mana faster was great, but I hadn’t taken into account that every time the Conversion Speed doubled, I would have to spend twice the amount of mana over the same period of time to supply the Aephid! The only way to counter that would be to keep the Conversion Rate trending downward. 
 
    If only I could speed up that trend! I thought. Back at our camp in the willows, waiting with Lavis to ambush the Cogneiders, I had offered huge rewards to try and accelerate the Conversion Rate’s descent, but they hadn’t turned out to be worth it. Because of my small Mana Capacity, I’d had to spool the bonus mana out over time, but the Aephid wanted its mana rewards, and it wanted them immediately! 
 
    I worried my Conversion Speed would stall out entirely if it were to level again before I could find a better way to lower the Conversion Rate, but I also considered that that might actually be the best result. I’d been running myself ragged trying to feed the Aephid while also working on the Grey for Hearthstead, and having the bonus put out of reach would allow me to stop trying to balance those conflicting priorities. 
 
    It was a conflict exemplified by the slower growth of the streambed once I’d committed to providing the Aephid with its reward. 
 
    By dinnertime Me’Almah had a gushing stream working its way into the reservoir. It didn’t advance far into the bowl due to the inability of the ground to hold water, but that inability was being driven back, inch by inch. 
 
    I was secretly grateful when Gern pulled me away and told me to go find dinner. 
 
    “I need to speak with the mother, regardless,” he said, once we were far enough from the waterfall. “We will continue after tomorrow’s meeting of the council.” 
 
    As I watched him walk away, my gratitude faded. There was still quite a bit of the day left, and I realized I’d been happy having pressing matters to fill my time. Without them, I didn’t have any more excuses... 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    The goblins’ tent was by far the largest intact structure within New Hearthstead, having arrived via pack train after the stand-off with the void creatures. It stood bright white against the early shadows cast by the surrounding cliffs, almost as if it produced a light of its own. That was a possibility. Not every goblin in the Danaralin delegation was seedborn, but I knew there was at least one.  
 
    The goblins had followed us into the Boundless discreetly, some from as early in our journey as leaving Old Hearthstead, but asking them why had only elicited cryptic responses about “Danaral’s will.” Of course, nearly every question got that answer. 
 
    I can’t hold it against them though, I thought as I was greeted and ushered deeper into the tent. After all, they did rescue Dad. 
 
    He was housed in one of the square tents off the main structure that allowed the goblins to shrink or expand the indoor space depending on the need. In spite of knowing where he was, I hadn’t dared enter the room the day before. Facing him had been too much after everything that had happened, and just knowing he was safe had been enough. He’d been paralyzed, of course, but safe. 
 
    I’d experienced that same paralysis, too, once. It was an effect of a cursed item, The Mayor’s Ring, that Cogneid had tricked so many players into wearing. Not only did the ring reduce the wearer’s stats, but it was impossible to take off on your own and would immobilize you if you ran. 
 
    Well, my dad had run from the Cogneider troops that had followed us into the Boundless, and once he was paralyzed, he’d been left behind. I assumed the Cogneiders had figured that, even if the void creatures had killed him, he would have simply respawned back with the troops. That the goblins had found him in the greyed dunes outside the city was nothing short of miraculous. Varba had done the work of gathering the ring’s counter-mechanism, multiple copies of The Mayor’s Bracelet of Control. At my request she hadn’t told him I was there. 
 
    I honestly didn’t know what I should expect when the attendant pulled aside the curtain and revealed us to each other. He’d be mad, I was sure, and disappointed, as usual. I was ready to be read the riot act. 
 
    I wasn’t expecting to be engulfed in a bear hug powerful enough to keep me from breathing. “Nathan, you’re alright? Thank God!” 
 
    Something primal welled up inside me in response. When was the last time we’d hugged? Had it always felt like this? So… safe? At the same time, I noticed I was taller than him. When had that happened? 
 
    Then he was holding me at arm’s length and looking me up and down. I almost moved to hide the stump of my right arm behind my back, but the movement only brought attention to it. A look of horror crossed his face. “How did that—Nathan!” He reached for my arm instinctively before catching himself with a short laugh. “Oh, I forgot! You’ll be fine the next time you ‘die,’ right? Is everything else okay?” 
 
    I decided not to worry him with the reality of my missing hand just then; it didn’t look like resurrection would be giving it back. Instead, I forced a smile. “Yeah, everything’s good, Dad. What about you? What are you doing here?” 
 
    He turned me by the shoulders and continued looking me over, as though my word alone wasn’t enough to assure him I was intact. “I recognized the description when the Cogneiders brought us out here—the description of you and your… friends. When they made us attack I waited for the rest of my party to… die… and then tried to surrender to the orcs. I didn’t get close enough before being paralyzed.” 
 
    I looked him over. He looked more fit than he had in a while, and I was much more used to seeing him in a suit than in leather armor. He, my deskjob dad, actually looked kind of badass. He even had a full head of black hair, which hinted that he had played a little with the Character Creation screen after all. In the real world he was bald enough on top for sunburn to be a constant threat. The contrast made me think: those attacks had lasted an entire day, and he was much more tan than I remembered. He noticed me looking and held up a sun-browned arm. 
 
    “It was a pretty bad burn.” He gave his lips a rueful twitch. “Lucky for me I was found by a traveling band of healers.” 
 
    I grimaced. “I’m sorry. When I heard about the first escapes from Impresium, I hoped that was you leaving the game. They didn’t let you out after the trial period?” 
 
    His smile faded a bit, and he dropped his hands from my shoulders. “No one has been able to leave—not that I know of. Don’t worry though, I’ll find a way.” 
 
    I was skeptical. “How? I’ve had a help ticket in since the first day. No one’s answering.” 
 
    He sat down on the bed behind him and rubbed a palm across his forehead. “I don’t know, Nathan, but I have to get back to your mom.” 
 
    The floor was suddenly very interesting. “Yeah. I’m sorry about that too, Dad. If I had known…” 
 
    “I know, Nate.” He looked at me with an uncharacteristic softness. “I know you didn’t mean for this to happen. I’ve had weeks to think about it now. It’ll be tough for Mom, but she’s got Grandma and Grandpa, and her sisters. She’s stronger than you might think, anyway.” 
 
    I was tearing up considering it. “Still”—my voice cracked—“still, it’s not fair for her. Nothing’s been fair for her, for a while.” 
 
    He patted the cot next to him, and I sat. How was it so awkward to be this close to him? 
 
    “It’s not supposed to be fair, Nate.” He gave me a sympathetic smile. “Nothing about raising kids is. After 5 of you, you can bet she’s aware of that.” 
 
    “Even so, she doesn’t—didn’t—deserve how I acted, and neither did you.” 
 
    I almost wished he would put his arm around me, but he didn’t. Instead he took a deep breath. “I haven’t been acting so great myself, Nate. Sometimes life moves so fast you lose perspective. You miss certain patterns because you’re too close to them.” 
 
    I shot him a questioning look, and he continued. 
 
    “They say the definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different result. I was hoping that getting on your case would push you to do what you needed to, but when that didn’t work I never slowed down to figure out why not. I just pushed harder. 
 
    “It’s clear that you’ve been confused—probably for a long time—and with me so busy at work… Well, sex can be pretty complicated.” 
 
    “Dad!” I hurriedly looked around to make sure no one could hear him, before realizing the futility of having private conversations in a tent full of goblins’ ears. 
 
    He didn’t look any more comfortable than I felt. “Well, it’s clear that you’re unsure about it—unsure how to handle certain feelings…” He looked at me for a moment and then studied his fingernails. 
 
    “I’m really not though, Dad,” I told him once it was clear he wasn’t going to continue. “Not anymore, at least. I think this is just how I’m set up.” I glanced his direction to see how he was taking it. 
 
    He shook his head at the floor. “You know God wouldn’t do that, Nate. He doesn’t make mistakes.” 
 
    “It doesn’t feel like a mistake,” I argued. ”And it’s not a recent thing, you know? I’ve felt like this for a long time—for as long as I can remember.” 
 
    He nodded in agreement, surprising me. “I met with a psychologist a few years back, and he said it could start early.” 
 
    I was shocked. “Wait—what? When did you see a psychologist?” I couldn’t imagine him in therapy. 
 
    “A few years ago. Your mom and I were worried—” 
 
    “Wait—you knew then?” 
 
    “We were worried about a lot of things, actually.” 
 
    I took a moment to process before asking, “So, what else did he say?” 
 
    “We only met with him a few times. He said there was no way to be sure and that we shouldn’t push the issue.” 
 
    “Did he say he could change it?” I asked. 
 
    “He said that would be up to you, and that he’d be happy to meet with you if we thought it would help.” 
 
    I buried my face in my hands. It was so much to take in. Then I had a thought. I raised my head and looked him square in the face. “What do you want?” 
 
    He took a deep breath to give himself time to think, and then fixed his gaze on the cloth wall in front of him. “I want you to be happy, Nate, and I believe that means following the gospel.” 
 
    I frowned, frustrated at hearing that same pat advice again. “I ‘followed the gospel’ all growing up and it didn’t make me happy! In fact it made me miserable. It didn’t make me any less gay.” 
 
    He flinched visibly at the word, and I realized that up until that point, neither of us had actually said it out loud. 
 
    “You’re not ‘gay,’ Nate. It’s called ‘Same-Sex Attraction.' " 
 
    “Of course it is.” I couldn’t help but be a little sarcastic. “But how is that different?” 
 
    He grimaced. “Well, one is a decision and the other isn’t. You can choose to ignore those feelings.” 
 
    “And do what, Dad? Live alone forever?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Nate.” He sighed. “Can’t we focus on getting home first? This game is dangerous, especially when you’re already confused.” 
 
    Was I confused? I couldn’t really tell. My mind was racing, that was for sure. I joined him in staring at the wall. 
 
    “Have you had dinner?” I finally asked. He jumped at the chance to table the conversation. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    “Are you nervous?” Namara called, rubbing her hands together to warm them. Her long hair was starting to mat from the spray. 
 
    My own arms were crossed, and I stepped from foot to foot to get my blood moving as I responded, “How could I not be? How many times has he attacked us, three? I’m glad to have everyone here, but I can’t help but feel I’m putting them at risk.” 
 
    “Zen?” She sent me a warning glance to match her tone. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” I bobbed my head. “ ‘They’re putting themselves at risk.’ That doesn’t worry me any less. Especially with Huth’Ga, Hen’Darl, and Gern here. The rest of us will respawn if anything goes wrong.” 
 
    “I can’t think Lavis would be that stupid. You were right that he’d have a war on his hands.” 
 
    I looked out over those assembled, each huddled against the icy mist from the falls. “A display of strength,” Huth’Ga had billed it, but out of the ten of us only she and Hen’Darl were in any way imposing. We were arrayed uphill from the bathing pool in case Lavis decided to be clever with his departure again. 
 
    When the moon finally peeked over the western bluffs, the water of the pool began to swirl. It wasn’t a surprise—we’d all felt the spirit embody. As he assembled a physical form from the currents, I noticed he wasn’t bothering to build it as big: maybe only twice as large as when we’d first encountered him. From her position, Hen’Darl was nearly eye-level with him. 
 
    What is this, mortal? You send your mother to contract for you? Lavis hissed. 
 
    Hen’Darl didn’t give me a chance to respond and spoke loudly enough for all of us to hear. “As I am mother to all residents of Hearthstead, I felt it my place. I would not leave their future in the hands of a mere boy, would you?” 
 
    The crustacean only stared at her. 
 
    “Very well.” The matriarch clasped her hands in front of her and stood tall. “Then we understand each other. Player Zenzuck has informed us that you wish to extend your reach to the sea. An ambitious goal.” 
 
    It is my right. 
 
    “Whether it is or it isn’t, I would reach an agreement with you. If I am to grow my community, I cannot countenance threats on the stoop. Whatever our bargain, it must first ensure the safety of my people.” 
 
    The crustacean drew nearer, face to face with the woman. Hen’Darl didn’t flinch. And what of my safety? Was it not you and yours who attacked me first? 
 
    “We could not have known that one so great as you would grace such a humble stream.” With one hand she gestured to the south. “Indeed, we repaired the damage as soon as it was discovered to be your home. Beyond that, we haven’t threatened you since, whereas the same cannot be said for you.” Leave it to Hen’Darl to guilt-trip a daemon. 
 
    The monstrosity was silent for a moment before side-stepping the issue. Now that I am restored, you hold little threat for me, he assured us instead, before scuttling back a few steps. But very well. So long as you do nothing to limit my currents, your people need fear nothing from me. 
 
    Hen’Darl raised her chin. “You know as well as I that those currents are our lifeblood as surely as they are yours. We do not wish to cause harm, but it will be necessary for us to direct their flow and even halt it at times. Strengthened as you are now, our activities should scarcely be a nuisance.” 
 
    The mortals who once held this place made a similar claim, only to sever me from my home. 
 
    “You speak of the city of Sarvaal?” 
 
    The same. 
 
    “Do you not see what has become of it?” the matriarch asked and spread her arms, inviting the spirit to look around. “Would they have done this by choice?” 
 
    If not malicious then weak. The fault remains theirs. 
 
    “She of Plenty fell to Luctus, and you think mere mortals could have stood against him?” 
 
    The spirit made no response, but an angry rumble swelled from him before fading into the hiss of surf. 
 
    Hen’Darl appeared to read that as the spirit conceding the point, and so she continued, “In truth, we are no Sarvaal. We can make no grand claims of protection or glory—only of intent. We hope to build a community here, with your waters as precious to us as they are to you. We share the goal of seeing this land restored from the Grey and spreading your waters throughout, that we might plant and harvest.” 
 
    Lavis clacked his pincers together impatiently. The child has said as much. What concerns me is the speed at which this will come to pass. 
 
    “Speed is our goal as well,” Hen’Darl assured him. “In fact, your domain has already begun to expand by the player’s hand, as I am sure you have felt. Still, there is much for him to do. And so for now, we would commit his resources fully to the expansion of your territory, barring that which is necessary to care for the Aephid you so generously gifted him. It is not much, as New Hearthstead is young, but in return we ask only that you refrain from hindering our efforts. My children must feel safe if they are to commit to building their lives here.” 
 
    The daemon narrowed his eyes. What, exactly, can be expected from the player? 
 
    “We cannot guarantee how much land will be restored; however, we propose he contributes 90,000 Mana Points per day to your waters, to be carried by them and bring life to the surrounding lands.” 
 
    I hadn’t been excited to hear that number the day before, but I’d figured it didn’t change my plans too drastically. Since Kula wasn’t eating and the others would be traveling, there wouldn’t be much else to do with the excess mana. Growing my anima contracts was a luxury, and there weren’t any of the stronger, spright-ranked spirits to contract with so deep into the Grey, according to Kipper. The only reason the Bogle was able to cross the Grey at all was because he had embodied and stayed physically near me, much as Lavis himself had. While many of the Hearthsteaders’ spright contracts had done the same, no other daemon had risked the crossing. 
 
    Very well, Lavis agreed after a long pause, and I wasn’t the only one to breathe a sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
    Your quest The Spirit of Sarvaal has been modified by agreement of the Elder Spirit of Water, Lavis, and the Mother of the Orcs of New Hearthstead, Hen’Darl. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
     
      
      	  The Spirit of Sarvaal 
  
     
 
      
      	  Quest Info  
  
     
 
      
      	  The daemon Lavis demands you help him reestablish his domain by connecting the Cataract of Sarvaal to the First Sea. 
  Provide 90,000 Mana Points daily to the waters of Sarvaal. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward: 
  The forbearance of the Elder Spirit of Water, Lavis. 
  100 Points Daily Reputation Gain with the Orcs of New Hearthstead. 
  Failure: 
  Loss of Reputation with the Elder Spirit of Water, Lavis. 
  Loss of Reputation with the Orcs of New Hearthstead. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    No pressure. 
 
    As usual, Lavis didn’t bother saying goodbye. Instead, he once again released the water of his form and dispersed. Farther up the slope, the rest of us were spared, but the churning water surged and then sucked at Hen’Darl’s ankles. 
 
    The matriarch lifted the hem of her robes and squeezed the water out matter-of-factly. “Well, then,” she said. “Shall we go tell Hearthstead?”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    While news of our agreement with Lavis was welcome, the announcement of more travel wasn’t a popular one. 
 
    “I know you’ve had only a day’s rest,” Hen’Darl told those gathered in the morning shadows, holding up her hands to call for quiet. Katz had lent her his Amplify spell to louden her voice, which was a welcome break from its typical use augmenting the volume of various bodily functions. 
 
    “I know you’ve only had a day’s rest, and that you are weary. In truth, I wish we could take more time to recover too, but until we see to Hearthstead’s safety, every hand is needed! 
 
    “Those who stay will be tasked with repair work and planning. We will see to it that those who leave have a cheery welcome when they return.” 
 
    The resultant murmur made it clear I wasn’t the only person who was skeptical. What could those of us left behind do, aside from rearranging deck chairs? Regardless, orcs began to bustle around, making preparations. Nearly every adult would be making the trip, with only the young and the elderly spared. 
 
     My dad was standing just to my right, observing it all. “I still can’t believe you’re here,” I told him, “standing in a crowd of orcs.” 
 
    He flashed me a smile so fleeting it might have been a grimace. “Me neither. Some days I wake up and my first thought is that I have to get ready for work.” 
 
    “At least it’s a break, then.” I was hoping to be upbeat, but my nudge toward positivity failed. 
 
    Instead, Dad frowned. “Being trapped in a video game isn’t much of an escape for me, Nate. Believe it or not, I’d rather be going to work. My whole life is out there, on hold while we run around inside a computer.” 
 
    Rather be going to work? I scarcely believed that, though I kept it to myself. “You’ve been doing pretty well for a newbie though.” 
 
    He gave a small, self-deprecating smile. “The people I partied with in Cogneid showed me the ropes. Some of that was fun. At least now I can defend myself.” He pulled his dagger from its sheath. 
 
    “That must be standard issue.” I nodded toward the piece. “The other players from Cogneid had some that looked similar.” 
 
    He held his arms wide and looked down, and suddenly I could see the stats on all his gear. They were solid. “Yeah, they dressed us all the same, as well. They wanted it to be clear who the prisoners were.” 
 
    “Well it’s better than what I have.” I gestured toward my own clothes, which I’d attempted to stitch back together. Again. “You’re Level 18 already, too. I wish I’d gotten to run more dungeons while we were in Impresium.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It wasn’t much of a choice. Still, I figured being stronger wouldn’t hurt with rescuing you.” 
 
    “You could go with the others if you want,” I suggested. “They’ll be doing more leveling.” 
 
    “What, trying to get rid of me already?” he joked, but I think we both knew the truth behind it. 
 
    He’d stuck around after I introduced him to the team the night before. After all, he’d had nowhere else to go. 
 
    It hadn’t been a comfortable fit. 
 
    I’d been roaming the world under my own direction for a month and had built a certain rapport with the team. Even if they set me straight sometimes, they were starting to treat me as an equal. With my dad there, however, I was immediately relegated back to being a kid, and that was the last thing I wanted to be seen as. 
 
    He hadn’t appeared to be much more comfortable, and in his presence I was hyper-aware of every curse word and dirty joke. 
 
    “No,” he concluded, bringing me back to the present. “I’ll stay here. We need to find a way out, and I’m not losing track of you again.” 
 
    I suppressed a sigh. “Okay, but what are you going to do?” 
 
    He must have heard something in my tone, because he folded his arms across his chest and gave me an inscrutable look. 
 
    “Actually, I’m interested in this ‘charter’ thing. Who would I talk to about that?” 
 
    I pointed to Hen’Darl, and once she’d finalized her orders to those who were leaving and seen them on their way, I took my dad to introduce himself. 
 
    “It is good to meet you, Player Samuel.” Hen’Darl nodded to him over an awkward handshake. “Your son has done much for our community.” 
 
    My dad turned to look at me. “Yes, he can be very... clever.” It was nice to hear, though the way he said it made it sound like that might not always be a good thing. 
 
    “My dad wanted to know more about the charter,” I explained quickly, trying to dispel the comment. “He actually has some experience in local government.” 
 
    Hen’Darl raised her eyebrows. “Very interesting. Hearthstead can use every extra pair of hands he is offered. However, our charter is a very sensitive matter. My apologies to you both, but I’m sure you understand the difficulty of my position.” 
 
    “Because he came from Cogneid?” I asked. “He wouldn’t spy for them! He came to find me.” Was I upset on his behalf, or because my plan to pawn him off was falling apart? “Can’t I vouch for him?” I asked. “Or can we just have Gern—” 
 
    I stopped before I could share secrets, and Hen’Darl gave me a sharp look. Gern being seedborn was something of an open secret, but only within the community. 
 
    “If Brother Gern deems him trustworthy…” She gave me a pointed look. “Then I will allow it.” 
 
    That would have to be good enough. “Alright, then. Thanks, Hen’Darl. I guess you’re with me today, Dad.” I turned and waved for him to follow me. 
 
    Gern was waiting at the waterfall, and he’d already started without us, using one of the Flow-enchanted wands I’d made to ward off void creatures. 
 
    I explained the situation to him, and while I distracted my dad, Gern cast Truth on him. I could see the icon over my dad’s head, but it had a hazy quality to it, indicating he didn’t know it was there. We moved away from the waterfall to chat. At least, Dad and Gern chatted—I just listened for anything that might sound suspicious. 
 
    “I’m convinced,” Gern reported to me after a while. “Take him to the mother and let her know.” 
 
    Dropping Dad off with the matriarch left Gern and me alone; however, it was hard to talk much due to the tumbling water, and so we mostly worked in silence. Being cocooned within the white noise of the waterfall made it doubly startling when I was tapped on the shoulder. 
 
    I jumped, which surprised the man behind me in turn. The boy, really. He looked younger than Gern, and maybe even younger than me. He stared at me with wide eyes for a moment before dropping his gaze and mumbling something indistinguishable. Beckoning for him to speak up didn’t help, and he refused to come any closer to me. I was stymied until Gern got my attention with a hand on my shoulder and indicated we should move away from the falling water. 
 
    “What is it, Brother Eena?” Gern asked the young man once we could hear. 
 
    “I wanted to… I wanted…” He refused to meet either of our gazes for more than an instant, and instead of continuing to talk, he pulled a familiar wand out of his sleeve. 
 
    “That’s one of mine! Thank you for bringing it back!” 
 
    When I reached for the wand though, the boy jerked it away, tightening his grip on the wood. “I want to help,” he finally finished. “I want to fight the Grey!” 
 
    “Hey, that’s great!” Even as I spoke, numbers began flying together in my head. “What’s your mana regen?” 
 
    Gern cleared his throat and gave me a warning look before addressing the boy. “That is very kind of you, Eena—and Hearthstead thanks you for your bravery—but have you asked your father? This isn’t without danger.” 
 
    Gern was right; the wand was one of the many I’d made in a hurry only days before to ward off the army of void creatures, and it was designed to pull the mana out of a person. A more powerful version of the same enchantment had nearly dissolved my hand, though I considered that to be a fluke. 
 
    Eena shook his head and stared at the ground. “He doesn’t know, but I’ve been practicing. I’ve pushed back ten square meters of the Grey, hiding the wand in my sleeve!” 
 
    “That’s great!” I repeated, cocking my head and giving Gern an insistent stare. “We would love your help!” 
 
    Gern was more hesitant, though he eventually relented, and Eena joined us beside the stream. Within half an hour, the next young man joined. After that, it was like a dam had broken, and others began to flood to us: all men and mostly young, although even a council member joined. His Mana Regeneration was in the high hundreds—even faster than mine. The spread of color accelerated with every new addition, and I worried for a moment that we might run out of wands. 
 
    In the forced silence of the waterfall’s rumble, I had plenty of time to think about how best to use the help. 
 
    “Rings,” I told Gern when we took a break. “Rings and necklaces. Do we have any I could enchant?” 
 
    He shrugged. “We have those you enchanted during your time with Mjorn. More than we know what to do with. Perhaps you could use those?” 
 
    I thought for a moment before announcing, “I need to talk to Phintin!” I sped away to find the master enchanter, only noticing later that I’d forgotten to say goodbye. 
 
    Like Gern, Phintin was more cautious than I was. “It’s a little drastic, isn’t it?” she asked, drawing her penciled brows together. “An enchantment to continually drain a person? That’s dangerous stuff to be throwing around.” The master enchanter had taken up residence in the remains of the medical cart, even though two of the cart’s wheels had broken off when I’d siphoned off their mana. Not to be thwarted, Phintin had arranged to have the damaged side propped up on a piece of crumbled wall. Even so, our seats had a slight slope to them. 
 
    “Not really,” I reasoned. “If we keep it low, like five mana per minute, how is that different from just having a contract?” 
 
    She held out a hand and cocked her head. “You can’t make a contract that would drain you completely, for one. That wouldn’t be advantageous to the contracted spirit.” 
 
    “Okay, but as long as their regen rate is higher than the ring’s draw, they’ll wake up eventually even if they get knocked out.” 
 
    Phintin looked skeptical. “That will have to be up to your little group and their parents, then.” 
 
    The reactions of “my little group” on my return were mixed. Eena jumped at the chance and volunteered to take the first of the new rings. I gladly made him one, unraveling the previous enchantment on the ring and replacing it with a relatively simple design. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Bittersweet Ring of Passive Flow - 21/26 
  
     
 
      
      	  Creates a passive flow directed into the ground. 
  -5 MP per minute. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Two of the orc helpers refused to use the rings outright, but the rest reluctantly accepted. After all, it meant that they didn’t have to spend all their time sitting by the waterfall in order to help New Hearthstead. Instead they could go about their business, restoring it in passive increments while they worked. 
 
    As a side benefit, the rings were great advertising. The items themselves weren’t all that attractive, but the orcs using the rings seemed to derive a primal satisfaction in watching color bloom around them as they sat to darn socks or prepare a meal. It was especially noticeable when three or four boys wearing the rings worked in close proximity to each other, and that advertising helped our ranks swell to nearly thirty members. Some, like Eena, chose to wear multiple rings and returned to use the wands when their mana was full. Others were content to wear just one. Regardless, the restoration process jumped from the hundreds of MP per minute into the thousands. 
 
    It was enough that I was able to divert some of my own mana to feed the Aephid, putting me within striking distance of the next rank of Conversion Speed, as questionable in merit as that might have been. 
 
    With so much ground restored, water finally began to pool within the reservoir, but that only created a new problem. Once enough water had gathered, it began to seek the lowest point, which meant it began draining back toward the waterfall. 
 
    “Where’s Me’Almah when you need her?” I grumbled, hating to see the water go to waste. 
 
    “Wouldn’t your father be able to help?” 
 
    I stared at Gern, confused. “What? How?” 
 
    “He has an Earth seed too, does he not?” 
 
    During their conversation I had been too busy listening for reasons Gern might not trust my dad. I hadn’t paid much attention to the other details. 
 
    Within fifteen minutes Dad had joined us, though he commented on how silly he felt before he started casting. Eventually, however, he got into building the trough. I had thought it might be easier to build a wall around the whole pit and let the reservoir fill, but he’d suggested that we should instead create a channel to contain the stream and guide it to the mouth of the southern canal. Once we decided to supply the reservoir, the water could crest the sides of the channel and then fill the basin. I didn’t especially like that he was right, but getting water to the fields was our top priority. 
 
    All this meant that, after a few hours, I really wasn’t needed at the waterfall. We’d already surpassed the terms of our agreement with Lavis, and so when one of the goblins came to ask that I join them, I agreed. After letting Gern know I’d be back, I gathered Kula and followed the stout man away. 
 
    It was no short walk, but it was easy to guess where we were headed. The trail we’d made coming into the city of Sarvaal didn’t have many landmarks of note along it. As the gates to the city came into view, so too did the statue of the goblins’ god, Danaral. The high priestess, who had been among those to arrive with the pack train, sat on a collapsible stool near the base of the statue. Several members of her retinue reclined around her in the monument’s retreating shadows.  
 
    When we were close enough, the priestess rose and came forward to greet me. “Thank you for coming, player. And look, you’ve brought your pet.” Oddly enough, there was a hint of aversion in her voice, and I gave Kula a comforting scratch. I guess not everyone likes snakes. 
 
    Still, I smiled and tried to be polite. “Sure! What can I help you with?” 
 
    “Please, follow me.” She gave a gracious nod and turned.  
 
    The priestess led me around to the front of the statue before guiding my gaze upward with a graceful gesture. “You have heard of Danaral, and of his mercy in healing.” I nodded, and she smiled, sweeping her hand to take in the whole of Sarvaal. “We wish to ensure his blessings are able to reach all of New Hearthstead. Truly we are blessed already to have found such a fitting homage to the One God!” 
 
    I stared up into the proud face, reflexively taking care not to let my gaze wander too much. The muscled and draped form reminded me of Roman statues back in the real world—and of the form the goddess Kalvah had chosen to take when I’d first met her. “It is beautiful,” I agreed. 
 
    The priestess turned toward me and folded her hands. “Beautiful yes, but insufficient. I fear something vital has been lost, and I also hear that you might have a special way of seeing to the heart of things.” 
 
    I smiled and glanced back up at the statue. “Yeah, I’d be happy to help. Is there anything particular you’re looking for?” 
 
    “Only a reason as to why Dandaral’s blessing has gone.” 
 
    I activated Ether, allowing me to see the statue’s constituent mana. Normally I had the skill active at all times, but I’d taken to dismissing the spell when talking to people I didn’t know well. Several of the goblins whispered to each other as the gray mist began to pour from my eyes, but I ignored them and looked at the statue from all sides. 
 
    “It’s been drained like everything else,” I reported. “Only, it resisted the drain better because of its Quality. It should just need some extra mana. If you want I can give you some rings or a wand that can transfer your own mana to it.” 
 
    Several of the goblins gasped, and one even cried, “Blasphemy!” in a low voice. 
 
    “What exactly is the nature of this sight?” The priestess stepped toward me but asked the question with some of that same wariness, and I suddenly realized why Hen’Darl hadn’t invited them to the last council meeting. 
 
    A little nervous, I shrugged. “It just lets me see the mana in things, kind of like an enchanter’s loupe.” 
 
    There was more commotion among the goblins, and the same man that had cried out spoke again. “High Priestess, I cannot stand idly by and—” She cut him off with a chop of her hand. 
 
    “I apologize for my votaries, player. To Adherents of Danaral, what you speak of is heresy. He demands all that we have, and to toy with what is rightfully his…” She looked troubled. 
 
    “Rightfully his?” I asked, nonplussed. “What about the other gods?” 
 
    “There are no other gods!” the goblin man insisted. “Only imposters and usurpers.” His sudden anger put me further off balance. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I glanced between the man and the priestess, uncertain. “I only know what the mother has taught me. I didn’t mean to offend.” 
 
    “We know.” The high priestess nodded, taking my hand in hers to pat reassuringly. “We are simply protective of the One God. He has suffered much at the hands of his children.” 
 
    “His children?” I asked, even more confused. 
 
    “It pains me to call them such, but that is what they are. Shatterers of Unity.” The last of her words carried a surprising amount of venom. 
 
    “I thought the other gods were all part of Unity.” 
 
    The priestess dropped her gaze and shook her head. “Only insofar as they have claimed a part through deceit and betrayal.” 
 
    I sat with that for a moment. She’d just upended a huge part of what I knew of The Boundless. “So... you don’t like my spells,” I summarized. 
 
    The priestess sighed, and the heat went out of her voice. Mostly. “It’s not that, so much as it is an affront. To use what he does not give freely is to add insult to his injury.” 
 
    I let Ether go, and gave a little bow as the mist dissipated from my eyes. “I’m sorry. I won’t use them around you.” 
 
    The priestess dipped her head toward me. “You have our thanks, player.” 
 
    “That does leave one problem, though. Without my Flow spell, we can’t fix the statue.” 
 
    The priestess considered that for a moment before nodding. “It would seem that, in this case, we would be returning mana to Danaral for the purpose of glorifying him. Perhaps... that would be allowed. Still, we must do what is necessary and no more.” 
 
    I nodded my agreement, and she clasped her hands to her chest. “We will know it is done when Danaral’s light once again flows through it!” 
 
    With all the help I had unworking the Grey, it shouldn’t hurt to step away here and there, I decided. I left with a new quest and an agreement to return the following day, along with a vague feeling of shame. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
     
      
      	  Homage 
  
     
 
      
      	  Quest Info  
  
     
 
      
      	  The Adherents of Danaral have reluctantly requested your aid in restoring a statue honoring their god. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward: 
  Reputation gained with the Adherents of Danaral. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    By lunch I was more than ready to step away, regardless of whether the orcs would miss me or not. While our volunteers cycled in and out, Gern and I were required to keep our posts at the head of the growing stream, feeding it our mana. Without the ability to chat, his company wasn’t distracting enough to help the time pass, and Kula only provided entertainment until she got tired of my grooming and moved off to sunbathe. I watched her slither away with no small amount of envy. It was good to be useful, but it sure didn’t allow for a lot of free time. 
 
    Finally, I’d had enough and wandered over to a withered trunk I’d been eyeing. It was clear the tree had struggled during its long life, clawing and twisting for any shred of nourishment it could find. At long last, however, its weight had become too much for its roots to bear. The tree had fallen onto its side, tearing partly free of the ground, and died. I pulled the twisted, five-foot trunk the rest of the way out of the ground with ease, and most of the smaller branches broke away as I dragged it back to the rock I’d claimed for a seat. 
 
    I could have chosen something smaller to carve, but without my right hand I didn’t have a good way to hold a smaller piece, nor did I have the necessary fine motor skills. The heavy trunk would at least stay in place without help. 
 
    We’d assumed those traveling through the Grey would be in more danger than those remaining in New Hearthstead, but after I was bleeding enough to warrant a debuff, I wondered whether Varba should have stayed. Bracing my cuts into the stump with a stump of my own just didn’t provide the control I’d hoped for. I pressed on, though. I needed to get used to using my left hand, and besides there wasn’t much else to do. The old wood resisted my cuts, making it that much harder. 
 
    It wasn’t until Kula joined me again that I broke focus. For once the serpent wasn’t interested in getting scratches, though. Instead she stopped to examine the rough outlines of my carving, maneuvering to examine it from all sides. The convolution of the old trunk had reminded me of the serpent, and so that’s what I’d chosen to carve. 
 
    “Do you approve?” I asked, and she turned toward the sound of my voice. Apparently she’d heard it even over the tumult of the waterfall. I wasn’t interesting enough to look at for long though, so she moved to the side to preen instead and began laying each feather on her wings flat. I stood, stretched, and moved over to the stream, emptying my mana and nodding to Gern, Eena, and the other volunteers. 
 
    “I’m going to go eat.” I called, and Gern nodded. When I returned to my seat to retrieve my things, however, something extra glinted on the ground. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Pinion of the Elysian Serpent - 500/500 
  
     
 
      
      	  ??? 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    I stared at the feather. Purple text? That made it even more rare than the tufts! 
 
    Like all Kula’s feathers, it shimmered with opalescence, but whereas those had an insubstantial, gossamer-like quality to them, this one had solidified—and sharpened. In picking it up, I managed to slice myself on an edge. It wasn’t heavy, regardless of how solid it was, and I twirled the feather by its shaft to watch the sunlight glint off the vanes. It was beautiful, and I knew just what to do with it. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    “Mother, we share the good elder’s concern. For your young people to follow the path of the Mad Prophet…” As the priestess addressed the council, Hen’Darl’s attempt to keep my talents from the goblins made more and more sense. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not just jealous of their mana on your god’s behalf?” the matriarch retorted. The meeting was entering its second hour, and the mother was looking more than annoyed. 
 
    The high priestess took the response in stride with a dip of her head. “We do as Danaral wills. Is this not anathema to the ‘gods’ you have contracted with? Do they not see this as a betrayal?” 
 
    “The deities I have contracted with are accustomed to sharing, even with their mortal adherents. At times they even see fit to allow me to clean behind my own ears.” 
 
    “Mother!” Elder Juvalle wasn’t the only one shocked. All throughout the meeting were expressions of surprise, and some of schadenfreude. “To speak to a guest in such a fashion!” 
 
    Hen’Darl rubbed her temples and sighed. “My apologies, priestess. My sleep has been troubled, and the fate of my children lies heavy on me.” 
 
    The goblin nodded her acceptance. “Danaral is a generous and forgiving god, and we strive to follow his example.” 
 
    “Then surely he can forgive us for doing what we must to see our people fed.” 
 
    “I am certain he would, were you not meddling in His province; however, I spoke with him only hours past. He knew the Great Sage, of course, and he knew of this Flow spell. He warned his children early of the heresy of it, but they spurned his warnings in favor of their greed. We all know what price was paid.” 
 
    “Even barring that,” Juvalle interjected, “it is simply too dangerous. Our young men ought not be subjected to unnecessary risk.” 
 
    “And the risk to their bellies?” Hen’Darl countered. 
 
    Juvalle gestured to the south. “Fertile land may be found elsewhere, outside of this dead city.” 
 
    “And Cogneid?” Hen‘Darl asked. ”We are aided here by the Grey. How would we defend ourselves?” 
 
    The elder drew himself up proudly. “Our warriors are the strongest in the land, desired by every army.” 
 
    The matriarch leaned forward in her chair and fixed the councilman with her gaze. “I would not put our women in danger without good reason any more than you would risk our men and boys, and to my mind the threat of war should we leave the Boundless is the greater risk. Unless there are additional arguments, our sons will be allowed to continue, under Brother Gern’s careful guidance.” 
 
    With that, the meeting was adjourned, and while the high priestess was serene as she turned to leave, the same couldn’t be said of Juvalle. He made a point of glaring equally at Hen’Darl and me. 
 
    “We’ve lost six helpers,” Gern told me as we trekked back toward the waterfall. “Either to the dictates of their fathers or to the words of Juvalle and his allies.” 
 
    Looking back at the council area, I had to force my shoulders to relax. “Why does he dislike me so much?” 
 
    Gern gave me a sympathetic look. “I think your encounter with him illuminated a fear he could exploit. He and the mother have sparred in the past, and he sees her support wavering.” 
 
    “Because of me?” 
 
    He sighed and gazed up at the waterfall. “Because of you, because of me, because of these uncertain times… We don’t always choose what the path ahead will bring.” 
 
    He was so serious, I couldn’t help but grin. “You know, it must be tough, trying so hard to sound wise all the time.” 
 
    The orc stopped short, his mouth left open in surprise. Several emotions flashed across his face, and for a moment I worried I’d gone too far—gotten too comfortable. Then, finally, he too broke into a grin and laughed. “After spending so much time with the mother, it doesn’t take much effort. She makes an art of it!” 
 
    As we shared that first laugh, it was like a pall had finally been lifted. We were on the same side for once. 
 
    “Hey.” I pulled him to a stop before the waterfall could drown us out and the moment was lost. “Kula dropped this earlier, and I thought you might like it. It’d go well with your headdress.” I couldn’t keep from flushing as I presented the feather, but for once I was able to meet his eyes. 
 
    They widened in surprise. “But Zenzuck, that is an Epic item! Surely you would keep it.” 
 
    I shrugged, noting that, for once, he hadn’t called me “Player.” “I’m sure there’ll be more. I wanted you to have the first. Just be careful!” I warned him as he reached for it. “It’s sharp.” He held the feather up to the light, and suddenly Huth’Ga’s quip about men liking pretty things came back to me. 
 
    “Thank you, Zen,” he said, and gave me a smile that warmed me as thoroughly as the sun might have. He reached up and carefully tucked the feather into a fold of his headdress, right above his left ear. To my astonishment, the feather softened, obtaining the same diaphanous quality it had had while attached to Kula. Instinctively, I reached up to touch it, but Gern’s hand suddenly shot up to grab my wrist. His golden eyes burned into mine, and for an instant he looked just like Juvalle had when he’d first discovered the treasured Aephid. 
 
    “What is this, player?” the orc almost snarled, making me afraid he was angry, but then he shared a tooltip: the same tooltip that had been obscured before. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Pinion of the Elysian Serpent - 500/500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bestows a blessing from the Elysian Serpent. 
  +1 Class Point 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “Wait, it gave you a Class Point?” I squeaked. His grip on my wrist was so strong. 
 
    “It gave me a Class Point,” he confirmed, with a look so intense it might as well have been a glare. “Such a thing should be impossible.” 
 
    “I’m… sorry?” I didn’t know how else to respond. There were few things separating players from residents of The Boundless, but Class Points might have been the biggest. In our experience, players got one every time they advanced a level, and the points allowed us to purchase Class Skills—abilities that would otherwise take hours, days, or even years to learn. NPCs like Gern didn’t have that option. Instead, they had to learn things the hard way. 
 
    The orc stared at me for a moment longer, and then he finally let go of my wrist. He looked both confused and wary. 
 
    With a faraway look in his eye, he ran a finger along the shaft of the feather. “If your Flow spell is blasphemy, then what to call this?” 
 
    “I didn’t make it,” I answered, then looked toward the waterfall where Kula was still splayed on a boulder. As if she’d felt my gaze, she lifted her head to look in our direction. Although we were far enough away that I couldn’t see her features, I would have sworn she looked smug. 
 
    “Player, do you know what this means?” Gern said, almost too low to hear over the distant roar of water. “This means we can build New Sarvaal after all!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    “Please, Al’Vakie?” I wheedled not half an hour later. “I need to figure out how to feed Kula. Plus, leveling up will make fixing the fields go faster. You already have groups out scouting the ruins; couldn’t one of them just stay near us as backup? We’ll have me, two seedborn, and whoever you think would be best out of your warriors.” 
 
    “And the mother has agreed to let Gern join you in battle?” The imposing woman was obviously taking her promotion from commander to interim war mother seriously. 
 
    “Well…” I hemmed. “She’s not happy about it, but…” 
 
    The warrior placed an enormous hand on the hilt of her sword and bore into me with her gaze. “And what of your health? Without a healer, what you propose would be a fool’s errand. My warriors ride out with armor, poultices, and years of training.” 
 
    My eyes darted side to side while I considered a solution. “What if I can convince one of the goblins? They could heal, right?” 
 
    The commander considered it for a moment, staring out over the dusty ruins of Sarvaal, then nodded. “Very well. I have a few young warriors that need tempering.” 
 
    I expected to have a hard time getting help from the Danaralins, but the high priestess was more than happy to support our foray into the ruins. We weren’t a likely war party: Fedenarq, the same goblin priest who’d chewed me out for using Flow and who was in no way happy to be there; an Earth mage who doubled as my dad; Gern, the heir-apparent of a band of renegade orcs; two young but very large warrior women; and me, whatever I was. 
 
    We rode out of the camp and down a large road that shot southwest through the city like an arrow, providing us a good view and plenty of room to maneuver. Al’Vakie and five of her more senior warriors followed at a distance, but they needn’t have bothered. Within minutes we crested a dune that had taken advantage of the space between two buildings to encroach from the south, filling the street with greyed sand, and on the other side a pair of I Brahn wandered, their dagger-tipped legs sinking deep into the sediment with each step. 
 
    “We’ll meet them where they are,” one of the warriors announced to those of us who would be fighting at range. “Keep the high ground and only advance if we go out of range of your spells.” She circled her mount, and together the warrior women guided their entosects downslope, with only the tsk, tsk of the insects’ steps to give them away. The eyeless I Brahn were mostly leg and mouth, and they didn’t notice the women until they were only twenty feet away. The void creatures turned to face the orcs, but the warriors didn’t give them a chance to do anything else. Heeling their entosects forward, they each chose a target and closed with them in seconds. 
 
    The leftmost I Brahn reared back, widening its stance and raising its two front legs to reveal a gaping mouth full of sharp teeth. Its companion didn’t wait, and instead charged the nearest warrior. The woman veered left at the last moment, using her momentum to sweep the edge of her shield into the advancing creature’s leg. There was a violent crack! and the I Brahn danced to keep its balance on the seven legs that still functioned. Gray sludge oozed from the wound where the shield had penetrated. 
 
    Milliseconds later, the other warrior met with her quarry, riding to meet the second monster’s piercing limbs. Instead of swerving at the last minute though, she rode straight into the beast, angling her shield to force the front legs aside as they descended toward her. At some unspoken command, her entosect pulled its legs in under it and then pushed its body upward, even as the warrior stood in the saddle, thrusting her sword arm up and between the unsuspecting jaws that comprised the creature’s belly. The I Brahn, likely used to bringing down its mouth to feed only once it had pinned prey to the ground, was caught unaware. The sword drove deep into its innards, pulling free before its mouth could snap shut. 
 
    “Now!” I said to the others, but Gern was already casting. Belatedly, Dad joined him. He stuck with his third-tier spell, Encumber and his second-tier spell, Bind. They would slow the monsters down but not much else. His only true offensive spell, Gravel, worked like birdshot, peppering the enemy with a cloud of small rocks—and its wide cone could easily have hit the warriors. Gern was using Weaken and Decay. He had more powerful spells, but they tended to focus on blinding and confusing enemies, and a confused I Brahn might actually be more dangerous. 
 
    The Danaralin and I stood back and watched, ready to support where we could. I channeled mana away to assist the casters, and he healed the warriors when they were injured, which wasn’t often. 
 
    The warriors focused on disabling the I Brahn’s legs. With equivalent mobility due to being mounted, the women harried the monsters, keeping clear of the piercing legs and striking back once the void creatures committed to an attack. Slowly but surely, they brought the tall creatures down so they could be finished off. The four of us at range never even had to move until after the battle was over. We joined the warrior women as they dismounted and cleaned their weapons, and within minutes we were looking for our next fight. 
 
    Whatever we were, it worked. 
 
    Though they were inexperienced by Al’Vakie’s standards, the orc women outclassed Me’Almah as tanks. The goblin’s heals, when he had to use them, were impressive too—and he made sure we knew it was due to the particular awesomeness of his god. Gern kept the void creatures confused and debuffed, and my dad made sure they didn’t get anywhere close to the casters. I fed the two of them with mana, excluding the goblin, who made dire threats as to what would happen if I were to sully him with my spells. 
 
    After a few fights, while the rest of the party was resting, I decided it couldn’t hurt to restore the ground around us. It would give us a place to retreat to if things got hairy. From my mount’s back I chose a spot and started casting. 
 
    “Whoa, what’s going on?” Dad barked, dropping his reins and jumping out of the growing circle of color. Admittedly, it did look unnatural, and it was spreading faster than normal, given that I was feeding it from my full mana pool. 
 
    “I’m making a safe zone,” I explained. “The void creatures can’t leave the Grey, so we’re protected inside.” 
 
    He bent down and examined the circle’s uneven border as it crept across the stone of the street. “Like they’ve been doing in tow—back there.” He waved in the direction of New Hearthstead. “So that’s what all the fuss has been about.” 
 
    I nodded, a little annoyed, and tried to remind myself that he’d only had since that morning to get up to speed. I’d gotten accustomed to people responding to the skill with a certain measure of respect, if not awe. 
 
    He straightened and gave me an expectant look. “How do I do it?” 
 
    I stared at him. “I—you can’t. I mean, only I—” A twinge of shame wormed its way into my belly, as if I were hoarding the skill on purpose. “It’s a spell only I have. We don’t really know how.” 
 
    He cocked an eyebrow at me and gestured at the ground. “I’ve seen orcs doing this all over the village, Nate.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’ve been using enchanted items, Dad! I made them all.” It was hard to keep the indignation out of my voice. 
 
    He gave me a familiar look, part skepticism and part disapproval, with his head tilted just so. It was the exact face I’d come to The Boundless to escape, and seeing it suddenly turned my indignation into outrage. 
 
    I decided he needed a demonstration. “Look!” I snapped, and started pulling mana from him—a lot of mana—and sending it into the ground. “I don’t care what you think! I’m the only reason we’re here. I’m the only reason we’re safe! I’m helpful!” Flow wasn’t really an attack spell, and if he’d known I was using it he could easily have resisted. Because he was part of my party, however, I didn’t need explicit permission, and I was fully intent on knocking him out, if only for a moment. Gern caught my gaze before I could do it though. His gold eyes were fixed on me as though weighing the likelihood he would have to stab me again. 
 
    I cut the flow and glared at my dad a moment longer, before spinning my mount around. “Let’s get going!” I called behind me, as if I had any authority on the matter. 
 
    Eventually, the others followed, though they acted like nothing had happened. 
 
    He doesn’t even know how close he was! I steamed as he rode past me, and for a few minutes I stared at his back, regretting that I hadn’t followed through on draining him. 
 
    It was hard to keep the anger separate from the adrenaline of combat though, and I was soon distracted by more pressing matters. Battle really has a way of putting things in perspective. Before long I was wondering why I’d let him get under my skin and feeling embarrassed for how I’d acted. I appreciated the others’ willful obliviousness. 
 
    From then on, the ground itself got nearly as much attention from me as the spellcasters did. Every time I had extra mana, I did my best to create little pockets of life within the Grey. If we ever needed to retreat we could just squeeze inside and call, “Safe!” 
 
    “Ding!” I announced happily a few hours later. We’d just downed a particularly large Su Brahn. Its thick, muscular legs were lying still in the gray dust of the road. 
 
    “Ding?” my dad asked, and I was suddenly reminded that I was the only actual gamer there. 
 
    “Yeah, in most games there’s some sort of noise telling you you’ve leveled. You know, ‘ding?’ I just hit Level 17.” 
 
    He smiled and said, “You know, this is fun, being outdoors, getting exercise, the strategy...” I feigned shock, and he rolled his eyes theatrically. It felt a little unfair to gloat though. 
 
    “I’ve actually used a lot of what I learned in Scouts, because of all the camping and such,” I offered as a verbal olive branch. It was his turn to look triumphant. 
 
    “You never did like all that, did you? What’s different here?” 
 
    I looked out over the desolate city, feeling the roll of my entosect under me. What was so great about it? “I don’t know,” I said at last. “I just never felt right there. Like, there was always this expectation of who you were supposed to be—what type of ‘man.’ It wasn’t something I could live up to, even if I’d wanted to.” 
 
    He looked at me reproachfully. “You’re just as much a man as anyone, Nate.” 
 
    I returned his gaze. “But not the type of man you’d like me to be.” 
 
    We rode in silence for a while before he spoke. “Like I said before, Nate, I just want you to be happy. It’s not a happy life.” 
 
    “How do you know? Do you know any gay people?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I’ve met a few, but you’re not gay, Nate.” 
 
    “You keep saying that—like it’s a choice.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” 
 
    Now it was my turn to ride in silence for a bit. “I don’t know,” I admitted, finally. “How do you choose something like that?” 
 
    “We all choose how we act.” 
 
    “But do we choose how we feel?” 
 
    “Just because we feel something, does that make it right?” 
 
    I sighed. Why was it that every time I talked to him, I ended up in a tangle? 
 
    He tilted his head toward me. “We’ll get it figured out, Nate, don’t worry. We love you, and God loves you.” 
 
    I hunched my shoulders. “I don’t even know if God exists.” 
 
    That seemed to shock him. “Come on, Nate, you believe in God.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I do, Dad. So many things just don’t line up. I don’t line up.” 
 
    He gave me a sympathetic smile. “In a way, I’m glad we’re here, Nate. We haven’t had a chance to talk like this for a while.” Not knowing how to answer that, I just rode on in silence. Had we ever talked like this? I’d hidden pieces of myself for so long, I couldn’t remember a conversation we’d had where I’d come away feeling known. Was that my fault or his? 
 
    We returned to camp before sundown, and I gratefully accepted when Gern offered to share dinner with me. That Dad insisted on sitting with us only spoiled things a little. Gern, however, didn’t seem to mind. In fact, he was downright chatty. 
 
    “Player Samuel, I saw you working with Loz’Alan on the shore this morning, looking at buildings?” 
 
    My dad nodded over his porridge and swallowed before answering, “Yup. We’ve been scouting out which ones we’ll be able to patch up once they’re ungreyed.” 
 
    The orc wistfully surveyed the empty shells that ringed the reservoir. “It would be nice to sleep under a roof again.” 
 
    Dad gave a sympathetic smile. “Unfortunately, I think we’ll need wood in order to cover them, but I’d rather have a wall between me and an I Brahn than a roof between me and a little rain. Still, soon enough we’ll have everyone out of tents and into some real shelter.” 
 
    I was just glad the task was keeping him occupied. 
 
    After dinner Gern and I returned to the stream, only to find Eena still there devoutly contributing his mana. Gern hadn’t leveled that afternoon, but I had twice, after sneaking a palmful of Kula’s tufts. That meant I had two new Class Points to distribute.  
 
    “Have you decided yet?” he called over to me, startling poor Eena. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded excitedly. “Substance!” 
 
    He nodded and made a beckoning gesture. I shared the description. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
     
      
      	  Substance (Spirit Walker) - 3/5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ethereal Form gains substance. Attacks in the manaverse do 10% of Intellect as Direct Damage to caster and target’s MP at a ratio of 6:1 (-2 per rank). 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “Still nothing?” 
 
    I shook my head. I’d shared with Gern my hopes of producing more compact mana through advancing Substance, and now that he’d experienced the benefits first-hand, he was nearly as invested in Kula’s next metamorphosis as I was. He’d convinced me to try and tempt her with anima again, even going so far as to offer up one of his own more developed contracts, but Kula hadn’t been enticed. In the end he’d agreed that she probably needed mana crystals after all. 
 
    “Like a baby transitioning to solid food.” But he didn’t have any more insight on how to find or create that “solid food” than Phintin had. 
 
    Kula wasn’t the only reason I was advancing the Substance Class Skill. I was also buffing my only offensive move. The spell allowed me to attack people while in my ethereal form, trading my mana to damage theirs. Varba had better be ready when she gets back, I schemed. She’d been sooo smug after using her Wisdom’s Spell Resistance to fend off my previous attack. 
 
    I sat down to continue my carving, and Gern pulled a sheaf of papers from his bag. When I pointed to it with a raised eyebrow, he showed me. It was a Class diagram, covered with notes. 
 
    “I figured we’d best keep track of them,” he shouted. “Since we’re learning so much. Share yours?” 
 
    He already knew the basics of all my Class Skills, so I did, and once he’d finished, I reluctantly made good on my final task for the day. 
 
    It wasn’t necessarily that I didn’t like the goblins, but they were last on my list of priorities. Their distaste for Kula and for my spells was one thing, but the contrast between my critical work restoring the reservoir and the less important—to my mind—work of restoring their god’s statue? That was on a whole other level. I just hoped none of them were still hanging around the monument, because there was no way I was physically hiking out into the Grey, alone, at dusk. Much easier to just buzz over in the manaverse, and what they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them. 
 
    Rising from the ground to look the statue over only made it more impressive. It must have spanned 35 feet, and was so lifelike it was unnerving. Its manaflows weren’t lifelike though. Those were sluggish, even for rock, but they were solid, too: connected in a way that went beyond anything I’d seen before, except for maybe mana crystals themselves. The face of the statue was kind, and as beautiful as it was handsome. It sat above a body that was just as perfect, and while such perfection could have given the impression of artifice, I was somehow certain it was an accurate representation of the god. He wore nothing but a skirt, a quick peek under which revealed he was rendered with a similar accuracy. Knowing I was invisible didn’t stop me from looking around guiltily for indulging my curiosity. 
 
    I decided the bare toes would be my first target, since restoring the statue without a strong base could be bad news. I attached a flow and got to work. There was no accounting for color in the manaverse, but I could feel the statue drink my mana—I just couldn’t see whether it was doing anything. The quest itself was no help either. Unlike Unmaking the Grey, it was an all-or-nothing affair. The statue was either restored or it wasn’t. 
 
    Once all my mana had been transferred away, I still couldn’t see a change, and so I looked closer. As if I were a vandal who had come along and pressed the tip of a glowing Sharpie to the stone, all I’d restored was a circle millimeters across. 
 
    There was no one nearby to complain to, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t look. Restoring the statue would take as long as restoring the entirety of New Hearthstead! 
 
    I almost abandoned the quest then and there, but because it was one of the first I’d gotten I didn’t have the heart. 
 
    A single hour was all I could stomach giving to the statue, and I hoped the goblins would understand when they saw I’d rehabilitated no more than a quarter-sized patch. 
 
    Back at the waterfall, I returned to my carving, grateful to Gern for having the foresight to bring a gastrolith lamp. The lines I cut into the wood were rough and advertised my ineptitude, but the task was an enjoyable one. There wasn’t much else to do until we rode out again in the morning, so I worked until I was tired. 
 
    *** 
 
    When I returned the following morning, I was surprised to find another pinion feather near the carving. After picking up the item, I scoured the area surrounding the waterfall, looking for any others. It wasn’t only greed; If Kula was turning into an Epic item factory and someone else were to discover how valuable she was, there could be trouble. How could I keep her safe though? She certainly wasn’t going to accept being shoved into a basket again. I’d have to keep her with me, I decided—or at least in sight. 
 
    By the time I was done searching, Gern was approaching in the distance, and so I met him halfway—far enough from the waterfall to talk without shouting ourselves hoarse. Why was he stalking toward me, though? 
 
    I slowed, uncertain, but he closed the distance between us. “Look what your feather has done!” He pointed to his headdress, then looked around to make sure no one was close. Once he’d ascertained that we were alone, he pulled aside the folds of fabric, careful not to expose his ears. 
 
    “Did it stab you?” I asked, looking at the raised skin where the shaft of the feather was buried. “I warned you it was sharp…” 
 
    He gave me a piercing look. “As far as I can tell, it’s a part of me now. It’s fused to the skin!” 
 
    I reached up and gave the feather a gentle tug, and he slapped my hand away. 
 
    “That hurts,” he growled. 
 
    “Well, it looks kinda cool, but I’m sorry.” 
 
    He shook his head, and I couldn’t look away from the pinion as it sliced the air. “It’s fine, I guess. I’ve just never heard of anything like it.” In spite of his words, he still looked angry. 
 
    Hoping to further reassure him, I pulled the new feather out of my pouch. “Well, I’ve got another one of them right here. I found it just now. We’ll be twins!” 
 
    Without waiting for a response, I reached up and tucked the plume behind my own ear. 
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    +1 Class Point 
 
      
 
    Like putty, or like a Su Brahn’s leg, my skin simply parted to allow the shaft inside before forming back around it. It was a thoroughly unsettling feeling. 
 
    Gern was looking at me warily, and so I showed him the skin above my ear, the same as his, though on the opposite side of my head. “I’m going to max Substance.” 
 
    He lowered his chin and looked at me with a bit of reproach, but apparently not about my skill choice. “It will be... awkward for us to share something so distinctive. People will talk.” 
 
    Heat washed over my face in an instant, and I had to fight the urge to cover it. “Oh, I hadn’t thought about that. I’m sorry! People are going to think—” I reached up momentarily to see if the feather could be removed, but Gern was right: it hurt! 
 
    The orc held out a hand to forestall any further attempts, and then squared his shoulders. “Let them think. With my new level of Concentration, I very nearly rival the mother.” 
 
    “Why Concentration?” I asked, my face still burning. “Wasn’t there something cooler you could have chosen?” 
 
    “I’m experimenting.” He shrugged. “With what you’ve told me of your own advancement, perhaps I can replicate your path to the Ether spell.” 
 
    That surprised me, but it made sense. My Ether spell was the reason for my sky-high mana regen. “Wouldn’t that be a thing? I could use the help. So, we’re thinking Concentration, Static Casting, and maybe Dual Casting as prerequisites?” 
 
    “I already have a few levels of each, especially Concentration.” 
 
    “How many feathers will that take?” I asked. 
 
    He counted off on his fingers. “...maybe ten?” 
 
    “Wait a second though,” I thought aloud. “Aren’t those pretty common skills for spellcasters? Surely someone’s already tried that.” 
 
    “Then what else is unique to you?” 
 
    I thought carefully through the calibration process for my character and my first few moments in The Boundless, when I’d acquired the Ether spell. “Well, I know I’d practiced spellcasting, especially channeling spells. That part took forever. When I got Ether though, I was trying to hold onto that moment right before I cast.” 
 
    His eyebrows drew together. “As with the meditative practices taught to you by the mother?” 
 
    “Yup. Same thing, only I didn’t have an elemental aspect to focus on, since I didn’t have a… Hey, is there any reason for someone without a Mana Seed to level Concentration?” 
 
    Gern’s eyes lit up. “I had the same thought, and no, not to my knowledge. The only benefit is to spellcasting.” 
 
    “So does that mean Ether might only be available to someone who isn’t seedborn?” 
 
    He turned, and I followed his gaze to look at Eena, who was studiously directing his mana into the stream. 
 
    “Damn,” Gern muttered. “I should have chosen something more exciting after all.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Soon afterward the Aephid’s crop was ready to harvest, and as predicted the Conversion Speed halved again. While that was exciting, it also meant I would have to provide roughly 200,000 MP over the course the next thirty hours. All that for just 5 Water-aspected mana. It would have been a stretch even without my other commitments, and so I tabled any hopes of receiving a speed bonus for the foreseeable future. Instead I contented myself with creating a ring with bonus Constitution for one of the warrior women who was helping us level. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    As excited as I was to try it out again, I didn’t dare use Substance against the void creatures the following morning. I could only use the attack while traveling the manaverse in my ethereal form, and while that gave me extra mobility, it didn’t make me invulnerable. During my first interaction with a Void Kraken, the creature had actually taken a nibble out of my ethereal form and inflicted a Mana Bleed condition! There was no telling what one of the others might do. The Su Brahn were a particular concern, since their rough gray skin disintegrated and absorbed mana, making them immune to direct spell damage. Al’Vakie’s warriors were experts at dodging the huge feet as they stomped around, but I was sure I wouldn’t fare as well. 
 
    “Nearly there,” Gern announced after several battles. He was eager to level up and gain new Attribute Points, and since it was rare he saw battle, leveling up was even more of a reason to celebrate for him than it was for me. 
 
    I was ready to celebrate too, though. Maxing out Substance was right around the corner, and then I’d at least know whether I’d been wasting the Class Points I’d put into it. Each point felt like a sunk cost, but I couldn’t give up on the chance to make more condensed mana for Kula. The serpent, wrapped around my shoulders while we fought, still wasn’t eating, and that was starting to move up my priority list for more than purely selfish reasons. I was actually starting to worry about her. 
 
    Kipper interrupted my ruminations. Player Zenzuck, I taste a source of mana, faint enough that I wouldn’t normally bother, but in this wasteland… I was surprised to hear from the Bogle. He wasn’t able to cross the Grey without me, and so he’d been forced to suspend his scouting duties. I trusted his ability to taste mana at a distance though, because it had saved my life more than once. 
 
    I talked to him silently through our contract. Something’s alive out here? I mean, something that isn’t a void creature? 
 
    The manaless may as well be dead. I don’t know how such things exist. 
 
    I hadn’t heard the void creatures called “manaless” before, but it made sense. They did live in the empty, manaless Grey. That Kipper had tasted mana—especially aspected mana—could mean any number of things: dungeons, monsters, or most importantly, loot. So where is it? Let’s check it out. 
 
    At the warrior women’s direction, we’d kept our battles to the outskirts of town, where the low-lying buildings’ walls were mostly degraded. It allowed us a wide view of the area around us, and helped prevent any ambushes. Even so, Kipper’s source of mana was too far off to be seen. We’d have to travel to it. 
 
    “Kipper says he found something,” I announced, and the dozen members of our hunting party turned to look at me. When we weren’t in battle there was no reason Al’Vakie and her troops couldn’t ride with us. In fact, they insisted. I pointed north. “Over in that direction. Do you mind if we check it out?” 
 
    Al’Vakie looked toward the bluff where bigger buildings loomed. “It would be unwise to give up line-of-sight,” she said. “Though the creatures of the void seem incapable of preparing an ambush, that doesn’t mean they couldn’t overwhelm us with numbers if we stumbled into them.” 
 
    “Can we at least get closer?” I asked. “What if we take that big road we passed a while back?” 
 
    She looked toward the cliffs again, then nodded. “That should give us room to maneuver, should there be trouble.” 
 
    Okay, I told Kipper excitedly. Let’s go find it! 
 
    Even with the twelve of us riding abreast on our long-legged mounts, we still didn’t fill the street, which shot northwest as straight as an arrow. Buildings that had better resisted both the Grey and the passage of time lined each side, a sign of higher-Quality materials that, without their color, I couldn’t identify. The buildings grew in size and grandeur as we rode, and appeared more and more intact as well. 
 
    “I’d heard stories,” Gern breathed beside me, looking up at an incredible arched walkway that spanned the entire road with no external supports. “But I lacked the imagination.” 
 
    There was no consistency to the architecture, as magnificent as it was. Nothing hinted at a uniform culture or a shared history. Instead, the theme seemed to be size. Every building was bigger than the last, with wider windows and taller ceilings. Some of the stonework looked impossibly balanced and perilously unsupported, and yet much of it remained, even after millennia. Huge swells of sand inhabited most of the buildings, but only rarely blocked enough of the road to inconvenience us. 
 
    “This is more imposing even than Defrino, in Cogneid,” Al’Vakie shared. “Each empire there was eager to tear down signs of the previous one—and to use the materials for projects of their own. It is nothing like it once was. Nothing like this.” 
 
    “You’ve been to Defrino?” I asked, eager to hear more. 
 
    “The Jewel of the Sea, they call it, and that’s not far off. Without a country of our own, orc warriors often serve as mercenaries or guards. I lived in Defrino for two years of my youth, working for various merchants. That’s how Hearthstead survived, and how it was prepared to outlast the Grey. Our women are our most valuable export.” 
 
    “I hope to see it someday,” I said. “I think I got a glimpse of it in Impresium, but seeing it in person…” 
 
    “Take heart that you are experiencing Sarvaal instead. You are now among the few living able to claim that honor.” 
 
    I didn’t get to see as much of it as I would have liked though, because as the buildings grew grander, the voidlings grew stronger and more closely spaced. Eventually we were forced to stop. 
 
    Al’Vakie’s called the turn-around, Kipper. How close are we? I asked the spirit. 
 
    Perhaps two-thirds of the way there. 
 
    I looked wistfully up the promenade. Do you think it’ll still be there if we come back later? 
 
    Who can say? 
 
    I kept looking behind me as we turned back. I hoped to catch some hint of what we were tracking, but at a distance the greyed buildings became indistinguishable from one another, and I was forced to give it up. 
 
    Fortunately there were other things to look forward to. I settled back in my saddle and turned to Gern. “Okay, time for the moment of truth!” 
 
    He perked up. “The last level of Substance? Surely it will unlock something, even if it isn’t your ‘thick mana.’ ” 
 
    “Dense mana.” He shot me an exasperated look in response to the correction, and I supposed he had a point. “Yeah, yeah. Okay.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
     
      
      	  Substance (Spirit Walker) - 5/5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ethereal Form gains substance. Attacks in the manaverse do 10% of Intellect as Direct Damage to caster and target’s MP at a ratio of 2:1. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “Nothing yet,” I announced. “Let me check my other Classes.” I flipped through Mage, Arcanist, Etheric Enchanter—any Class I thought might apply. I did find something... though not what I was hoping for. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
     
      
      	  Compact Flows (Etheric Enchanter) - 0/10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Your static flows are bolstered to convey an additional 10% of mana (+10% per rank), increasing the maximum enchantment strength allowed by each Quality Rank. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Not bad. If I hadn’t needed a way to make more substantial mana so badly, I might have been overjoyed. At the very least it helped me feel less like I had wasted perfectly good Class Points. Was Substance really what I needed—what the party needed—right then? I dismissed the Class window, but in the split second between when the Etheric Enchanter dialogue and the Class dialogue as a whole closed, I caught a glimpse of something unfamiliar. 
 
    A new Class! I threw the window back up. Sure enough, an entirely new class had been made available. Before, it had been nothing more than a tooltip. Now, however, I was able to choose an actual skill inside it. I glanced excitedly at Gern before reading the display. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    And inside… 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
     
      
      	  Crystallization (Arcane Architect) - 0/5 
  
     
 
      
      	  While using Ethereal Form, your constituent mana has the chance to crystallize at a rate of .0001% (+.0001% per rank) of your Mana Capacity every minute. Initial crystallization will form a seed crystal, which will then grow at the Crystallization Rate for every Mana Point contained. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Crystallization Rate: .07%/min 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    I stared at the convoluted text for a moment with my excitement quickly draining, before I flicked it over to Gern. How could the tooltip be right? With my current mana pool of 700, that gave a .07 percent chance for a seed crystal to form! At that rate an hour would give only a 4.2% chance to form a crystal, meaning it would take almost 24 hours in the manaverse just to start one. That meant two days with every waking moment devoted to it—three days if I was only moderately obsessive! Higher ranks of the skill would make it moderately more useful, but the rate was still absurd. 
 
    For a moment I reconsidered whether I even needed the skill, but really there was no getting around it; Kula needed the food. I’d just have to start gearing for Mana Capacity to try and increase the Crystallization Rate, even though doing so would negatively impact my regen. Where I’d hoped my new points of Intellect from the last three levels would boost my mana regen and equate to less time spent at the waterfall, now it looked like they would barely manage to keep it the same. 
 
    It’s not like you don’t have any time on your hands, I reminded myself. 
 
    Gern edged his mount closer so he wouldn’t be overheard. “So, a seed crystal will form at this ‘Crystallization Rate’ and then grow faster over time?” 
 
    I huffed a frustrated sigh. “I haven’t even thought through it that far. Maybe?” 
 
    Gern looked like he was struggling not to smile. “I think maybe this skill was created for someone with more patience than you.” 
 
    As we entered the safe zone around New Hearthstead, I asked Gern for a favor, and he met me at the waterfall half an hour later with an armful of loot. 
 
    “It’s everything I was able to gather,” he called, setting the bundle down before me. “No one brought much extra in the first place, and even then, after you…” 
 
    I picked through the bundle, a little dismayed. A couple of the items were Good Quality but worn down to have almost no Durability. I’d have to be careful with them. 
 
    “Let’s see, we’ve got a shirt, pants, one, two rings, and a pair of gloves? No more accessories? No shoes?” 
 
    Gern pursed his lips. “With the walking we’ve done this past month, would you part with a spare pair of boots?” 
 
    “Yeah, okay.” I removed my own boots, themselves nearly worn through, and then added my necklace. Then, I silently tallied what I might be able to add, enchantment-wise. That Compact Flows Class Skill was looking better by the minute. I looked up at Gern. “That’ll have to do. I’m going to miss the regen, but it’s mostly in my wand, and that’s easy enough to switch out, right? 
 
    He nodded. “I’ll leave you to it, then. Watching you sit here and stare at clothes isn’t as exciting as you might think.” 
 
    “Alright. I’ll see you around.” I watched him move away, then set to work first un- and then re-enchanting each of the items set before me. Adding to my Mana Capacity hadn’t been very attractive before, but now it was my most valuable stat—at least of those I had any control over. Intellect was still king, but those enchantments were out of the question as long as Fire-aspected mana eluded me. 
 
    I worked carefully and closely, putting all of what Phintin had taught me to use, but re-enchanting an item never had the strength enchanting a fresh item did. Still, +80, +230, +460. My Mana Capacity grew, and with it grew the likelihood of creating a crystal. Only a single day to create a crystal now, I thought, if I spend the whole time in the manaverse. Leveling up was what I really needed. Not only would it give me the Class Point for Crystallization, but the extra Intellect would make keeping Lavis happy that much easier. 
 
    The daemon should have been happy, though I wasn’t about to summon him to find out. That morning had seen the first trickles of water reach beyond the reservoir and into the southern channel. Soon enough we’d be able to commit all our efforts there, drop by drop, advancing his domain southward. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    In some ways being away from my body actually helped during combat. I could position myself wherever I wanted during the fight, even above the fray, and without physical forms to distract me, it was no trouble at all to see who might need mana. We got into a rhythm. 
 
    That afternoon the smaller enemies stood no chance, with the rare lone krakens presenting almost no challenge. Their spindly chicken legs made it easy for the warrior women to knock them off balance and then punish their squid-like bodies. A few tentacle swipes got through on occasion, but I was able to patch those in an instant using an overlapping web of flows that worked just like a bandage. Once Al’Vakie’s warriors had learned what to look for, the solitary Subtle Maws were no problem either. They blended into the ground waiting to snap shut on our legs, but without the element of surprise they had no defenses. The floating Duula’s Veils were even more trivial to deal with, since my ethervision perfectly negated their invisibility. Once I pointed them out to the warriors, they stood about as much chance as the tablecloths they resembled might have. 
 
    What was challenging was when we had no choice but to fight two of the bigger monsters at once. The I Brahn in particular tended to pair up, requiring the warriors to tank them separately. Gern tried his Confuse spell once to lessen the load on the women, but once his target started wandering, the ranged members of the party had to scatter to avoid its dagger-tipped legs. Kula hadn’t been pleased by all the jostling. 
 
    Most dangerous to me were the Su Brahn, disembodied pairs of legs whose Mana Vacuum attack was uncomfortable while in my physical form but excruciating in the manaverse. The spell affected a wide circular area around the monster, and was powerful enough to tear away mana from our bodies at a distance. 
 
    It took rereading the tooltip for Ethereal Form to be reminded that, with my ethereal form outside of my body, I didn’t get any resistance to spells in either form. Additionally, both of my “bodies” took hits independently, leading to huge stacks of the Ethereal Rupture debuff, which tore my ethereal form and  stacked to significantly reduce my Mana Capacity. Patching up the party was fairly easy, but my own damage was deeper. Using individual flows like thread, I had to suture the ruptures shut. It took so long to fix that, after finishing, I resolved to stay out of the manaverse and wrapped my entire physical body in what was essentially a large bandage made of overlapping flows, hoping it might absorb some of the attack. 
 
    It was mostly a success, but I still had to bandage the others, making me wish I had covered them all. 
 
    “Why not cover the Su Brahn instead, like a shield rather than a bandage?” Gern suggested, sparing the nervous Fedenarq from my “solution.” The Danaralin was looking like he might bolt after I’d explained what I wanted to do. Up until then he’d refused my patching and instead tried to keep as far from the fights as he could, which was actually pretty far. His healing looked much less like casting spells and more like praying and chanting, but that appeared to give him an advantage with range. 
 
    Once voiced, Gern’s suggestion seemed obvious, so I tried that instead. During the next fight I wove a quick net around the exposed diaphragm of the gigantic leg creature, but what had protected me at a distance wasn’t enough to withstand the attack up close. Within moments of the first attack, tattered filaments from my web were sucked away by the ethereal vacuum, disappearing entirely where they hit the Su Brahn’s skin and were absorbed. I spun another net, but not before the team took damage. 
 
    “I’ve almost got it figured out,” I reported to Gern after the fight. “And I’m close to leveling, too. How about you?” 
 
    He sighed and shook his head. “I’m afraid I still have quite a bit more. I only get a portion of the experience you do.” 
 
    “What if we found something higher level, then?” 
 
    “I’m not certain Al’Vakie would approve of us traveling farther in. Already I can feel her burning a hole into my back with her stare.” 
 
    We sat quietly for a moment. 
 
    “Zenzuck,” Gern warned, “whatever you’re thinking…” 
 
    But I was already gone into the manaverse. 
 
    It wasn’t complicated. Heck, I’d basically made a career out of leading void creatures around by the nose. My ethereal form was too tasty a morsel of mana for them to resist, and since I had a pretty clear idea of what to watch out for, it wasn’t too dangerous for me. 
 
    The first big baddy I found was a lone I Brahn, which the UI told me was Level 22. That’s only two extra levels, I thought. Easy peasy. Once I led the monster back to the group, Al’Vakie’s warriors proved me right. 
 
    “You were saying?” I teased Gern after the fight, and he gave me a flat look. 
 
    “Very well,” he allowed at last. “With you bringing them to us, we’ll be able to fortify our position, at least. Danaralin, Player Samuel, let’s find a vantage point while Zenzuck searches.” He beckoned the warriors over and gave them instructions to guard my body, and once I returned with a baited beastie, I scrambled up the broken and greyed stone to join the ranged party members, who were raining death down on the monster. 
 
    “Woo-ee!” I crowed, and my dad patted me on the back. Gern smiled as well from the perch he’d taken across an alley from us. The view afforded him a better idea of what I might be bringing, and allowed him to apply debuffs and warn the others before our quarry arrived. 
 
    With the high ground secured the warriors didn’t have to watch as closely for threats to the ranged party members, and so they doubled down on thwacking the crap out of the monsters I brought. With each success, I looked for stronger monsters, until I had wrangled a Level 26 Su Brahn that must have been 13 feet tall! Once I’d brought it crashing into the plaza, I didn’t bother returning to my body, and instead set to work on the latest iteration of my protective net: tightly woven, and anchored to the ground so it couldn’t be pulled in and dissolved by the monster. 
 
    I took my time to make sure the net was big enough. Not only was the Su Brahn taller than any of the others we’d encountered, but with the spellcasters at a higher angle relative to the monster, I’d have to counter a wider arc of the vacuum. 
 
    With my work done, I headed back to my body—just in time to see a Duula’s Veil settle into place above Gern. 
 
    The floating drop-traps weren’t fast, but they were invisible to the others, and I’d let my attention slip for too long! Behind me the Su Brahn unleashed its tympanic attack, shuddering through the air as I streaked back to my body to warn the orc. My shield held. It must have, because I didn’t take any damage. That is, I didn’t take any damage until the leg monster unleashed a follow-up attack we'd never seen before. Strong enough to do actual, physical damage, the shockwave screamed away from the creature in a focused blast. 
 
    Opening my eyes, I yelled frantically for Gern, which startled Kula off my shoulders and into the air. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
     
      
      	  Stunned (10 sec) — Su Brahn 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unable to act. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    They’d all been stunned by the shockwave, with Gern himself tottering helplessly on the edge of the far roof. Distantly I heard Al’Vakie’s voice, but she was too far away and couldn’t have seen the veil regardless. I was the only one free, since I’d settled my body back against a wall and out of the way of the action. I was free, but Gern was more than fifteen feet away, across the ten-foot-wide gap of the crumbled alleyway. 
 
    The Su Brahn was taking advantage of the party’s incapacitation, and the warriors weren’t faring well. One of them was being actively absorbed by a huge foot and the other lay sprawled on her back, just starting to struggle to her feet. They wouldn’t be any help in saving Gern. 
 
    He can’t die! I thought, flipping through my rolodex of spells even as I sprinted for him. He can’t! There was only one chance to save him that I could see, and I pushed away from the edge with all my might. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
     
      
      	  Stasis (Spirit Walker) - 1/5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Transition physically to the manaverse to avoid Physical Damage. Effect canceled by mana depletion. Mana is consumed at a rate of 100% (-20% per rank) every .5 seconds. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It worked both better and worse than expected, and for half a second I wafted over the gap in the silence of the manaverse. Stasis allowed me to preserve my momentum during that time, taking me farther and higher than I could have jumped unaided. “Farther” got me most of the way across the gap. “Higher” positioned me so that, when I reentered physical space, my knees were even with Gern’s mouth—which was unfortunately where they connected. The impact came just in time, too, forcing Gern over the edge of the building as the veil dropped over me instead. 
 
    The fleshy folds pulled tight around my body in an instant, shutting out both light and air, and I found my ethereal form was as tightly bound within the monster’s body as my physical form was. There was no way out; I simply had to hope Gern had survived the fall. I couldn’t hear more than muffled shouts through the veil’s folds. Time to rescue me… I thought, but then realized that, while I had managed to bridge the gap in an instant, the others would have to take the long way around. It was only seconds before I ran out of air, and I struggled until I couldn’t anymore. 
 
      
 
    You have died. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    My eyes shot open and I sat up, disoriented in the dark. “Gern?” I called. “Dad?” 
 
    Someone put a hand on my back. “Right here, Nate. We moved the cynosure away from the fire to make sure you didn’t land in it, even if it’s not actually hot.” 
 
    I turned to face my dad, staring for a moment at his half-lit features. 
 
    “You didn’t die, then,” I concluded with a sigh of relief. “What about Gern? And the others?” 
 
    “The commander showed up pretty quickly, and her troops put the monster down. We wouldn’t have made it otherwise.” 
 
    “What about Gern?” I asked once more, and his brow furrowed. 
 
    “The orc is fine, Nathan, but I’m a little worried. You know he’s not real, right?” 
 
    I looked down, then away. I didn’t know how to answer the question. 
 
    His voice took on a chiding tone. “I mean, not only is he not real, but any feelings you have for him…” 
 
    I growled in frustration. “What is real, then, Dad? How am I supposed to figure that out in here?” 
 
    His face softened. “Just be patient, Nate. There’s no rush to make any decisions.” 
 
    Looking toward the fire, I considered his words. There might not be a rush to his mind, but I wasn’t sure I agreed. There was a hunger in me that didn’t want to wait, that couldn’t wait. There was no end in sight, either. We were no closer to escaping The Boundless than when we’d first entered—and besides, I wasn’t at all certain escaping was a goal I shared. 
 
    There were other dark shapes silhouetted by the light, and I took the opportunity of noticing them to try and change the subject. “Oh, the others are back?”  
 
    “They are, Nate, but you need to be careful there too. Your friends don’t share our values, and the people we spend time with change us. Remember who you are and what you stand for.” 
 
    It was a strange feeling, the wariness that phrase awakened inside me. Without the constant reminder of church services, I’d almost let that wariness go. I had been glad to let that wariness go. It was a confusing feeling, having distance inserted between me and people I’d come to consider my friends. We’d been through a lot together, but they didn’t share my beliefs. Or were those my dad’s beliefs? I wasn’t sure right then. 
 
    Dad offered a hand, and I reached up with my right before remembering it wasn’t there. 
 
    Concern painted my dad’s face. “Nathan, what? Where’s your hand?” 
 
    I rubbed the stump. Technically there had been a chance resurrection would restore it, but I’d died just after losing it, and that hadn’t done the trick. I hadn’t really expected subsequent rebirths would be any different. It was obnoxious not having the limb, but it wasn’t like I’d lost my real hand. 
 
    “Something happened to it,” I told my dad, pushing to my feet unaided. He stepped back to give me space. “When I restored that patch out in the dunes to save the Hearthsteaders. I—it started to come apart. I started coming apart. Kula and Gern stopped me before I could.” 
 
    His eyes were wide. “What does that mean for your real hand? Your real body?” he asked 
 
    “I don’t know, obviously, but it doesn’t hurt. That’s got to be a good sign, right?” 
 
    He nodded, but the concern never left his face. He put a hand behind me for a moment as we turned toward the fire, as if I might fall over. The night air was chilly, cutting through my default roughspun clothes. 
 
    Katz caught sight of me first. “Hey, Zen, I’m disappointed in you!” he called. “You only screwed the pooch once? How’s a gnome supposed to make any money around here?” 
 
    Namara got to her feet and walked over. “Sounds like you were being all heroical again, huh? Saving a certain young orc?” 
 
    I chuckled and responded half-heartedly to the elf’s enthusiastic hug, still distracted by the issues my dad had raised. 
 
    Fortunately, my curiosity was a great counter-distraction. “You’re all back! How’d it go?” 
 
    “There’s not a lot out there,” Slynx answered. “Just more desert, but Cranit found enough of what we needed. The anima aren’t super strong, but they’ll have to do.” 
 
    Katz rolled his eyes. “We could’ve gone farther out and gotten stronger ones, but the orcs chickened out.” 
 
    “We didn’t want to risk getting too far from the Grey, just in case Garinold found us.” Me’Almah leaned forward on her seat to clarify. 
 
     Katz scoffed. “You mean Huth’Ga didn’t. She’s a big lady to be worrying so much about a little fight.” 
 
    Namara gave the gnome a side eye. “With all the people she has to protect, it makes sense to be careful.” 
 
    “I’m just glad you’re back.” I was, but I was also eager to share news of my own. “There’s something out there in the ruins that’s driving me and Kipper crazy, but Al’Vakie won’t let us push far enough into the city to find it.” 
 
    Namara nodded knowingly. “Especially not now. Not after Gern almost—” 
 
    I fixed her with an insistent stare. “Almost what?” 
 
    “He’s fine.” She waved a dismissive hand my way. “But Huth’Ga and Hen’Darl weren’t pleased with it getting as close as it did. They’ve put the kibosh on him doing any more fighting.” 
 
    Relieved, I was pretty sure I agreed with the leaders. It was safer to leave the fighting to the immortals, which was fine. I was anxious to do more. “But we can push farther, right? Now that you’re back? I need to level.” 
 
    Namara folded her arms over her chest and smiled. “That’s right; Gern was telling us you’ve been cooking up some new tricks?” 
 
    I shot her a troubled look, worried about exactly what Gern had told her. Fortunately, she took the look as one of confusion. 
 
    “Your nets, or whatever, with the Su Brahn?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah!” I said, relieved. “They’re nothing special though, and they didn’t help against the new attack.” 
 
    Her forehead wrinkled. “Yeah, we’re going to have to figure that one out. A 10-second stun is no bueno. We’ll just have to pick up a few new tricks ourselves. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much of that while we were gone. Didn’t think we’d have to worry about you leaving us behind.” She saw my downturned gaze and gave me a little shake. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry, Zen,” she assured me with a grin before giving me a little push toward a seat. “We won’t let you.” 
 
    Dad turned in soon after that, and I took the opportunity to go see Kula. Led by a spot of light out by the waterfall, I found her. She was there, indulging Gern in the opportunity to scratch behind her ruff. He was looking back toward the falls, seemingly lost in thought. 
 
    He looked up as I stepped into the circle of light shed by his lamp. “I figured you’d come find her soon enough,” he said with a small smile. 
 
    I gave a little bow of appreciation. “I’m glad you’re taking care of her. Any more feathers?” 
 
    “None that I saw.” 
 
    I took a spot near him, and we sat in silence for a while, watching the streamers of spray break away from the main column of rushing water and glint in the moonlight. 
 
    “You know, I suppose we’re even now,” he said at last. “I stabbed you, you pushed me off a wall…” 
 
    “Isn’t that what friends are for?” 
 
    He chuckled, but kept his gaze locked on the distant flow, absentmindedly petting Kula. 
 
    Then, with a quick inhale, he turned to me. “Oh, your father asked me to retrieve your clothing after we did away with the Duula’s Veil. I have it here.” 
 
    “What!” I squawked. He’d had Gern undress me?! That was twice in one week— 
 
    “I’d imagine I’d want to avoid seeing my child in that state, too. You’ll have to fetch your underclothes yourself though.” Ears burning, I appreciated the clarification. I missed the underpants as I struggled into my clothes in the darkness behind Gern’s back, but if the alternative had meant… 
 
    “Oh wow, did you wash them as well?” I asked, impressed. They felt softer somehow, and even smelled nice. 
 
    “Did you see that you’ve leveled?” he asked, and in my excitement I almost missed him changing the subject. 
 
    “Oh, hey, I did!” Bringing up my UI while shrugging into my robes, I assigned my Attribute Points first. “Holy crap. That puts my Int at 73!” 
 
    He turned toward me and raised an eyebrow. “What about the other attributes?” 
 
    I gave him a wry grin. He had a point… “Hey, I can’t help it if I’m only good for one thing! Is your mana at 1,240?” I savored the numbers as I said them. 
 
    He chuckled again, and I rejoined him, sitting to pull on my boots. 
 
    “Let’s see, twelve forty,” I muttered as I struggled with the leather one-handed. “That means I’ll have a 1.2% chance to form a crystal every ten minutes. 7.2% per hour, so… 14 hours or so?” I assigned the Class Point, exultant as I finally gave myself the Crystallization skill. 
 
    Gern raised his chin, as if appraising the numbers. “That would fit within a waking day.” 
 
    “Yeah, if I spent the whole time in Ethereal Form. Can you imagine how sore I’d be?” 
 
    Silence for a moment. “Could it be done while you’re asleep?” 
 
    I looked at the orc. “You just might be a genius.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I made the flows taut, designed to serve both as anchors and as a warning system. After all, I didn’t want to “sleepwalk” while in the manaverse, and I wouldn’t be able to hear anything happening around me either. Kipper agreed to stand guard as well, but even he considered it wise to protect against any spirit-related threats. 
 
    I hung suspended nearly a foot above my physical form, wrapped in a shell of mana to block out my view, since there was no way to “close my eyes.” It was actually very comfortable, and it didn’t take as long as I might have thought to drift off. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    There was no sleeping in the following morning, with the entire camp roused to finish breakfast duties before the sun had even risen. Hen’Darl might have been Hearthstead’s mother, but Cranit was in charge for the foreseeable future. The entire community, all 500 or so orcs, gathered in the dry portion of the cistern to receive their marching orders. As we filed down, Gern caught my eye and gave an inquisitive look, to which I shook my head. I’d had nearly a 50% chance of forming a crystal overnight, but those hopes hadn’t borne fruit. He shook his head in commiseration before returning to his duties organizing everyone. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I whispered up to Kula, whose head was perched on top of mine. “We’ll have you food in no time.” I had to imagine that I’d have plenty of chances to use Ethereal Form, no matter what was planned for the day. 
 
    Hen’Darl opened the meeting before long, proclaiming, “Good morning, sisters and brothers!” to those assembled, and for a moment I was transported back to my congregation’s chapel hall. The juxtaposition between pews full of pious Mormons in their Sunday clothes and this rag-tag community of orcs made me want to laugh, before considering that maybe the similarity pointed to something about community that transcended worlds. 
 
    There was no time to wax too philosophical though, because Cranit had taken the floor. 
 
    “Thank you, mother.” The head gardener was wearing a somewhat fancier headdress than normal, likely in anticipation of addressing the community, and the charms affixed to it jingled as he climbed onto the boulder that would ensure everyone could see him. “There will be tasks for every woman, man, and child today, as we begin to replenish the fields.” He gestured to the south. “Those of you who have chosen to work with Brother Zenzuck will be our vanguard, preparing the way for the others. The rest of you will be divided into groups, each to prepare the way for the next!” 
 
    Brother Zenzuck. I’d never been given the familial honorific before, even by Hen’Darl, who had inducted—or maybe strong-armed—me into the community. Perhaps there were some cracks in Juvalle’s attempt to wall me out after all. Perhaps it was a result of the daily reputation I was gaining from fulfilling the terms of Lavis's quest. Whatever it meant, I appreciated the inclusion. 
 
    Holding up a large glass beaker I recognized from the medical cart, maybe a foot tall and full of greyed dirt, Cranit continued, “The process will be as follows. Brother Zenzuck, if you will?” 
 
    Glad to have a chance to show off in front of the whole community, I targeted the dirt inside the beaker and returned it to life. The bulk of the orcs that had stayed in Sarvaal had seen it happen often enough, what with my disciples roaming around with their rings and wands, but several of those who had gone anima-hunting flinched away. I let the color spread up through the dirt and rock a little more slowly than I could have, so as not to startle any of them more than necessary—or maybe just for theatrics’ sake. 
 
    Cranit gave me a slight bow. “My thanks. Now, we must add a medium to seed the life inside.” He carefully placed a small plug of soil on top of the dirt, even with the rim of the beaker. “A portion of water”—he lowered the beaker to allow an assistant to pour some into the sandy soil—“and then comes the first pass from those of you contracted with Bacilliphores.” He focused his attention on the beaker, and for a while nothing happened. Then, slowly, the soil near the top began to churn. I was fortunate to be close enough to see, but others began pushing forward to get a better view. 
 
    “The Bacilliphores will seed the ground with the life force from the soil sample, and must be maintained during the following steps.” 
 
    Intrigued, I moved closer and activated Ether. There was life spreading through the beaker, and the mana density was slowly increasing beyond what I had contributed, filtering down through the dirt toward the bottom of the beaker. To my regular vision, the dirt was slowly darkening by just a hair. To my olfactory senses, however, the process was downright offensive. 
 
    “Fuck, Zen, you couldn’t hold it?” Katz ribbed, holding his nose. He was required to stay close to facilitate the presentation too, but waving away the stench manually wasn’t going to cut it. “Help me get a breeze going, huh?” he asked, and I plugged my own nose until he’d managed a steady enough wind to make it bearable. While he did, a crust began to form on top of the dirt in the beaker, and it spread across the surface before being broken up and pulled under, then spreading anew. 
 
    Cranit continued, seemingly oblivious to the stench. “This is the Lichon step, which will begin the process of adding nutrients to the soil until…” 
 
    White veins began to proliferate inside the soil, and the smell went from noxious to lethal, I was sure of it. Even Cranit was plugging his nose by that point. 
 
    “The Rhizals will be the final portion before planting can begin, at which point it will be necessary to have Brothers Mekal, Front, Clye, or myself assess the soil Quality. We will be close, each supervising an area!” 
 
    Actual mushrooms were sprouting from the top of the beaker by that point, before falling over and being pulled under into the microbial stew that roiled beneath the surface. It was fascinating. After a few minutes, the mushrooms stopped growing, but the mixture still churned, incorporating the organic matter and spreading it throughout. Once it finally stilled, Cranit plunged a hand in and held it out to the crowd, displaying the newly dark-brown soil. 
 
    “Don’t expect it to go this quickly!” he said, and gestured to the other gardeners around him. “This was a combined effort from all of us here. Your contracts may be weaker, and you may have less mana to spare, but if we all do our part we can save Hearthstead!” 
 
     For nearly an hour to follow there was a great reshuffling, as the orcs that had traveled transferred contracts to those who had stayed and the entire community was divided into four groups, with each given separate marching orders. My team set off first in order to prepare the canvas we’d all be painting on. No more would we be able to sit still and let the water do our work for us. We had to take it to the front lines, actively restoring the ground in front of the advancing irrigation. While the dozen or so orc men worked with wands and rings, I hovered nearby in the manaverse to provide support to both them and my dad, who was raising boulders to guide the stream toward the appointed field. There was only a quarter mile left to go, and I’d changed back into my regen gear to make sure we reached the field in time for the others to do their work. 
 
    Kipper caught up to me soon afterward with contracts I’d requested, taken from the poor soil by the waterfall. The anima spirits were small enough that I was required to contract with them as swarms, just like with the Feymites that kept me clean and free of lice. Whereas Cranit had left in search of the strongest contracts he could find, I’d asked Kipper for the weakest, since raising them myself could make them stronger in the long run. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
     
      
      	  Bascilliphores - 1 MP/hr - Miniscule 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bascilliphores carry with them a multitude of microbes from wherever they are found, and will establish similar colonies wherever they are planted. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spread: 1 cm3/min 
  Activation Cost: 5 MP/min 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
     
      
      	  Lichon - 1 MP/30 min - Newborn 
  
     
 
      
      	  A Lichon will grow almost anywhere, spreading across the surface of rocks and turning them slowly to dust. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Growth Speed: 1 cm2/min 
  Activation Cost: 3 MP/min 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
     
      
      	  Rhizals - 1 MP/10 min - Miniscule 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rhizals serve as messengers within soil while also giving the soil structure and providing nutrients. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Growth Speed: 1 cm3/min 
  Activation Cost: 10 MP/min 
  Soil Quality limit: Trash 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It might not have been my primary mission, but I’d be damned if I was going to pass up a chance to level the contracts with everyone else. Especially since I could see needing to use them in the future. A lot. Fortunately I had just enough room to contract them all. I gave each 10 MP/min, which put them all on track to grow once that day, and then I got back to work. 
 
    The morning wore on, and progress was slow. Even though there were far fewer orcs in my group, we worked well ahead of the others, even after they joined us in the field. There was just too much that needed to happen in the dirt to turn it into soil, and what had taken the senior gardeners twenty minutes to achieve was taking the laypeople hours. Workers kept getting taken off the Lichon group and told to help with Stage 1: spreading the microbes. Ever so slowly the fertile plots began to grow, advancing in a line before the waiting orcs. By lunch we’d managed a ribbon of soil maybe 200 feet long and a foot wide, with the four senior gardeners patrolling to fill in any gaps and ensure the soil’s Quality had reached at least Poor. 
 
    Well before that point I decided to scale back my efforts in restoring the Grey and instead began to overfeed my Bascilliphores. They were my cheapest contract by far at only 1MP/hr, but their growth rate was also the slowest. Giving them everything I had would grow the swarm to Tiny within a couple hours, but would still put me behind even the weakest contract the gardeners had managed to bring back. The orcs had children in the field working with Medium-Sized swarms that could process the ground ten times as fast as mine could! It’d take me two days to get there, I estimated, but at the rate the orcs were creating soil, there would still be plenty of work to do. 
 
    Varba and Namara, having the highest regen of the players, worked out in the field with the rest, and Katz was asked to continue clearing the air with his Gust spell after a group of men working toward the middle of the row fainted, due either to the intensity of the smell or to actual toxicity created by the metabolism of the bacteria spreading through the soil.  
 
    Though it was clear she’d rather stay and garden, Me’Almah was swept up along with my dad by Loz’Alan, who was determined to see that our days sleeping out under the stars be numbered. The construction-minded orc had requisitioned part of the wood that had been gathered to feed the entosects—not for building, per se, but for buttressing stone. Our two Earth mages could build up easily, but any stone that was required to bridge a gap would need a wooden form to hold it steady as it grew, until it could reach the other side or be locked in place with a keystone. 
 
    The infrastructure team focused on restoring buildings rather than building new ones, mostly, and they still didn’t bother much with roofs and ceilings. After all, many of the buildings had obviously been luxurious waterfront properties, with large rooms and high ceilings that would be difficult or impossible to replace. My dad was still only making Miniscule sandstone blocks, and as big as they looked Almah’s were still considered Tiny. While the Earth seeds worked they were supported by a team of burly young women who cleared any fallen stone and other debris away, and who they would send as runners to get me when needed. 
 
    In fact, there were so many runners shaking me “awake” that Kula finally decided to slither a few yards away to avoid the interruptions to her napping. How was a serpent supposed to get any sleep when her perch kept being jostled? 
 
    Of course, that distance only lasted until I finally formed my first mana crystal. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations! Your ethereal form has crystallized! 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Excited, I searched my inventory UI, but found nothing. I returned to my body to look. 
 
      
 
    You have reentered your corporeal form after creating a Mana Crystal. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Current Mana Crystals 
  Mana Crystal - Faint - 1 MP 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Would you like to express a Mana Crystal? 
 
      
 
    I chose yes, eager to see the result! 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  You have received a Faint Mana Crystal. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The prompt barely had time to register with me before Kula came streaking over, nothing more than an opal blur. She struck forward, and my arms went up instinctively, blocking my view of what happened next. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  The Elysian Serpent has consumed 1 MP. 
  1/5,000,000 MP required for Metamorphosis. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    When I lowered my arms, Kula was still there, her body extended higher than my head and her pearlescent wings gusting air toward me. Her ruff was flared as wide as it would go, and she glared down at me with the eyes of a vengeful snake goddess. 
 
    I wasn’t much happier with her. I hadn’t even gotten to see the thing before she’d gobbled it up, let alone figure out how to keep it growing! “Oh, so it’s my fault you had to go and get greedy?” I shouted at her. “Now we’re going to have to wait a whole other day! If you keep snatching them up once they’ve barely even formed, you're never going to get enough to grow!” 
 
    As I spoke her wings beat less harshly, and the bulk of her six feet settled back to the ground. She stared at me a while longer, as if expecting me to pull more crystals out of a hat. 
 
    “Nope, no more.” I held out my hand to show her it was empty. The serpent gave me one last reproachful look before slithering back to the warm rock she’d been gracing. Even as I resolved that she shouldn’t be around when I “expressed” any more crystals, I was overjoyed that she’d eaten it. It meant we were back in the game, metamorphosis-wise. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    At lunchtime the women came around to serve the men, a rare occurrence but a necessary one, since the disparity in mana regen was so great between the genders. To their credit, the men only complained a little about the blackened bits in their gruel as they took turns moving far enough away from the stench of the nascent soil to actually get their lunches down. Cranit moved among them, giving advice and encouragement. 
 
    “This is gonna take months. They know that, right?” Katz said. Once I’d realized there was food to be had, I had walked over to join him and the others, who were taking their lunch upstream from the field in the shade of a crumbling wall. 
 
    Namara sighed. “It’s going to be a lot of sitting around, that’s for sure.” 
 
    I gave them both a flat look, unable to summon much sympathy. “I don’t mind you all having to sit around. Welcome to the club, is what I say.” 
 
    Slynx chuckled and paused his eating. “Better than high-tailing it in front of an army. Or a demon, I say.” He put his bowl aside. “Plus, check this out!” 
 
    Varba groaned as her husband picked up his guitar. “Run, Zen,” she warned. “Get away while you still can…” 
 
    Slynx just grinned and settled the instrument in the crook of his arm. It was little more than a board with strings attached, each of the three wrapped haphazardly around a nail driven into the head. Still, his thick fingers began plunking out a tune. 
 
    “Please, no more Hotel California!” Varba moaned, covering her ears. 
 
    “Holy crap, that’s what that is!” I was glad to have recognized the tune. 
 
    “Yup, just without any cords or most of the notes!” The dwarf grinned proudly. “Worked it out one note at a time. Figured it was now or never. I haven’t picked up a guitar since I was a teenager!” 
 
    “Does it do anything? Like, stats-wise?” I asked, curious. 
 
    “Minus one to marriages,” Varba said under her breath, but Slynx only chuckled. 
 
    “Not really. Not yet, although it has helped me advance my Charisma—in spite of what Varba might say. I’m gonna have groupies any minute now.” 
 
    Varba rolled her eyes. “They can have you.” 
 
    Sitting back to finish my meal while they bickered, I listened to the music. Didn’t that just sum up our situation? You can logout anytime you want, but you can never leave! Otherwise, it was like the song had been written about a different universe: one with cars, and highways, and tunes that played over the radio while you drove through the lonely dark. 
 
    I should have gotten back to the manaverse once the gruel was gone, but the urge to stay and listen was too strong. I even ignored the flash of my interface letting me know my mana was full and needed to be used. 
 
    “Well, I’m going to get back to it,” Namara finally announced, breaking my reverie before standing up to stretch. “Let’s plan on doing some more leveling come dinner time.” 
 
    Me’Almah stood up too and gave a penitent bow of her head. “I’m going to beg off tanking for a while. We’re going to start planting soon, and I want to make sure Sareyn gets to help.” 
 
    Sareyn was Me’Almah’s Simurgh, a spright of Air she’d contracted with to help her keep plants healthy. 
 
    Namara nodded to the orc and turned to my dad. “Sam, what about you? Are you interested in tanking?” 
 
    He looked up from his lunch. “That’s what the orc ladies have been doing, right? Keeping enemies off everyone else?” 
 
    Namara nodded. “Yup. Slynx’ll be there to back you up.” 
 
    He shrugged and found his feet. “Yeah, I guess I can give it a try.” 
 
    Namara gave his gear a critical once-over. “Just make sure you lean on your spell effects for the Stoneskin buff, since you’re not spec’d for taking damage. Zen’ll help you keep it up.” 
 
    Dad glanced at me as if wondering whether he could trust me, and I flushed, unsure whether it was in outrage or embarrassment. It wasn’t like he didn’t have a good reason. How many times had I disappeared when he’d needed my help? 
 
    This wasn’t chores though, nor was it homework. He was in my domain. I resolved to prove to him just what I was capable of. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Sam, your buffs are down!” Slynx used the haft of his axe to shove a kraken back. I’d ventured out of the manaverse to report the same thing. 
 
    “Right!” Dad growled, then started casting, only to be interrupted by that same kraken darting past him and toward the ranged party members. Caught between Varba and Namara and the monster, I swung my staff, trying to knock the creature to the side with a flimsy left-handed blow. It responded by shrugging off the wood and whipping its tentacles wide to wrap around me. Not expecting me to throw myself toward it, it sent its tentacles too wide, leaving its beak open. Once it realized its mistake, it slapped the tentacles together, but I had already used Stasis and my momentum to drift through it. 
 
    I felt the slap even in the manaverse, and the snap of the kraken’s beak, but it couldn’t keep a hold of me. Whatever sense allowed it to track mana, it knew where I was when I reappeared behind it, but it couldn’t turn fast enough to avoid the staff I wedged between its chicken legs. Even going down hard, it managed to rake my hand with a talon. 
 
    Namara and Varba took advantage of the opening to jump forward and deliver blows of their own while the kraken was vulnerable, then skirted the writhing tentacles to regroup with my dad. A spray of gravel rocketed from his hands seconds later, peppering both the kraken and I with stinging pebbles and restoring his buffs. I ignored the friendly fire and retreated as well, leaving my staff with the kraken. 
 
    Namara congratulated me as I joined them. “Nice one, Zen. If you were melee that skill would be killer!” 
 
    Varba scoffed. “If he were melee he wouldn’t be able to get in as much trouble.” 
 
    There wasn’t time for more sass though, since my dad had closed with the kraken again. His lack of armor skills meant more healing for Varba, and more Heals rather than Slow Heals. Heal was the faster and stronger of the two spells, but it borrowed energy from its target, reducing their Stamina Capacity with each cast. That effectively put a timer on how long Dad could fight without rest and a meal. 
 
    “How far are we going to make it, really?” Katz asked as we mounted after the fight. None of us were skilled enough riders to fight in close quarters while mounted like the orcs did. 
 
    I certainly didn’t want to stop our progress. “Well, we’ve already made it farther than before. Of course, we were mostly worried about leveling then, and Al’Vakie didn’t want to risk it.” I checked my dad’s stamina bar. “We can make it a bit farther, can’t we?” 
 
    “I’m getting the hang of it.” Dad nodded his agreement, though he was still a little winded. “One fight at a time. As long as we’re careful, I can handle it.” 
 
    “Alright!” Katz flipped his dagger in his hand. “I’m never going to complain about more XP.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine, especially since we’ve figured out that decompression attack,” Slynx added. 
 
    He was referring to the AoE stun that had caused so much grief during the Su Brahn fight with Gern. The melee players had found they had plenty of time to take cover during the vacuum attack, as long as we engaged the enemies near buildings or walls they could hide behind. Of course, Dad hadn’t caught on as fast as Katz and Slynx, leaving himself open for the stun, but even those occurrences had been few and far between. He was picking it up fast. 
 
    “Zen, can’t you scout us out anything more interesting?” Katz asked, after downing yet another kraken minutes later. “These little guys are boring. Suck for XP, too.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I would, but I’m the only one who can see the veils, right? I don’t want a repeat of what happened to Gern.” 
 
    “Then maybe I’ll pull again, like I did in Marami’s End,” the gnome offered. “Just keep an eye on my health in the UI.” 
 
    The gnome did the job well, and began peeling away from each fight just before it finished, eager to bring us more XP fodder. It was enough for each of the others to level, including my dad, who was already 4 levels beyond the rest of them. He put his Class Skill in Fortitude, commenting that he’d seen the benefit of reducing incoming damage. 
 
    It wasn’t a perfect fit, having him as a tank, but it was good enough to make a go of it. The Cogneiders had insisted he allocated his Attributes and Class Skills like a mage, but he also had a bit of damage and a bit of crowd control in his spell tree. If anything came looking to munch on the rest of us, he was getting good at binding and slowing them until he could regain their attention. 
 
    “Looks like we’re almost to the end of the road,” Katz reported after a few hours. “There’s a big ole’ gate up ahead.” 
 
    “Is that what that is?” Namara asked, putting a hand to her brow. “Everything looks the same.” 
 
    Since it was a straight shot, Varba took rare advantage of her Far Sight spell. “Yup, a gate with a whole lot of land behind it. It looks like it was somewhere fancy once.” 
 
    “Let’s see if we can make it there,” I encouraged the others. “Kipper’s pointing us right toward it. If it’s open enough, I can set up a safe zone there and we can use it as a sort of base camp.” 
 
    Namara looked toward the eastern horizon. “I don’t know, Zen, It’s getting pretty late.” 
 
    “We can do it! Let’s give it a try.” Dad urged his mount farther down the road before turning back, expectant. I was surprised by his support. “Nate—I mean Zen—’s been chasing this thing for days now. Let’s see how close we can get.” 
 
    “We’ll have to pick up the pace a bit, then.” Katz looked warily down the street, where deepening shadows were filling the space between buildings. “We don’t want to be out here past dark.” 
 
    Dark came faster than expected though, and it was twilight by the time we were within sight of the grillwork gate. In spite of the time crunch, we all stopped and stared. 
 
    “No wonder I thought it was closer,” Katz muttered. “That thing’s ridiculous.” We stood at the entrance to a plaza that was flanked on every side by the most monumental buildings we’d seen yet. No fewer than five roads the size of the one we’d entered on fed into it. Across from us stood the gate. 
 
    Varba’s voice was full of awe. “I’ve never seen anything like this. Those gates must be three hundred feet tall.” 
 
    I couldn’t even understand how the structure was standing. To either side of the gate, a high fence connected it to a pair of stone towers, but the difference in scale was that of a tug-boat and a cruise ship. “Al’Vakie said there would be wonders, but this is crazy. How did it survive the Grey?”  
 
    We began to cross the plaza, which was large enough that it took even the entosects minutes to traverse. As we neared, the gates seemed to loom over us to the extent that looking up gave me vertigo. I stepped closer to touch the… it wasn’t metal, was it? It felt firm and cool like rock, and I couldn’t even tell whether it had been greyed or not, though the color matched. It had the same inert quality as something that had been drained of mana, and yet I couldn’t see into it with my ethervision. 
 
    “Well, Zen, you’d better get safe-zoning. We’ve gotta get out of here,” Slynx warned. 
 
    I brought my focus back to the present, glad to comply. 
 
    “Alrighty, everyone stand still for a sec. I’ll drain you one by one.” 
 
    Katz couldn’t decide whether to sigh or growl. “Can’t you just make something like that glove? The one you used to stop the void army? This is going to take forever.” 
 
    I waved the stump of my arm at him. “I don’t have any more hands to spare. Maybe someday, but I’m going to have to figure out some safeguards before I use simultaneous flows again. For now, we do it slow and safe.” I wasn’t going to risk permanently dissolving a body part one of my friends might need. 
 
    Though the Flow spell was easily resisted by anything with even a slight intelligence, it could siphon mana off anyone who was willing. Fortunately, the game counted being in a party with me as “willing.” With the transfer rate limited by each person’s Wisdom, I quickly emptied their mana into the ground, creating separate pools of color around each person. Then I used my own mana to fill in the gaps between the circles and repeated the cycle with whomever’s mana had refilled. Fifteen minutes later we had a secure patch nearly 20 feet in diameter—just big enough for all of us and our entosects. We also had fifteen minutes fewer before the light was gone from the sky completely. 
 
    I was fine spending time at the gate, though. It was too interesting a specimen and, as a side benefit, I was finally able to produce a second mana crystal, which I resolved to keep safe from Kula. 
 
    “Do we just run for it, back to New Hearthstead?” Slynx asked, once I’d finished and returned to reality. “It’s pretty much a straight shot, and we cleared the road out already.” 
 
    “That might be what we have to do,” Namara agreed, slinging her leg over her saddle and settling in. “We’ve cut it too close. Can’t expect Varb to heal and light the place up. Slynx, Dark Vision would be less conspicuous anyway.” 
 
    Kula wasn’t concerned about being conspicuous though, and began her song to the sunset as we worked our way back toward New Hearthstead. It was an eerie counterpoint to our ride through the dead and darkening city. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    “I’m going to bow out again,” Me’Almah announced the following morning when we gathered for breakfast around one of Varba’s faux fires. “We’re going to be transplanting the starts we brought with us from Old Hearthstead today. It’s not going to be a full harvest, but they tell me we could get some to fruit within a week.” 
 
    “That’s great, Almah!” Slynx was plunking a string with his ear cocked toward it, as if he could tune the thing. “I can’t wait to eat something fresh!” 
 
    Katz nodded eagerly. “Totally. Is scurvy a thing in The Boundless? I’m not sure I want to find out. I mean, I’m sure our real bodies are fine, but would that even be something you could heal, Varb?” 
 
    The goblin only shrugged and spooned another mouthful of gruel. 
 
    I’d been distracted contemplating the new crystals I’d formed overnight. I hadn’t expressed any since that first one Kula had gobbled up, and though the crystals were still tiny, they did seem to be growing faster as they increased in size. 
 
    Suddenly, however, I realized I had a stake in the planting of trees. “Ooh, what about the willows?” I asked Me’Almah. “We brought some stems of those, right? I could really use some more materials for enchanting.” 
 
    Namara gave me a reproving look, though her lips carried the hint of a smile. “I think they’re going to be focused on edibles right now, Zen. We can’t eat wands.” 
 
    “Well he can…” Katz muttered, almost imperceptibly. 
 
    Me’Almah ignored him, for which I was grateful. Instead, she gave me a nod. “Let me see if I can get you a cutting, Zen. I’m sure you could plant one soon, as your own side project.” 
 
    Slynx made a face. “That’s just what he needs: another side project. How many is that now, Zen?” 
 
    “Several-teen—At least,” I grumped, before looking back up at our tank. “No, that’d be great, Me’Almah. Thanks.” A steady supply of middling-Quality materials would be better than great. If I ever got to really focus on my Aephid again, I’d be able to spread Constitution buffs all around. 
 
    The orc acknowledged my thanks with a slight bow and then dismissed herself, heading for the fields. 
 
    Later, not long after I’d chosen a wall and settled against it for the day’s errands, one of the runner girls nudged me “awake.” She cradled a squat, watertight basket in her arms. 
 
    “Brother Cranit says you should plant this by water, but only after the soil is at least Common. He also says he’ll come later to check on you.” 
 
    I thanked the girl and accepted the basket from her. Inside was a willow stem, its burgeoning tangle of roots soaking in murky water. 
 
    “I guess it’s time to go sit and wait somewhere else,” I told Kula, who raised her head at the sound of my voice before slithering along behind me. 
 
    Together we chose a spot right at the head of the canal, where a break in the paving hinted there might have been planting in the past. I checked my Bascilliphores, who’d received the bulk of my mana once I’d seen how much of a bottleneck they were when it came to restoring the ground. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
     
      
      	  Bascilliphores - 4 MP/hr - Small 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bascilliphores carry with them a multitude of microbes from wherever they are found, and they will establish similar colonies wherever they are planted. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spread: 27 cm3/min 
  Activation Cost: 20 MP/min 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    While the Lichons spread over the surface of the dirt, the Bascilliphores did their work in three dimensions and therefore much more slowly. 
 
    I set them to work on the very center of the spot I’d chosen and settled myself and the willow start in the shade of a nearby building. 
 
    How many side projects was that really? I had the crystals, Lavis’s quest, the Danaralins’ quest, helping restore buildings and fields for New Hearthstead, leveling my Aephid, and now this tree. Everything in The Boundless was looking to bleed me dry! 
 
    From the shade of the nearby building and in the manaverse, I was able to watch the anima do their work, detailed by a helpful progress bar above the parcel of dirt they were working in. I was glad so many UI elements carried over into the manaverse, even if sound, smell, and taste didn’t—at least not in the regular sense. 
 
    I was also able to pump mana into the stream for Lavis while I waited, but the task seemed excruciatingly slow compared to days past. Now that the others were occupied working in the fields, I had to meet the Water daemon’s demands on my own. Calculating the speed my Bascilliphores would spread through the soil and the likelihood of new mana crystals forming kept me entertained until Namara and Co. brought lunch for me. 
 
    After we were done eating, they wanted to grind XP. 
 
    “I guess I can’t beg off like Me’Almah did, huh?” I asked, reluctant to put my planting efforts on hold. 
 
    “Not unless I get to take a break from healing.” Varba answered while her husband tugged me to my feet. 
 
    “Agh. Ooh. Geez, I get stiff while I’m out!” I stumbled for a few steps, although after two or three stretches I was fine. 
 
    “Maybe more frequent breaks?” Namara suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so,” I said, and she snorted her doubt. Apparently she didn’t much believe in my ability to self-moderate. 
 
    “Past the gate today?” I asked once we’d reached our mounts and clambered aboard. 
 
    Namara nodded. “If we can. Let’s extend the safe zones as we ride, too, so it gets quicker and quicker to go back.” 
 
    It was quicker, and the battles were fewer, but we still advanced cautiously. Mana Leeches had started feeding on the loose mana around the edges of my safe zones, which in turn drew the occasional kraken or snuffler that needed to be cleared before we could move on. They were weak enough that Slynx made the rare decision to raise a low-level Su Brahn from the dead to keep them occupied and spare my dad the stamina loss. Namara burned them down from within the safe zone, but it still took time. We arrived at the gate in about two hours. 
 
    “Now how do we get inside?” Namara pondered. “We can’t go over it…” 
 
    Slynx heeled his mount forward and pointed to the east. “There’s a spot over there, where the tower’s broken away from the grillwork. Maybe we can slip through.” While the rest of us tied our entosects loosely to the gate, he had his pet Su Brahn kick away some of the stone of the tower before letting it die for good. My dad covered the rear as we slipped through.  
 
    “That’s a lot of empty space,” Slynx said once he was through, and he was right. Beyond the gate looked to be bare all the way to the cliff face, with rolling hills broken only by roving void creatures. Without the surrounding buildings it was hard to judge, but it looked like there were more of the monsters here than there had been in the city proper. 
 
    “Is that a building back there?” Namara asked, shading her eyes with one hand. 
 
    “Looks like it,” Slynx answered. “Must be huge!” 
 
    With all the gray it was hard to make out the structure, but Slynx was right. If the perspective held… 
 
    That’s where we’ll find it, Kipper whispered to me. I sent him a confirmation but didn’t interrupt the team’s speculations. 
 
    “It must be important, with all this land around it. Think it’s the castle? If Zen’s right, it makes sense there’d be goodies…” 
 
    Leave it to Katz to think of loot first. 
 
    “Well let’s go find out, then,” Namara answered with a grin. “Question is, how are we going to get through? There’s nothing to line-of-sight the Su Brahn behind.” 
 
    I scanned the hills. “There are too many for me to lure aside, too.” 
 
    “And they’re only getting higher, level-wise…” Namara tapped her bottom lip and thought. “Do we have any interrupts?” 
 
    “Interrupts?” my dad asked. 
 
    Her eyes flicked to him. “Yeah. If we can stun it first, or throw it off balance while it’s trying to cast…” 
 
    “What about the Boulder spell?” Dad suggested. “Me’Almah was showing me how she could launch herself. Couldn’t we launch the Su Brahn, at least enough to throw off their balance?” 
 
    “My Detonate spell might work too,” Namara thought aloud, “but it has a longer cast time. We’ll need to test them out, and not on one of these.” 
 
    She waved a hand at the nearest Su Brahn, and I couldn’t help but look. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
     
      
      	  Su Brahn — Level 32 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hit Points: 513/513 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It would be bad news to get stunned by one of those. They would almost certainly be able to take out the melee in the time it took us to recover. Once again, Dad covered us as we squeezed back to the other side of the fence. 
 
    “Alrighty, Zen, do your thing,” Namara directed me. “Level 26 is when they start using the blast, right? Everyone else, let’s get into formation.” 
 
    While they positioned themselves, I went to find a suitable candidate for testing. In the open space of the plaza, I didn’t have to worry about any veils reaching the team, and my search didn’t take long. Neither did the fight. 
 
    “It’s going to be tight,” Namara said once the dust of the battle had cleared. “Sam, you’re going to have to start casting as soon as it kicks off its vacuum move, and if you miss it, we’re toast.” She paused, and raised her chin to give him an appraising look. “Actually, let’s just farm them for a bit, why don’t we? It’ll be good practice, and if we can get everyone’s levels into the 20’s we might have more wiggle room anyway. Everyone good with that?” 
 
    “It’s getting hard to keep up healing anyway,” Varba agreed. “Even with Zen’s help. You’re doing great, Sam, but I can tell you’re not spec'd for it. If we can get a few more ranks of Fortitude on you, it’ll help. Plus, you and Katz are almost to Tier 4 on your spells, right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Katz drawled. “Suction, Whirlwind, Airlock, and Clamor; I can have all kinds of fun with those! Oh—and help with monsters, of course.” 
 
    Varba wasn’t the only one to look skeptical. 
 
    “I’ve still got a ways to go, but I’ll finally be getting Life Drain!” Slynx said. “Enrage and Shadow Wall too.” He sounded much less excited about the latter two. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t already have Enrage?” Varba asked her husband dryly. “You’ve been using it on me for years!” 
 
    Slynx fluttered his lashes and puckered his lips. “I’m precocious, love. What can I say?” 
 
    “If you were precocious you would’ve had Tier 4 two weeks ago,” the goblin shot back. 
 
    “Two weeks ago somebody was gobbling up all the mana for her Heal spell.” Katz sneered. 
 
    Varba put her hands on her hips. “You want me to apologize for keeping you alive? Fine! I’m reeeal sorry, believe you me!” 
 
    “Okay, guys, okay,” Namara finally cut in. “We’re all sorry Katz is still alive. Can we leave it at that? Plus, I want to hear what Sam’s got coming up.” 
 
    My dad fumbled inelegantly with his UI, but I’d committed Me’Almah’s Tier 4 spells to memory ages ago. 
 
    “He’s got Quicksand, Spear, Grind, and Thump,” I announced, earning a reproachful look from my dad. 
 
    “Wait, so your Tier 4 spells are ‘Thump’ and ‘Grind’?” Katz asked him. 
 
    Dad nodded. “Yup, looks like it. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Katz only shook his head and looked to the sky for divine assistance. I felt a twinge of protectiveness rise inside me, but let it go. Dad was hopeless, and he proved it by having to step out of the tanking role soon afterward. His stamina was simply too low to block more than a single blow from the bigger creatures. 
 
    Instead of getting our off-brand tank killed, we decided to recruit again. 
 
    “Alright, down it carefully,” Slynx whispered, eyeing the Su Brahn from behind a low wall. “The more intact it is, the better it’ll fight.” 
 
    Katz scowled at the dwarf. “The only thing that downs these suckers is blunt-force trauma. How am I supposed to ‘down it carefully’?” 
 
    “Just attack the top, then,” the dwarf encouraged. “We need its legs.” 
 
    The Su Brahn was even weaker than the first of its kind we’d fought, but Slynx could only use Raise on creatures that were below his level. Still, when it staggered back to its feet under Slynx’s control, its legs were mostly intact, though thick gray blood the consistency of melting caramel oozed from a dozen wounds. Raise wasn’t a spell Slynx used often, first because he just didn’t want spellcasting to be his role, and second because the creatures he raised required a lot of attention. If he lost focus the Su Brahn would just end up standing there, which meant Slynx was largely sidelined whenever he had a zombie active. 
 
    Namara must have judged the current zombie to be fit to tank, because she turned to me. “Alrighty, Zen. Pull us some krakens or an I Brahn. Sam, time to get your cast on.” 
 
    Encumber and Reinforce had been Dad’s go-to spells while tanking—along with Bind for when monsters got past him—but it didn’t take long for him to get Gravel raised to Rank 2. The spell was more of a nuisance than a real attack spell, but I knew from experience that it was painful enough to get an enemy’s attention. In fact, it was so effective Dad would frequently have to Bind his target and focus on other spells for a bit while the zombified Su Brahn got the creature’s attention back. 
 
    “Make sure you focus some on Dust Storm!” I called over to him during one of those lulls. 
 
    He looked to me and then back to the I Brahn we were fighting. “But they don’t have eyes! What will blinding them accomplish?” 
 
    “You want Grind, right? The spell requirement says Dust Storm has to be at Rank 3. That means you’ll have to use it a thousand times!” 
 
    “Minus the casts for Wear, because that feeds the whole chain.” He bobbed his head and finished the thought. 
 
    While he returned to the fight, I looked over his progress. Because every spell in the Earth spell tree had the basic spell, Earth, as a prerequisite, reaching Tier 4 of his spells meant unlocking Earth IV. That was a daunting task, with advancement from Rank 3 to Rank 4 of a spell requiring 10,000 individual casts. A person with Varba’s single-minded focus might be able to pull that off, but it was a real challenge for someone who didn’t spend all day casting. 
 
    Fortunately, higher-tier spells sped that process. Because it was a Tier 3 spell, casting Wear I once counted as casting its prerequisite spell, Dust Storm II, twice, which in turn counted as casting Earth III a full four times. After 100 casts, when Wear I was ready to advance in rank, it was a near certainty that Earth III wouldn’t be, so from there it just came down to which spells would be the most mana efficient in contributing to Earth’s growth. 
 
    I’d figured some of the process out myself, but Hen’Darl had filled in the gaps. She’d also shown us how to add counters to our Spells UI to avoid the mind-numbing calculations. After that, all we had to do was assess which spells most needed to be leveled and which spells would best “feed” their prerequisites. 
 
    “This is taking forever,” Dad complained later, panting after a fight with four krakens had gone south. The smaller creatures had downed the zombified Su Brahn and forced him to tank again. “How did you all get to Tier 4 so fast?” 
 
    “The same way you are,” Varba said while closing a claw wound that graced his forearm. “We just got started on it earlier, thanks to Zen.” 
 
    Dad looked at me as though just discovering I had value, then nodded his understanding. “It makes sense that Cogneid would want him back, then. They seemed a bit desperate to get us learning higher tier spells. If I had known I’d be using the spells so much, I would’ve kept practicing after I ran.” 
 
    “You’re getting close though,” I said, trying to be encouraging as I mounted up. “You’ve been using Boulder a ton.” 
 
    He nodded and clambered aboard his own entosect. “It’ll have to wait til tomorrow. Isn’t it about time to get back?” He looked up at the sun and we all followed suit. 
 
    “I guess so,” Namara said. “Damn, I was hoping to hit 19 today. Hey, Zen, have you noticed I’m not taking as much Fire Damage?” 
 
    I hadn’t until that moment, which was proof in and of itself. “You’re right, you haven’t been!” I said. Normally the times when she lit herself on fire were both frequent and memorable. “That’s thanks to your Seed Savant Class, yeah? Attunement? What’s your Fire Resistance at now?” 
 
    “30%.” 
 
    “Does it keep you from igniting or…” 
 
    “It sure does. Keeps the damage down, too. Watch!” With that, she cast Fire on her left arm. “See? Ouch!” she announced cheerfully, before an unlucky proc of her Playing with Fire spell effect caused her Kindled debuff to become Ignited, lighting her casting hand on fire and adding damage-over-time effects. Her entosect skittered erratically as she slapped at herself with both hands, trying to extinguish the flames. 
 
    “Oops.” She pulled the entosect back over to me, grinning in spite of some pretty severe burns. “Figures that’d happen, and with only an 18% chance, no less! Still, only… 9 damage. Ah!” She grimaced and shook her casting hand. “Yeesh—and that was the ranked-down version. Let’s not do that again; my Int’s getting too high.” 
 
    We could hear Varba muttering angrily from behind us as she restored Namara’s missing HP. Even so, it had been a good day. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, we’d made a reasonable amount of progress—including a new rank of Crystallization for me—and Hearthstead was planting its first crops. Things were looking up. 
 
    I should have known it wouldn’t last. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    It first manifested as a silence as we rode into the reclaimed area around the reservoir, and soon after I noticed that nearly everyone was glaring at us. It was unusual—even for me. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked Namara, hoping she could see something I couldn’t. 
 
    “I don’t know yet.” Her searching gaze swept the camp. 
 
    Slynx was feeling impatient though, and simply called out to the nearest man. “You there! What’s going on?” 
 
    The man answered without coming any closer. “It’s young Brother Eena. He was found unconscious by the waterfall.” He shot me an accusatory glance before looking away. 
 
    “What?! Where is he now?” I asked, my mind racing through the possibilities. 
 
    The man’s eyes never left the ground. “The goblins are working to wake him in their tent.” 
 
    I wrinkled my forehead. None of it added up. 
 
    “Let’s find Gern,” I said, spurring my entosect forward. “He’ll know what happened.” 
 
    We caught the orc on his way to the goblins’ tent, but he didn’t slow to answer our questions, so we just dismounted and followed along. A group of orcs had gathered near the entrance to the goblins’ tent, waiting to hear news of Eena, and they parted as Gern strode through. I tried to follow, but he put a hand up to block me. “Stay out here,” he said tersely before ducking inside. 
 
    The area outside the tent wasn’t welcoming, but it didn’t feel right to leave. I found myself a seat well away from the others, who included Eena’s mother and father. Their eyes were rimmed with red, and I couldn’t bear to meet their gazes. What had gone wrong? 
 
    I walked through every possibility. If Eena had overused a wand, he should have woken up moments after fainting. He didn’t have enough rings, either, to counteract his Mana Regeneration. That was the real danger. Regardless, even if he’d had enough rings, wouldn’t removing them have been the first thing those tending to him would have tried? 
 
    I considered using Ethereal Form and entering the tent to try and help, even if my help was unwanted, but Gern would surely recognize my presence—and if any of the orcs waiting outside spotted the mist coming from my eyes… 
 
    Gern exited the tent half an hour later and spoke quietly with Eena’s family. Their reactions didn’t tell me enough to know whether the news was good or bad though, so when Gern made his way over to me, I was anxious to hear the news. 
 
    “Eena is awake,” he said, and I breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Thank goodness! Do they know what happened?” 
 
    “Just as we heard, he was found by the stream, unconscious and greying.” 
 
    “Greying?!” That would have taken an excessive amount of mana drain! “How?” 
 
    “They don’t know. All they know is that he only started recovering after being taken from the stream.” 
 
    I frowned. “That’s impossible. I’ve thought through every scenario. Nothing there could’ve hurt him.” 
 
    Gern gave me a flat look. “You are new to this world to be judging what is possible and what is not.” 
 
    Was he implying this was my fault? I couldn’t read his expression. “Hey, I’m sorry,” I said, standing. “I’m going to find out what’s going on!” 
 
    “That might be best. Juvalle is already using this as proof he was right, both about you and about settling here.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth and angrily brushed off the seat of my pants. “Of course he is. I’m going to get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    Gern only nodded, his face grim, and I could feel his eyes on me as I paced away. 
 
    “I don’t get it.” Whether Kula could hear me through the roar of the waterfall was uncertain, but I needed to talk through things out loud. “How could this happen? Everything around here’s back to normal. No Grey anywhere.” The serpent was draped around my shoulders, flicking her tongue out around her beak as though tasting the air for an answer. It had been almost an hour, yet I was no closer to a solution than I had been. Scratching the serpent behind her ruff, I sat. 
 
    Maybe there’s something in the manaverse. The thought was a desperate one. If I couldn’t see something with Ether, Ethereal Form wasn’t going to reveal anything new. 
 
    It didn’t, either. Nothing was out of order in the manaverse. I even searched upward into the waterfall and downward into the pit, all the way to where the Grey beneath the surface ended. 
 
    When I finally returned to the surface, I was just as confused as when I’d started. I hovered, just staring at the spot near the stream that Eena had claimed as his own. The wand he’d used lay broken in the dirt, likely stomped into oblivion by the first responders along with the rings he’d been wearing. It was a dismal scene. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations! Your ethereal form has crystallized! 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    I hadn’t forgotten the skill, only other concerns had taken precedence. It was a drop of joy in a lake of worry, especially considering I’d already made two crystals the night before. Pulling up the list, I realized it didn’t give me the info I really needed, and so I modified it to include the Crystallization Rate and made sure it gave the hourly percentages rather than the less intuitive per-minute ones. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Current Mana Crystals 
   Faint - 4 MP - 61% 
   Faint - 2 MP - 30% 
   Faint - 1 MP - 15% 
   Faint - 1 MP - 15% 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    It wasn’t going to be a fast process, but once I’d gotten it snowballing, creating mana crystals might be a powerful thing. Nothing I could find hinted at a limit to how many I could grow at once, and it seemed the longer I retained them within my ethereal form, the bigger they would get and the faster they would grow. That meant removing them would have to be avoided, at least until I had a steady stream being created. No way was I taking them out early again. The upfront wait times were too high. 
 
    There was nothing more to be done then, not until Gern brought more news, and so I used the time to grow my four crystals and listlessly feed my excess mana into the stream. 
 
    When I saw the orc finally coming, I reluctantly re-entered my body, afraid of what news he might be bringing. 
 
    When he got close enough, I could see his brow was furrowed. It was close to dinnertime though, and he insisted he’d fill me in over our meal. 
 
    *** 
 
    “All of them?!” 
 
    Even with the wide berth they’d given me, several orcs looked up at my cry. 
 
    Gern looked angrily down at his bowl. “Eena’s fainting spell gave Juvalle everything he needed to convince the council,” he said. “As long as we don’t know how it happened, they consider it too dangerous to let the young men help.” 
 
    “They expect the two of us to do it alone?” 
 
    Gern looked away. 
 
    “You too?” I asked, incredulous. 
 
    The orc sighed. “The council also impressed on the mother that I was too important to risk. She’s agreed that I won’t be involved.” 
 
    “So it’s just me again, then,” I said, deflating. “How do they expect me to restore the fields fast enough to keep up?” 
 
    “I don’t know. We’ll have to see how things go with the second field. It may be that we quit Sarvaal.” 
 
    “After all our work?” With the heels of my palms against my forehead, I groaned, but I could have easily screamed instead. “Why does this always happen? As soon as things start working out!” 
 
    Gern pursed his lips together sympathetically—maybe I was getting better at reading orcish facial expressions—then he shoveled a mouthful of porridge between his tusks and cleaned the spoon before answering. “Maybe we can find some answers before then.” 
 
    Setting my bowl down beside me, I stood. “Well, I guess I’d better get back to work, then. I’ve got hours before I reach Lavis's quota. Oh well, at least it’ll give me time to clean up all the rings and wands.” 
 
    Gern glanced up at me, looking apologetic. “I’ll gather them for you,” he said. “It’s the least I can do.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    I was glad we had finished our work restoring the field the day before, because the next morning I felt more than a little unwelcome. Instead of joining the others, I cloistered myself away by my planned planting, with only Kula to talk to. I wouldn’t have been good company anyway, sitting there with my eyes closed, hoping for another crystallization event. 
 
    I was hoping for lucky procs, or “programmed random occurrences.” If they happened early on in the formation of a crystal, they could shave off hours or even days from the creation time. I knew that meant the reverse was also true—that a crystal could take much longer to grow than the average—but I tried not to think about that. Instead, I just prayed that the RNG—Random Number Generator—gods would be on my side. 
 
    If there was any upside to my renewed unpopularity, it was that the continuous trickle of runners asking for mana had slowed. That meant extra for the ground under and around my tree, as well as for growing the related contracts. Within a few hours it was one of the best-restored spots in New Hearthstead. 
 
    “Alright, little tree,” I said once the square of soil was finally Common Quality. “Let’s get you into the ground.” Digging a hole with just my left hand wasn’t easy, but the ground there had loosened thanks to the churning of the Bascilliphores. I scooped nearly all the darkened earth out before placing the stalk into the hole and coiling the spindly root inside. 
 
    “A little higher,” came a voice from behind me, and I turned to see that Cranit was making good on his word in spite of my status within the community. He knelt next to the hole and adjusted the start. “There we go. Now let’s just add the water…” With his other hand he helped me lift the basket and pour the murky water in. His headdress jingled while he helped me tamp the soil back into place. 
 
    “Now just a bit more water. We need to make sure there aren’t any air bubbles left down there. I’ll fetch some.” 
 
    I watched the orc climb over the wall and disappear into the canal. 
 
    “Thanks for the help,” I said once he’d returned. He began carefully emptying the basket around the planting, but gave me a quick smile. The lilac skin around his eyes crinkled in a familiar way I couldn’t quite place. 
 
    I joined him in pressing fingers into the soggy soil to help it settle, but had to wonder. “Why are you helping me, anyway? I’m a persona non grata right now.” 
 
    The man stood and brushed his hands on an apron already thick with dirt. “Yes, poor Eena. I do hope he feels better soon. My son trusts you though, and he speaks highly of you. I’d say he’s an excellent judge of character, but let’s face it, he cheats.” Cranit smiled again, and I suddenly knew what had been tickling my brain. 
 
    “Oh my god! You’re Gern’s dad!” I said, scrambling to my feet. Hastily brushing my hand clean, I held it out to him. “It’s so nice to meet you! I mean, we met before, but I didn’t—” 
 
    Cranit laughed and took my hand, holding it rather than shaking. “It’s nice to meet you too, Brother Zenzuck. I’m glad to know someone is keeping my son out of trouble.” 
 
    My cheeks heated. “Well, I’m not sure if ‘out of trouble’ is really my thing...” 
 
    The man laughed again. “I was a boy once too, young Zenzuck.” He patted my hand reassuringly and then let it go. “Now, my apologies, but I must be off. Let me bless your little project before I go.” For almost a minute the orc whispered under his breath, occasionally moving his hands, and bestowed several buffs both on the start and on the soil around it. 
 
    “There,” he said finally. “Keep the soil damp for about a week until the roots are established, then let it dry out between waterings. It will also need a wider plot of renewed earth as it grows.” 
 
    I thanked him again, and he gave a little bow of acknowledgment before heading back to the fields. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Expedient Exudate (82 min 17 sec) — Cranit 
  
     
 
      
      	  Root expression into soil is increased. 
  Root growth is sped by 75%. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Favored Air (92 min 15 sec) — Cranit 
  
     
 
      
      	  Carbon-dioxide is being drawn near to nourish this plant. 
  Metabolism is boosted by 43%. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Advanced Apicality (169 min 8 sec) — Cranit 
  
     
 
      
      	  Meristematic cell differentiation is increased. 
  Stems and roots grow 30% faster. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Cambium Rush (17 min 22 sec) — Cranit 
  
     
 
      
      	  Production of xylem and phloem is sped. 
  Woody growth is sped by 22%. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Cytokinin Cascade (100 min 4 sec) — Cranit 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increased growth hormones encourage cell reproduction. 
  Overall Growth is increased by 60%. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Open Soil — Cranit 
  
     
 
      
      	  Soil has been redistributed to allow for even drainage. 
  Chance of rot reduced by 85%. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Only a portion of what I saw made any sense to me, but it highlighted Cranit’s expertise. I wondered at how many contracts he must have specifically devoted to caring for plants. It also hinted at just how many spirits there must be, to have such specificity in what they did. With so much variety, it was pretty clearly not going to be a “Gotta catch ‘em all!” situation, as much as I might have wished otherwise. Eventually I would have to specialize like everyone else. 
 
    At the moment my specialty was soil restoration, but I didn’t expect it to stay that way. As necessary as it was right then, it wasn’t very glamorous, nor was it really what I wanted to spend every day doing. Regardless, I chose a new portion of ground adjacent to my planting and set the Bascilliphores and Rhizals to work churning new bacterial and fungal life into the soil. 
 
    With the physical labor done, I reentered the manaverse. 
 
    My biggest crystal, the second I’d created, had grown overnight, and at 9 MP it was nearing the half-hour mark for adding the next point. From there it had the potential to mature to 100 MP, one Mana Point at a time, within the span of a single lucky day. The smaller crystals would grow right along behind their elder brother, ready to replace him once I decided he was large enough to harvest. 
 
    I was basically certain to generate at least one crystal per night, after all, and about the same while awake, depending on the day. If I gave them each the same amount of time to grow—say, a week—I’d have one ready at the same rate they were created. 
 
    The end to that wait was in sight for that second crystal, especially if I could level again and further grow my Mana Capacity. It might take days or even a week, but I figured that the 1 million-mana mark would be just about right, and if I was producing even one crystal that size per day, Kula would be fat and happy. 
 
    When the other players came to get me for lunch, I was eager for our next foray into Sarvaal. 
 
    “Good luck, everyone,” Me’Almah said after informing us she’d be bowing out again. “And if I have any, we’ll be having fresh fruit soon. Cranit says one of the fig trees could produce as early as tonight!” 
 
    Katz raised an eyebrow. “Figs, huh? Aren’t they generally a warmer-climate tree? Can they even grow here?” 
 
    “It’s magic,” Me’Almah answered, coming as close to being sharp as I’d ever heard. Apparently, better nobody come for her gardening. 
 
    Katz held up his hands in surrender and gave a genuine smile. “Okay, love, okay. You go grow the best damn magic figs you can.”  
 
    Then, once the orc was out of earshot, he asked, “Have we lost her for good?” 
 
    Namara sighed. “Who knows, little man. Maybe she just needs something to balance out the fighting.” 
 
    The gnome scrunched up his nose. “As long as it doesn’t take as long as it did when we were playing Knights. She disappeared for three whole months after they added farming!” 
 
    “I’m not sure the Hearthsteaders will let her get too wrapped up in it,” Slynx said, settling his axe into its belt loop. “She’s more useful to them leveling.” 
 
    Katz looked after the orc a while longer, before turning back to us. “Well,” he said, and slapped my dad on the back of the leg. “Should we finish teaching this lug how to bump and grind?” 
 
    “It’s Thump,” my dad corrected, oblivious. 
 
    “It sure is, Sam. It sure is.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    “At least the ground here is easier to restore,” I commented as we rode beyond the gate hours later, traveling along a narrow path of restored earth that shadowed the paved path that led from the gate to the west of us. “Whoever paved those roads used way too high-Quality of materials. Give me good old-fashioned dirt any day.” Dad’s new Grind spell, which sped the return of stone to dust, had eroded the wall of the adjoining tower sufficiently for us to bring the entosects through. I watched from my mount’s back in amusement as a kraken rushed us, only to disappear from view a foot or two from the edge of our restored path and pop back out moments later on the other side. 
 
    Within seconds the poor thing was peppered with debuffs and bound, and Slynx stepped forward to finish it off with a mighty swing of his axe. The krakens were getting to be higher level, like the rest of the void creatures, but it was pretty clear they scaled differently from the bigger beasts. They weren’t a threat when attacking alone anymore, but if we let too many gather at the edges of the safe zone they could complicate things once a Su or I Brahn came. Unfortunately the XP we got from killing them reflected the ease with which they were dispatched. 
 
    Dad was still getting used to keeping the Su Brahn’s attention and interrupting them too, and twice he missed casting Thump in time. The spell was supposed to cause the ground under an enemy to give a sudden pulse upward, interrupting and staggering it, and missing it meant the entire party would be stunned. Luckily, after the second time he missed we realized that even though my safe zones didn’t protect us from being stunned, they did protect us from being absorbed by the leg monsters. That meant all the melee had to do was retreat a few steps while the attack was charging. That was good, too, because carving my dad out of the first Su Brahn’s leg had taken what felt like forever, and it had been painful watching him struggle to breathe until we could free his chest from the clinging sludge. 
 
    Outside of battle, we rode single file, only as fast as I could restore the ground. It was a cut and dry process until I felt the first sting. 
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    A quick patch job fixed it, but more debuffs appeared on the others soon afterward. 
 
    “Zen, do you mind scouting?” Namara called from behind me and reined her mount to a halt. “Does anyone else see what’s doing it?” 
 
    “It’s something in the ground,” I reported seconds later after flitting out over the Grey. “Little tubes flush with the dirt. They’re spitting some kind of acid.” 
 
    Even the entosects were getting hit, which was bad news. Because they weren’t a part of our party, I didn’t get notifications from them. Only their shying and flinching let me know something was wrong, and it put both them and their riders in danger of leaving the safe zone. 
 
    “Just show me where they are, Zen. I’ll burn em up,” Namara suggested. 
 
    I turned in my saddle. “I can’t even see them now that my eyes are open. They blend in too well.” 
 
    “Well, point in a general direction,” the elf responded. “I’ll give AoE a try.” 
 
    I did as I was told. 
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    The text just kept scrolling. 
 
    Slynx watched the area as if hoping for some kind of fireworks. “Woah. Crazy damage, Mara.”  
 
    “Didn’t kill anything though.” I gave the dwarf a regretful glance. Already the fires that had ignited on unlucky enemies were petering out, and none of the expected damage-over-time effects registered in the notifications. “I was sure…” I trailed off, flicking back into the manaverse. “Nope, they’re gone. That whole area is clear.” 
 
    Namara’s brows drew together. “But we didn’t get any kills… Does that mean… Fuck, they’re part of something bigger, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Looks like it. I missed the roots before. They’re everywhere.” 
 
    “We’re not getting hit as much though.” She dismounted and then flipped her hair over her shoulder. “Okay, Zen, point me toward another one. Single target this time. Cover us!” she told the rest of the party. I led her out into the Grey and stooped down to point one out. 
 
    She crouched beside me. 
 
    “Damn, they are almost invisible. So it’s just this little hole in the ground?” 
 
    “There’s a tube leading down to the roots.” If I focused I could start to track the roots themselves, tracing the lack of mana that was characteristic to creatures of the void. 
 
    “And it’s all connected, right?” She grinned. “This should be fun.” 
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    I jumped back as a little shoot of flame leapt up from the tubule, and then from others around it. Every few seconds a new two-inch-long plume would rise up in a nearly meter-wide ring, until… 
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    The puffs of flame ended. 
 
    Namara frowned. “I thought you said it was all connected, Zen.” 
 
    “It was! The part you lit on fire... detached... from the rest.” I’d seen it all from the manaverse. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at the ground ahead of us. “Ooh, that sneaky fuck. Here I thought I’d get the whole thing.” 
 
    Looking off into the distance, I didn’t see that happening. “I think ‘the whole thing’ might be even bigger than we thought, Mara. It just gets thicker from here.” Now that I knew what to look for, I could see the pattern of the creep spread away into the distance. I wasn’t about to venture farther out there in the manaverse to see the extent of it though. I was already suffering from several burns. “Let’s get back to the others.” 
 
    Our pace slowed to a crawl after that, with much more of our mana devoted to helping Namara clear the creep. We could ignore the patches that were far enough away to do minimal damage, but those nearby and those directly in front of us had to be dealt with before the ground could be restored. Mana channeled into the ground around the creep was almost immediately soaked up by the network of roots underneath. Most of the mana didn’t even reach the soil, and so more and more creep had to be cleared before I could extend the safe zone. 
 
    Namara scowled as she watched yet another plot burn. “What a waste of time! If only I had Flame Wall already—or Flame Jet. They wouldn’t be able to react fast enough to those!” 
 
    “How far are you now?” I asked, hoping I could help. 
 
    She shrugged and quirked her lips. “I’m not even going to look, Zen, or I’ll become as obsessive as you are. I figure it’ll happen pretty soon after Varb. Besides, it’s okay that you’re preoccupied with your own projects. You boosted us to Tier 4 weeks ahead of when we should have been there. We can level under our own steam for a bit. Plus, with my mana pool, what am I going to do with Flame Jet? I could channel it for maybe 5 seconds and then I’d be useless for almost half an hour. It’s probably okay that I level my character a bit first.” 
 
    As the morning wore on the massive building came closer until, once we’d crested a particular ridge, the view opened up before us. It stretched away toward the cliff face, sloping downward before meeting a great stone foundation that rose from the ground. Atop the foundation was a fortress that looked like nothing I’d seen in The Boundless up to that point. A wall extended all the way around it and was curved outward in a way that looked utterly impossible, as though formed by the palace itself as it splashed down to earth. Or maybe it looks like a crown. Towers rose up from behind the wall, broader than I would have expected, and with one central tower wide enough to make it look almost squat, even though it rose high above the wall. 
 
    The rampart itself curled outward from a single gate, which was set into the stone of the wall as if parting the splash of it. A bridge of stone extended from the gate, hinting that the valley had once been filled with water. It covered nearly half a mile, solid and unbroken, all the way to the paved path we’d shadowed. 
 
    Katz was the first to speak. “Woah. Now that’s something you don’t see every day.” 
 
    “And how much do you want to bet it’s a dungeon?” Varba replied, her voice eager. 
 
    Slynx beamed at his wife. “Hell, something that big could have dozens of them.” 
 
    “Think that bridge’ll hold us?” Dad asked, surprising me. He sounded… excited. I’d rarely ever heard that tone from him. 
 
    “We’re not far from it. Let’s go see!” Without waiting for the rest of us, Namara heeled her mount forward and began casting non-stop, peppering the ground ahead of her with Fireballs. “How much do you want to bet there won’t be any creep on it?” she called back as I scrambled to extend the safe zone behind her. 
 
    Down the hill we rode, cutting west until we were level with the top of the far foundation. There we found the road again, which was paved with a stone that seemed unfazed by the Grey, except that it was more than willing to soak up all my mana. There was still enough creep around to be dangerous though—and painful. 
 
    “We’re going to have to clear an area here soon if you’re not right,” I told Namara, who had quickly learned the creep only covered the road when dirt was present. She was targeting those areas and destroying huge swathes of creep, yet the bridge itself was still a way off. 
 
    Namara took a break from casting to catch her breath. “It’ll be fine. The creep hasn’t established itself on the road. No way it’s taken over the bridge.” 
 
    She was right, but while the road was clear of the creep, the acidic tubules only got more dense to either side as we rode. Namara cleared it as best she could, until we were so low on mana that we were forced to spur the entosects to top speed and skitter the last of the way to the bridge. 
 
    “Bloody hell, Mara. A little patience next time?” Slynx grumbled while I patched his wounds. We were safe for the moment, fifteen feet out onto the causeway. 
 
    The elf’s ponytail swished as she turned from surveying the path ahead, but there were noticeable chunks of hair missing. She didn’t seem to care. “We made it, didn’t we? Zen, what’s Kipper saying now?” 
 
    I looked up from my patient. “Whatever it is, it’s definitely in the castle. Kipper can only sense Dark, Earth, and Air, remember? But he says it’s all there. That probably means the other elements are too. He says it’s strong.” 
 
    “Boss,” Slynx said, windmilling his arm to test my repair job. “How much do you want to bet we’re closing in on a boss? Are we just going to go knock on the gate?” In spite of chastising Namara, he sounded almost as eager to move forward. 
 
    Narrowing her eyes, Varba answered her husband in a flat tone. “Let’s all get our mana back first.” 
 
    “Should be plenty of time while we ride, right?” Namara turned forward again, seemingly unable to help herself as she continued along the bridge. 
 
    I could hear Varba cursing under her breath behind me as I followed. Even with my regen it would still take me almost 10 minutes to get to full. Aside from Varba, the others would take close to 20. I could do some reshuffling to speed that up a bit, but not by much. 
 
    Fortunately the bridge was impressively long. It was also as wide as a two-lane road and stood on thick, arched supports. I might have been hesitant to walk on it, but it showed no sign of wear, even after 7,000 years. Its construction was heavy enough that if it were going to fall, adding our weight wasn’t going to be enough to change that. Even the railing that ran alongside the road was untouched by time. 
 
    I urged my mount forward and caught up with Namara. 
 
    “So what do you think?” I asked her. “We going to find a boss?” 
 
    She glanced at me and grinned. “Well, the enemies have gotten stronger and stronger, so that makes sense. We’ll just scout it out for now, though. We’ve been getting by on hax, so I’m sure we’ll need some major preparation before we fight whatever’s next. That last I Brahn was what, Level 34? Each one of those fuckers is basically a boss fight to us already. You and your dad are the only ones who’ve even broken 20.” 
 
    And glad of it! I thought, though out loud I tried to sound like it was no big deal. “It hasn’t been bad leveling, for once.” 
 
    “No, not at all. However, I am a bit jealous that you got to do extra while we were riding back through the dunes. Now all we need is some loot—loot that doesn’t disintegrate when mana touches it.” 
 
    “Yeah, Katz really wanted that I Brahn’s claws, huh?” 
 
    That reminded me: What did he end up doing with those seeds we’d gathered from the Plain-o’-the-Wisps dungeon? He and I had had words soon after, and so I’d never heard. I turned around to ask. 
 
    Without warning my entosect lurched to the side, smashing my right leg against the railing and then scraping it forward while the insect’s own legs scrambled for purchase. The edge loomed close, now a nearly forty-foot drop, and so I grabbed at the railing in an attempt to find something stable to hold onto. The entosect was pulled forward out from under me, which twisted my body to fall back heavily against the stone. 
 
    “Holy shit! Zen, run!” I heard Namara shout, but I was too disoriented. I struggled to my feet, pushing with the stump of my right arm and pulling on the balustrade to make up for my right leg being useless. I tried to hobble forward a few steps before Namara caught up to me. The others were already skittering away. 
 
    Behind me I heard the squeal of an entosect, and finally I turned to look. Rising above us from the left side of the bridge towered an enormous wormlike creature, down whose gullet my entosects’ hind legs were disappearing. The massive jaws lurched forward once, then twice, using momentum to push the insect farther in, and then my mount was gone. It all happened in mere seconds, before the massive head dipped back down, revealing that instead of eyes, it had two cavernous nostrils that covered nearly its entire head. What wasn’t taken up by olfactory organs was taken up by jaws and teeth. 
 
    “Goddamnit, Zen, pull your head out of your ass!” Namara bellowed, and I realized she’d been yanking on my arm and trying to get me to mount. Finally snapping out of my trance, I vaulted into the saddle aided by adrenaline—both Namara’s and my own. 
 
    The entosect didn’t need any encouragement to run, and I stared behind us as we skittered away. It was only then that I realized the lakebed leading up to the base of the fortress had been oddly clear of enemies, with not a single Su or I Brahn roaming it. 
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    “How’re we going to beat that thing?” I wondered out loud, still a bit dazed. 
 
    Namara turned a bit to make sure I got her side-eye. “Let’s just get out of here first!”  
 
    “It doesn’t look like it’s following us. I think we’re—” 
 
    At just that moment, another of the snakes reared into view, rising at least 15 feet into the air above the bridge. It didn’t pause to find us, either. Instead it rose up and struck all in one fluid movement. Stasis was the only thing that saved me from the massive teeth, but after I blinked back into existence I had to scramble to catch the entosect before I lost my seat. Somehow the mount had found a new burst of speed during the half-second I was fully in the manaverse. 
 
    I felt wetness on my chest and pulled back, revealing a mass of red. “Shit, Mara, you’re bleeding!” I cried. 
 
    “Don’t I know it!” she growled. “Can you, I dunno, apply pressure or something?” She crouched low over the entosect’s back, revealing the three deep tears running from her right shoulder to her waist. Already they were bleeding profusely. The others started to slow to see what had happened. 
 
    Namara wasn’t having any of it. “No! Keep going, you idiots!” We had nearly caught up to them. “Get off the bridge!” 
 
    She was losing a lot of blood—enough that it might be fatal if she didn’t get healing quickly. A puncture near her collarbone was pulsing an unbelievable volume of liquid out with each heartbeat. I struggled out of my robes and draped them over her, gripping that spot as tightly as I could with my left hand while holding her around the waist with my right arm. 
 
    “God, Zen, ease up!” she complained as we finally reached the near end of the bridge. Immediately we began to be spattered by creepshot again. 
 
    Varba was dismounted and ready for us. “It’s supposed to hurt, Mara. It means he’s doing a good job!” The healer didn’t waste any more time chastising her patient though, and got right to closing the wounds. “You might need to get some HP, Mara. You almost got one-shotted.” 
 
    I looked back over the bridge, still pinching Namara’s neck. “It was level 54. It could probably have one-shot all of us.” Neither monster was anywhere to be seen. 
 
    Katz was looking too, scanning the seemingly unbroken ground of the empty lake. “Do they have holes they come out of or…” 
 
    I shook my head to forestall the request. “I’m not going out there to scout this time. Those things could swallow me whole!” 
 
    “You were fine in stasis though, weren’t you?” Namara asked, and pushed my hand aside so she could hold the wound herself. 
 
    I tried to wipe my hand clean on my pants, but they were covered in blood, too. “Yeah. Maybe its teeth don’t do mana damage, but it’s still a void creature. I’m not going to chance it and find out what other skills it has.” 
 
    Slynx rubbed a new burn. “Well, whatever we’re doing, we’ve gotta get out of this creep. 'Bout ready to ride, Mara?” 
 
    “She won’t die, at least,” Varba answered for the elf. “Zen, let’s keep that robe on her for a bit. I think it’s still helping with the bleeding.” 
 
    I stayed behind the elf as we started off again. She was better suited for handling the reins, after all. She avoided any more casting though, at least until we’d gotten back to the safe path we’d made and Varba finished closing her up. 
 
    She hissed as Varba was finally able to peel my robes free of the caked blood, then she turned to the dwarf. “Well, Slynx. Was that enough of a boss for you?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    When we returned there was still time before dinner, and Dad and I were immediately asked to help Me’Almah, who Loz’Alan had pulled away from planting. Because of his stamina reduction, Dad needed food badly, and he went to fill up while I found our furloughed tank. Me’Almah was working close enough to the reservoir I figured I could visit her in person. 
 
    “She dragged you out of the fields, huh?” I called, crunching toward the woman across the gravel of the eastern bank. Me’Almah was crouched with two of Loz’Alan’s helpers in a large clear area on the waterfront that must have been part of a park or promenade. All three were focused on a squat-but-growing stone column, while Loz’Alan worked some way off, measuring and marking. Me’Almah finished the stone column before responding. 
 
    “It’ll be worth it for dinner tonight.” She grunted, standing, and I reflexively topped up her mana pool while she accepted a pouch from one of the girls and slaked her thirst. One of the orc maidens refused to look at me, while the other met each glance in her direction with a challenging stare. They were likely only 11 or 12, but either could probably have taken me in a fight. Probably certainly. 
 
    “Oh really? They’re getting the fruit?” I turned my attention back to a friendlier face. Me’Almah at least didn’t look like she hated me. She also didn’t hesitate in taking the conversational bait. 
 
    The orc handed the waterskin back to the girls and beamed. “It’s amazing, actually; the tree just keeps budding, flowering, and fruiting! They actually have an anima just for pollinating, which is great because without a certain species of wasp, it’d be nearly impossible.” 
 
    “Oh wow. Hurray magic, amirite?” Walking with her as we talked, I saw that the girls had already moved ahead and were holding two pieces of a wooden frame in place on the ground expectantly. 
 
    Me’Almah waved a hand in excitement. “It’s so much more than that, though! They have to keep the whole tree producing overtime while keeping it from actually growing. Otherwise it’ll overextend and…” she left off, apparently unable to find the words to adequately express her excitement. She was grinning, and I couldn’t help but grin as well, seeing her so happy.  
 
    “I think that’s the most you’ve ever said to me in a sitting, Almah.” 
 
    Her smile slipped a bit. 
 
    “No, that’s a good thing!” I assured her. “So do they have to water it extra while this is all happening? Doesn’t the water trans…” 
 
    Her eyes lit up again, and she gave the waiting girls an apologetic glance. “Transpire, yeah. And they’ve had to replace Katz’s Gust spell with girls with big fans. If they make the tree work too fast, the whole thing can actually catch fire!” 
 
    “Fire?! From all the metabolism?” 
 
    “From all the oxygen! Can you believe it? Plants catching fire from planting too hard?” She barked a laugh. 
 
    It was entrancing, seeing her so excited. I smiled up at her. “You know, I’ve been missing you while we’re out fighting, but seeing how much fun you’re having back here, maybe I should be the one joining you!” 
 
    “Leveling up is fun too.” She lowered her head a bit, then she crouched to join the girls. “It’s similar in a way, actually, but there’s just something special about watching a plant grow. Something about human nature.” She looked at the girls, then herself, and grinned. “Well, orc nature.” 
 
    She began to cast then, muttering the spell under her breath. Loz’Alan’s assistants didn’t seem bothered by the magic or by the fine sift of sand falling from her eyes, and I was struck with a sudden pang of jealousy. What would it be like to have normal magic—to not have things be so fraught all the time... 
 
    “So, we’re having a party tonight?” I asked, hoping to distract myself from the bitter thoughts. “To celebrate the fig tree doing its thing?” One of the girls let go of the frame to hold up a piece of string, showing Me’Almah how tall to make the stone. The older orc had finished chanting, but the stone was still growing. “Somebody mentioned we’re in charge of seating. That’s less fun than plants.” 
 
    Once the column of stone was complete, Me’Almah stood again and brushed off her breeches. “It’s fine. My contracts have such a long way to go, I’m hardly helpful. Plus, it’ll be good to have a place for the whole town to meet.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure I’d go so far as to call New Hearthstead a town, but I let it slide. “You know, if you wanted a little extra help with your contracts, I could probably send some mana your way.” The glaring girl threw a wary look in my direction. 
 
    To my surprise, Me’Almah sighed and shook her head. “Oh, Zen, you’re sweet, but I worry about you sometimes.” 
 
    “Oh?” I was mildly flattered she’d even think about me. 
 
    The orc put a hand on my shoulder. “Just remember that it’s okay to keep something for yourself. There can be a fine line between ‘helpful’ and ‘taken advantage of.’ It’s a line I’ve struggled finding myself.” Her dark eyes found mine, and I looked away, scuffing the gravel with my boot. 
 
    “I guess tanking’s a pretty thankless job.” 
 
    She snorted. “No, that’d be healing, but any job can be thankless if you’re not appreciated for it.” She trailed off, lost in thought for an instant before returning. “Just remember that you deserve what you have to offer just as much as anyone else does. Don’t fall into the trap of thinking what you have to offer is all you have to give.” 
 
    I pondered that for a moment, not entirely certain I understood what she was getting at. 
 
    “Oh, it’s fine,” I assured her and smiled. “I like helping.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed.” She smiled too, though she still looked a little sad. I was getting better at reading orc expressions after all! 
 
    I clapped my hands together, eager to get to work—and to change the subject. “Let’s just have a quick look-see at your contracts. Which ones do you want boosted?” 
 
    She considered for a moment. “Well, I’d like to be able to help more with ‘finishing’ the ground. If we have higher-Quality ground…” 
 
    “That’s the Rhizals, then, right? At the moment I can add about 160 MP per minute.” 
 
    The orc eyes went distant while she fiddled with her UI. “It won’t let me push it that high,” she reported after a moment. “Not beyond what my own regen can do.” 
 
    I frowned. “Dang! Well there’s got to be a way around that. What if you traded the contract to me and I raised it?” 
 
    The orc shook her head. “It might just be better for everyone if you stayed focused on the first stage, Zen. That’s where we really need the help. I’m just being selfish trying to skip to the planting portion.” 
 
    “If you’re sure. I really don’t mind helping.” 
 
    “I’m sure, Zen.” She smiled at me. “Thanks for the offer.” 
 
    I didn’t like that I couldn’t help, especially with something that seemed like it should be right up my alley. I shouldn’t have gotten Almah’s hopes up either, I chided myself. 
 
    Eager to change the subject again, I turned to take in the area as a whole. “So, we’re looking at seating for 500 orc butts…” Loz’Alan was working well ahead of us, marking out the project using rocks, sticks, and anything else she could find lying around. 
 
    Dad arrived soon afterward, and with him and Me’Almah finally both at Tier 4 on their Earth spell trees, they were able to produce the same-sized slabs of sandstone. They alternated casting along the lines Loz’Alan had laid out, with the helpers running ahead to situate the wooden frames that would ensure a consistent size and shape. The boulders filled the square frame, and then rose toward the end of the measuring rope, one by one until the whole arc of risers was complete. Once we’d finished with the legs, the same wooden frames served as a template for the horizontal portions—the actual seats. Another, longer frame was set between the risers to support the boulders’ weight as Dad and Me’Almah each chose a side of the bench and then coaxed the stone forward until it met in the middle. 
 
    It wasn’t perfect. The joins weren’t always even, and the thickness wasn’t always uniform, but Dad and Me’Almah got better at it each time, until they were even adding a slight dip into the stone in anticipation of actual orc butts. Most of the time you couldn’t even tell it had started as two pieces. 
 
    We made such quick progress that Loz’Alan decided we would start on the next step of her plan: tables. It was a more difficult project by far, not only because the crosspieces were higher off the ground, but because they were wider too. Each tabletop had to be formed from five separate slabs, starting with a middle slab spanning between the uprights. The additional slabs were then added, alternating sides, until the table was wide enough. 
 
    “Incredible,” Loz’Alan announced, looking over the progress we had made in just an hour: seven tables, enough for approximately 70 orcs. “You seedborn are truly all a boon, though you’ll have to forgive me for favoring you two.” She grinned conspiratorially at the Earth seeds. “Once you are able to create marble and granite…” 
 
    My dad looked sideways to Me’Almah. “Is that a thing we can do?” 
 
    “It’s part of the Seedmason Class. I haven’t unlocked it yet. I’m not sure how interested I am,” the tank said, and tilted her head regretfully toward the builder. 
 
    Dad nodded his understanding. “Ah. I’m more interested in the Metallurgist one, personally.” 
 
    Loz’Alan looked a little disappointed, glancing between the two, but she didn’t let it get her down. “Well, I’m sure whatever you decide will be fantastic—metals especially. That one may be lost to The Boundless.” She grinned, perhaps a little evilly. “Regardless, I’m going to make full use of you both while I can!” 
 
    Though we worked as quickly as we could, there wasn’t enough time to finish all the tables, and once people began filtering in for dinner, half of them still had to hold their food in their laps. It was an impressive feat for our Earth mages to have accomplished, nonetheless.  
 
    The noise and activity level grew as the community members found their seats, and after everyone had been served Hen’Darl moved to the center of the arc. Her clothes suggested she wanted to make an impression. She wore a black headdress similar to those I’d seen on men, but it was unadorned and left her ears uncovered. I’d never seen the robes she was wearing before, either, which were a pristine white. Over them, she wore a long, tabard-like piece made of black silk on which purple and black gemstones sparkled. Both garments reached to the floor, and I couldn’t help but ogle the stats. 
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    I was about to get jealous that she had been hiding such great gear from me, before remembering I’d actually seen that piece once before. Juvalle himself had been draped in it after Lavis's attack, with all of us hoping the extra Wisdom would keep him alive. 
 
    Hen’Darl waited for the gathered orcs to quiet before she started speaking. 
 
    “Children of Hearthstead, we gather this evening to show our appreciation, both to the gods and to each other! Each of you has endured hardship this past month, and each of you have given your all to see Hearthstead prevail. With our fields growing and our borders secure, we look forward to a bright future in which we may all feast on the fruits of our labor! 
 
    “To that end, we would like to share with you the first of those fruits, graciously provided by Brother Cranit, with help from each and every one of you. Thank you, my family, and may New Hearthstead see us safe!” 
 
    At that, maybe twenty teenage boys came out from behind a nearby building, each carrying a basket. They had taken care to doll themselves up too, with extra strings of charms in their headdresses and an impressive number of bracelets. The tinkling sounds didn’t seem necessary to attract the older girls’ attention though. Most were rapt as the boys shared the bounty with the community. 
 
     I turned the fruit over in my hand. “I don’t know if I’ve ever even had a fig.” 
 
    “It’s not rocket science, Zen.” Katz rolled his eyes. “You just eat it!” 
 
    Using her belt knife, Namara cut slices into her bowl. “I’m hoping mine will liven up this gruel.”  
 
    Me’Almah looked apologetic. “They could be bigger, and sweeter. It’s not really good for the trees to make them bear fruit so quickly. Normally the gardeners would have the spirits bless an entire field at once, so each plant is sped up just a bit.” 
 
    “I’m glad they did,” Slynx assured her around a mouthful of fruit. “I was starting to forget what taste tasted like!” 
 
    Varba looked at him with disdain. “Are you sure you’re even tasting it, wolfing it down like that?” 
 
    The dwarf held out his meaty hands toward his wife. “You know, you might be right. Let me have a bit of yours so I can compare.” 
 
    While the party bickered and teased each other, I nibbled at my fig, savoring the rare sweetness as I gazed around at the assembled orcs. Gern was seated with Hen’Darl, Huth’Ga, his dad, and some of the other elders. They were deep in conversation, but for once it looked easy. I even saw Hen’Darl smile, though it might have just been a trick of the light. I pulled up the charter, realizing I hadn’t thought about it much since it was first made. Back then, advancing it had felt so out of reach. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  New Hearthstead — Mother, Hen’Darl — Tribal 
  
     
 
      
      	  This settlement was established by the Fugitive Orcs of Hearthstead upon the abandonment of Old Hearthstead to the Grey and under threat from the nation of Cogneid. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Military 
  Orc, Tribal — War Mother, Huth’Ga — MAX 
  The warriors of New Hearthstead are skilled and disciplined, and they are sought after for mercenary work. 
    
  Agriculture 
  Hunter/Gatherer — Farmer Cranit — 235/1,000 
  Residents’ skill with hunting and gathering is wasted in an inhospitable environment. What few crops there are struggle to grow in Poor soil. 
    
  Infrastructure 
  Itinerant — Loz’Alan — 697/1,000 
  With few permanent structures and many living in temporary shelter, the residents of New Hearthstead are at risk from the elements. 
    
  Spirituality 
  Animistic — None — 474/1,000 
  Stronger contracts are still suspended due to the surrounding Grey. Predominant anima contracts support soil creation. 
    
  
     
 
      
      	  Alliances 
  None. 
    
  Enemies 
  Cogneid — At War 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    We did start off behind the eight ball, I supposed, after recovering from my surprise at seeing the Agriculture numbers still so low. Most communities at least have soil available where they settle, after all, and it would take more than a single field to constitute real agriculture. Loz’Alan’s name listed as our Infrastructure Administrator was a pleasant surprise though, and I glanced over to see that she had taken a place at a table with the elders. 
 
    Gern caught me looking and smiled, holding up a half-eaten fig of his own. 
 
    The evening air was still and warm, and in the distance I could hear Kula start her song. It rose over the quiet hum of conversation, and as the sun sank behind the bluff Varba hung lights over each table. Copying Namara, I sliced the rest of my fig into my bowl and savored each bite, chewing lazily and letting my mind wander. 
 
    After Kula finished and the echoes of her aria had faded into the night, the warrior who’d sacrificed her strings to Slynx’s attempt at guitar-making pulled out her own fully-functional version and began to strum. 
 
      
 
    Ven’Drel’s heart was cold and weary, 
 
    Gone too long from those she’d loved. 
 
    Home and hearth beyond each clearing, 
 
    Never there; where she’d come from. 
 
      
 
    The toils of war hung heavy ‘round her, 
 
    Of war she fought for others’ sake. 
 
    So much she’d seen, so much she’d given, 
 
    All to keep her belov’d safe. 
 
      
 
    She thought about him, wild and wanton, 
 
    In the wood they’d made their home. 
 
    He’d gone from her, but not forgotten, 
 
    Was the memory of his song. 
 
      
 
    Long, long. Far away his body lies, 
 
    Pure soul buried in the meadow. 
 
    Pure soul singing to the skies. 
 
      
 
    “Well that was uplifting,” Katz said, but the orcs didn’t seem too saddened by the morose ballad. Several tapped along to the song, and more than one woman pulled her husband close. Curious to see whether there would be an effect of the song, I scanned my status. There were always low-grade buffs and debuffs phasing in and out of existence, but there was only one that had coincided with the song. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  At Ease (44 min 48 sec) — ??? 
  
     
 
      
      	  Positive effects you don’t care to examine. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    With a laugh at the meta-ness of the tooltip, I realized it was right and closed the dialogue. At a table near the edge of the semicircle someone tapped a cask and drinks began to flow. Apparently it was a special-enough occasion to break out the booze. 
 
    Slynx noticed almost immediately. “Ope, that’s my cue!” The dwarf scooted himself off the too-tall bench and then bustled over to join the forming line. “Nathan,” my dad warned as I stood too, heady with contentment. The evening air had lifted away, leaving me to move through something sweet, and warm, and weightless. 
 
    I waved him off distractedly. “I’m not getting beer, Dad.” Instead, I had seen Gern stand and walk behind one of the nearby buildings. He’d turned back before rounding the corner, and somehow his gaze had communicated volumes. 
 
    My feet followed the orc on instinct, moving through the steps of a dance they somehow knew in spite of me. Something molten was flowing inside me, too, pouring out from a forge in my chest and replacing my blood. 
 
    That same heat glowed in Gern’s eyes as I turned the corner, and seeing that spurred my feet to move faster of their own accord. His own pulled him forward too, as though we were two poles of a magnet, and nothing could keep us apart. 
 
    Just then a horn came blaring out of the darkness, shattering the calm, and Gern stopped, his right hand resting just above my elbow. For a moment he looked past me, and then he left without another word. 
 
    Night rushed back in, dark and solid and empty, but I only gave myself a few seconds of regret. Noise was building around the corner. 
 
    I came out of the shadows to a cacophony of movement and sound, with orcs running every which way beneath Varba’s lights. In the center of it all, Juvalle stood with his finger in Hen’Darl’s face, shouting. “—and now they are once again at our doorstep! This is the last time, mother! This is the last time I’ll see you steer Hearthstead toward disaster!” 
 
    Huth’Ga was nowhere in sight, and neither were most of the warriors. Men called frantically for their children before sending each off with a task. 
 
    I pushed my way through the crowd toward the other players. “What’s going on?” I called once I was close enough. 
 
    Katz, who was standing atop one of the tables so he could see, rolled his eyes. “Cogneid again, what else?” 
 
    I instinctively looked back toward the south and sunk onto one of the benches, disbelieving. 
 
    “I’ll just lure more voidlings, I’ll just—” my words cut off as I entered the manaverse and shot southward. The edge of the Grey was miles away, but the Cogneiders were easy to spot from above. Again they were marching under an Ego Shroud, a dome of energy that could shred my ethereal form if I tried to pass through it. But that shouldn’t matter if I can… Spotting a nearby I Brahn, I swooped down, got its attention, and began leading it through the sand toward the approaching troops. 
 
    As expected, the creature passed right through the barrier where I couldn’t, and by then it had the scent of hundreds of live bodies just full of mana. It raced toward the troops, but while I saw the vague outlines of a horse or two shy away, the column as a whole didn’t react. 
 
    Then the I Brahn disappeared: gone as if it had never been there. 
 
    I could feel the cold sweat form on my body miles away. Shit, they’re undoing the Grey! 
 
    Under the impression that I was the only person capable of restoring the Grey, we had trusted that the miles-wide ring of manaless land between New Hearthstead and the Cogneiders would keep us safe. Now it appeared our trump card was gone, and Cogneid’s troops were heading right toward us. 
 
    But how? The Ego Shroud was too dense to see more than vague outlines. What I could see was what lay behind the shroud: a path of restored sand, exactly like the safe path I’d made earlier that day beyond the gate. The Cogneiders were like an enormous snail, leisurely creeping toward us to destroy our peace. 
 
    “We have to run,” I said once I’d returned to my body. I scrambled to my feet and turned to the others. “They’ve figured out a way to get through the Grey.” 
 
    I raced back to Hen’Darl to report, just as Phintin was arriving. Juvalle was still hovering nearby, and I could have sworn the bad news gave him some perverse satisfaction. 
 
    “We know, player,” the matriarch said with a weary voice after I’d reported. “We are readying to move again.” 
 
    Phintin stepped forward then, giving a little bow as she interjected, “Mother, I was thinking that perhaps I would stay. Maybe I can talk to them—Maybe I can figure out what they want.” 
 
    Hen’Darl looked at the woman appraisingly, but with little hope. “They want the players, Master Phintin. They have ever wanted the players.” 
 
    Phintin raised her chin. “I can’t believe this is worth it to them, though. All these resources expended? Sending troops out for, what, a month now?” 
 
    The matriarch sighed before responding, “You have never been our prisoner, Master Enchanter, but I would greatly appreciate a mediator. Cogneid must know that we mean it no ill will. Our theft of players from them was a last resort, and the dungeon we claimed was an accident. We wish only to live our lives in peace.” 
 
    “Then that’s what I will tell them. And thank you, mother, for Hearthstead’s care. It will not be forgotten.” She turned to me. “Zenzuck, my thanks to you, too. Keep up your work, and find me again some day to show me what you come up with.” Then, with another bow, she hurried away. 
 
    “How are they doing this, child?” Hen’Darl asked me. “How are they crossing the Grey?” The matriarch looked to the sky as she spoke, as though the stars would have a better answer than I would. 
 
    “I don’t know, Hen’Darl. All I know is that they are.” 
 
    She sighed, and in the light of Varba’s globes, I could see tears forming. I never assumed I would see the day, and right then I wished I never had. 
 
    “Where do we go, Zenzuck?” she whispered. “Where will our family be safe?” 
 
   


  
 

 Interlude 
 
    THE SORROW 
 
      
 
    The stories Shayla had been told didn’t do the dungeon justice. After all, how could a person explain what it felt like to have time itself ripple through them? The Samsonstone Guardians would charge, only to be slowed almost to a stop while Shayla and the heroes moved freely. Then, moments later, the constructs would rush forward at a comparatively breakneck speed, free from the timewave’s swell while Shayla and the others were bogged down in it. 
 
    Reymond and the other heroes had run the dungeon countless times before completing it though, and even years later they remembered the strategies they’d devised. The Shield took only a moment to fill the air at shin height with swirling particles of ice that glittered above the marble floors, and Shayla watched in fascination as the temporal ripples became perfectly visible. What had been unfathomable was now demarcated by an eerie, linear slowing to the swirl of the flecks of ice over the floor. 
 
    “Left,” Reymond announced, and Torgun nodded. Shayla watched them wait for the right moment—just after the timewave crested over them and the rest of the room had become a wild frenzy of ice—and then the two men dashed away in a pincer maneuver as the slowing effect faded. Shayla gritted her teeth in anticipation of the clash. 
 
    She needn’t have worried. The two men aligned themselves parallel to the oncoming timewave with the golem between them, which made it impossible for the construct to rush them off-sync. Instead, all three of them slowed together, then joined in a frenetic blur to Shayla’s eyes. Daida danced, sure to keep perpendicular to every wave and just far enough away that she would slow only when the others did. That way her healing spells wouldn’t be interrupted. In truth her job was harder than theirs, but she was the best of the best. After a few passes, Shayla caught the pattern and began following Daida from here to there while trying to keep out of the way. 
 
    Reymond’s sword and shield groaned and sang as blue ice met steel-gray rock, and somehow the enchanted weapons found purchase even against the samsonstone, leaving frozen scars behind where they cut. Shayla could feel the cold from a distance, even beyond what the ice particles had brought. 
 
    On the other side of the guardian, the Gardener King’s plants didn’t mind the cold—not if it meant they got to be with him. They sprung up around his wrists and ankles to ensnare the golem even while securing Torgun’s feet to the ground. While Reymond chipped away at the stone, Torgun’s vines and roots found every crevice, doing the work of any plant: growing against all odds. 
 
    Golem after golem fell in the same way until there was only the boss left. 
 
    Alone in a vast, marbled hall of its own, the Grand Guardian stood directly between the party and the far door. 
 
    The heroes didn’t pause, and Shayla once again stood impotently to the side. She’d played prissy princess with the other kids when she was younger, but she’d never enjoyed being the focus of the quest. She’d rather be in the vanguard, protecting the prissy princess—girl or boy—from the opposing team. Now she was the prissy princess in truth, following along helplessly on an honest-to-goodness escort quest. Her embarrassment was almost enough to overwhelm the feeling of stars swarming inside her. 
 
    Then, with a final shout, Torgun drove his fist deep into the golem’s mouth, burying his arm nearly up to the elbow. Shayla winced at the crack of bone when the stone closed around his meaty forearm and severed the limb completely. Because of the timewaves, Torgun couldn’t move back toward the women, and instead had to position himself even farther away, putting him out of reach of Daida’s healing. Shayla started to go to him, but Daida put out an arm to hold her back. Both heroes watched the golem, waiting for— 
 
    Vines erupted from between the stones of the boss's chest, expanding in seconds to crack the stone. 
 
    “Those plants sure do like his blood,” Daida murmured. 
 
    Indeed they must have, because by then they were bursting from the golem’s mouth. Branches sought the sky and roots sought the earth, each tearing stone apart wherever it got in their way. 
 
    Torgun held the stump of his right arm with his left, staunching the spray of blood. The flow didn’t stop entirely though, and with every patter of blood hitting stone plants of every kind sprang up, leaving a trail of green behind the bleeding gardener. 
 
    As soon as he was back within range, Daida closed the wound and set the hand regrowing. 
 
    “That’s one place Intellect comes in handy for healing,” the woman muttered, and indeed Torgun’s hand was regrowing at an amazing speed, even though it would take hours and a massive amount of stamina to finish. Fortunately, the druid had a stamina potion ready. 
 
    The matter-of-fact way the heroes reacted to the loss of the limb left Shayla to conclude that it wasn’t the first time Torgun had left part of himself down a monster’s gullet. 
 
    The rooms beyond the final golem only grew more grand, transitioning from marble to porphyry and then to fluxstone. Each room held a new boss, and beyond each boss was a locked door. Shayla ran her fingers down the surface of the first. Is this stone? Metal? she wondered. She’d never seen anything like it, nothing so black. 
 
    After a few seconds, Reynold produced an unusual cylindrical key from his pouch. Placing the item between his teeth, he ran his gauntleted hands over the surface to find the keyhole, then slid the key in. Without a sound, the door disappeared. 
 
    Four others opened the same way in response to four separate keys. 
 
    Beyond the fifth door was blackness. In fact, Shayla wasn’t convinced the door was gone until she put her hand through where it had been. 
 
    The three heroes stepped forward into—or onto—the void, where they walked without sound. Shayla trailed along after them. She could feel the moment of her destiny approaching, and though her feet didn’t slow, she couldn’t stop her heart from racing and her palms from sweating. 
 
    Using the light from the door as a reference, the four walked farther in. There they could ignore the effects of the timewaves, Daida said. The room held no enemies, and so whomever was left behind one moment would be able to speed ahead the next. 
 
    Their destination was a single square, as white a white as the black was black. There was no way to tell how far the square truly was, but when the heroes stopped, Shayla did as well. For a moment they all stared at the shape, which had grown to be taller than a person, but Shayla didn’t see any need to drag things out. She made to approach the whiteness.  
 
    Daida caught her arm and pulled her back. “Not yet you don’t.” The woman turned Shayla around. “Kneel.” 
 
    Shayla was secretly glad for the delay, but that only made her resent it more. Why make her screw the courage up twice? 
 
    “Reymond, your sword?” Daida requested, and the man moved to hand it to her. Torgun came close as well, right in line with Reymond for the next timewave. 
 
    Ceremoniously, Daida lowered the sword to touch the flat of it to Shayla’s shoulders. She didn’t speak. Instead, the announcement spoke for itself. 
 
      
 
    Let it be known that Shayla, Private First Class of Sarvaal’s Silver Gate Brigade, has been titled by the authority of Daida of the Searing Light. 
 
      
 
    All hail Shayla the Unflinching! 
 
      
 
    “All hail,” the heroes intoned in unison. 
 
    Shayla appreciated the gesture, though she was nowhere near as pleased as she’d always dreamed she would be. Oh well, she thought. At least Mum will see it. I hope that makes it easier for her. 
 
    “My thanks,” Shayla murmured as she stood, then bowed again to Daida. The woman pursed her lips and nodded, but she didn’t smile. Instead, Daida reached out and gave Shayla’s arm a squeeze. The two men nodded their farewells, and Shayla turned toward the white again. It wasn’t two steps before someone grabbed her arm again. Reymond this time, with Torgun close behind him. 
 
    “If you see her, friend guard, if anything lies beyond—could you give her this?” The man’s icy eyes bore into hers as he opened her fist and dropped an item in it. 
 
    Shayla looked at the trinket in her hand. That made two Legendary items in one day! Torgun’s eyes widened in surprise, but his surprise couldn’t match Shayla’s. This was… 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
     
      
      	  Singular Love — 360/360 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gifted by his betrothed, this locket served Lord Reymond, Sarvaal’s Shield, as a symbol of a love gone beyond the confines of death. 
  +30% to Wisdom 
  Clasping this locket to your heart grants immunity to Despair. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “I ca—” Shayla started, but Reymond cut her off. 
 
    “If she’s still there, if there’s any chance… I have to let her know...” Reymond’s eyes were red as he pulled her into an embrace. 
 
    Shayla’s surprise at receiving the Legendary item paled in comparison. As well be embraced by a god! She tentatively reached to pat the man on his back. I’m the one dying here! she thought to herself. And you’re the one sending me! Still, even given the current circumstances, she couldn’t deny the man the comfort. 
 
    Lord Reymond broke the embrace after a few moments, then rested one hand on either of her arms and gazed at her. He’s not sending me to my first day of school! she thought, and yet she couldn’t ignore the honor of such attention, nor the heat. Damnit, woman! Even with your head on the chopping block?! The latest timewave crested over them and rolled on toward the others. 
 
    She met Reymond’s eyes then, glacial blue and as fierce as a raptor’s. Beneath those eyes, however, he smiled, self-effacing and apologetic. 
 
    Shayla’s eyes widened in outrage and surprise, but she didn’t have time to finish her thought. Reymond’s hands tightened like vises around her arms, and within an instant Shayla found herself airborne and rocketing toward… Torgun? 
 
    She slammed into the druid with impossible force, knocking him backward into the receding timewave. She heard Daida shout, sped into unintelligibility by the relative timeframes, and then there was a flash of white. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  ... 
  Lord Reymond, Sarvaal’s Shield, has died. 
  ... 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Let it be known that due to the heroic efforts of Lord Reymond, Sarvaal’s Shield; Daida of the Searing Light; Torgun of the Most Enviable Title; and Shayla the Unflinching, a new Dungeon Heart has been born. 
 
      
 
    “Double damnit!” Daida shrieked as the timewaves dissipated. 
 
    Torgun pushed Shayla off him and rolled to his feet, looking for all the world like he was going to dash into the white himself. 
 
    There was no white though. From her vantage on the floor Shayla could see that all that was left where the square had been was a palm-sized cube. 
 
    Daida reached down and with a single hand hauled Shayla to her feet. The guard winced. That’s a cracked rib, broken clavicle, and… is that a punctured lung? she tallied the familiar injuries like the notes of a fine wine. 
 
    “Oh, for gods’ sakes,” Daida growled, and repaired Shayla’s damaged body within seconds. Then she stalked over to the newly born Dungeon Heart and punted it with all her strength into the darkness. 
 
    “Hey, we need that!” Torgun protested. 
 
    “Like hell we do! This dungeon can rot. If Luctus claims it, so much the better. I for one have had enough of it taking my friends!” 
 
    Torgun nodded wearily, his eyes downcast. “What a waste to come back in here.” 
 
    “I’ll say. At the very least we shouldn’t have let him come.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Shayla said, glancing toward where the white had been. “It should have been me.” Her relief that it hadn’t been her only added to her guilt. 
 
    “It’s not your fault.” Daida glared after the kicked cube. “He never planned to let you go in. That stunt with the necklace was just to make us drop our guards.” She turned to face Shayla. “Oh well, let’s go. We still have Luctus to deal with. Maybe Reymond could have thought about that!” 
 
    They backtracked through The Sorrow. The dungeon had once again lived up to its name—though, given Daida’s response, Shayla thought it might be better named "The Fury." The woman periodically broke the silence to curse her long-time teammate. Torgun kept quiet, trudging somberly through the timewaves. It might have been faster to leave the dungeon by taking its heart, but none of them had it in them to retrieve it. They were all anxious to reach the exit. 
 
    Once there, Shayla followed the heroes out, taking one last look at the most infamous dungeon in Penfold’s history. 
 
    Torgun and Daida had frozen just outside the entrance though, and Shayla walked directly into them. With their stats she didn’t even jostle them, but— 
 
    An apology died on her lips. In the light suffusing the space around Daida, Shayla could see the man. He was barring their path, standing almost casually, but the heroes’ defensive postures screamed a warning to her. 
 
    “Daida. Tor. I’d almost hoped you wouldn’t be here. Still, it’s good to see you again.” His voice carried almost no emotion, malice or otherwise. He was taller than either hero and seemed taller still with both of them crouched defensively. 
 
    “Luctus,” Daida growled. “Finally lost your mind, have you?” 
 
    The Great Sage straightened his robes, momentarily bringing Shayla’s attention to his equipment. Every item on display was Legendary, boasting stats that even Reymond hadn’t matched. 
 
    “Probably.” The man was expressionless. “It’s about time, isn’t it?” 
 
    Torgun took a step forward and held out a pleading hand. “What would Shirry think, Luctus?” Contrary to Daida, his tone was sympathetic. 
 
    Daida wouldn’t stand for it. “If he cared one whit for Shirregard, we wouldn’t be here, Tor. They say he destroyed Halmilibranth. If that’s true, he’s already undone everything Shirry worked for.” 
 
    “It hasn’t been Shirry’s Halmilibranth for decades now,” Luctus said, with only the smallest hint of heat to his voice.  
 
    “But why, Luctus? What do you hope to gain by doing this?” Torgun asked. 
 
    The Great Sage looked at Torgun. “I don’t expect you to understand, old friend. Maybe I am crazy, or maybe I’m so tired of playing a losing game I’ve decided to flip the board.” 
 
    “You’ll have to make your way through us, then,” Daida snarled, brandishing her battle wand. 
 
    “I’ve come to terms with that. We all know the outcome though. Queen takes knight, queen takes bishop.” He made no move to prepare for the coming fight, only giving a sad smile, but the same couldn’t be said for the other two. 
 
    Amidst the buffing, Torgun unbelted the familiar pouch containing the Dungeon Hearts and passed it back to Shayla. “If you get a chance, run. We’ll keep him occupied.” Shayla accepted the bag without a word. She had never run from a fight, but this was bigger than her. 
 
    Luctus addressed Shayla directly then, as if he’d just noticed her. “Oh, little one, I’m sorry they’ve brought you into this. Far better to have died with the rest of your army. It would’ve been painless, you know. It will still be painless, though it’s no fun to know it’s coming. Better the cattle not see the slaughter before it’s their time.” 
 
    “Come closer,” Shayla spat back. “This heifer will plant a hoof in that pretty mouth of yours.” She couldn’t quite believe what she was saying, and to whom! 
 
    Luctus barked a humorless laugh. “Have you been giving lessons, Daida? It’s been quite a while since anyone but you has talked to me like that.” 
 
    “Just get on with it, you grandiloquent prat!” the woman spat. 
 
    “But I have been—or hadn’t you noticed?” The sage gestured to the ceiling, and high above Shayla could see a fine sift of dust filtering down, never quite reaching them before it winked out of existence. 
 
    Torgun transformed in an instant, gardener becoming reaper, and he sprinted toward the sage. 
 
    Luctus fixed him with dead eyes, and within seconds the druid’s enormous mana pool was gone. Torgun swung and swung again at the sage, roaring all the while, but to Shayla’s eyes Luctus simply flickered in and out of existence. 
 
    “It’s a shame, really,” Luctus said. “I wouldn’t have wanted you awake for this. Best make it quick.” The Great Sage’s gaze sharpened suddenly, and Shayla couldn’t help but give a startled squeak when, without warning, the druid simply collapsed. Like snow leaving a mountainside, gray dust cascaded off of him, no longer able to hold the form it once had. The dust continued to fall, spreading out and dissolving away, until there was nothing left of the man. 
 
    Daida hadn’t wasted the time her friend had bought her, and swung her battle wand with a shout. Heat, light, and sound blasted away from the woman, and even without being the focus of the spell Shayla could smell her own burning hair. For a moment the afterimage obscured her vision, and she could have sworn the sage had been disintegrated. No one could withstand a blow like that! But no, as she blinked away the afterimage, Shayla was shocked to see Luctus still there, still unmoving. It didn’t look like a single strand of his graying hair had even been singed. 
 
    With another growl, Daida herself disappeared, and for a moment Shayla was sure she had met Torgun’s same fate. Instead, all around the room more Daidas appeared, each one a perfect copy of the other. With one voice they shouted at Shayla, “RUN!” 
 
    Once again a direct order unglued Shayla’s feet, and she bolted for the exit, taking as wide a path around the sages as she could. 
 
    “We never expected you’d have to use this one for real, did we, Dai?” Luctus said to the air as he brushed off further flashes of light. Shayla ducked her head and ran. She didn’t stand a ventrid’s chance in a firestorm if one of those beams hit her. 
 
    She hadn’t even reached the end of the hallway before all went still and quiet. Against her better judgement, she turned. 
 
    Daida of the Searing Light knelt on one knee, manaless and panting. 
 
    “You never did like me much, did you?” Luctus asked the woman. When she glared at him, he continued, “That’s alright. You know, I’ve always admired you. So fearless. Oh well, perhaps we’ll meet again in another life, and then I can have another shot at impressing you.” 
 
    The hero opened her mouth to retort, but she never got a chance. Instead, she turned grey and began to collapse in on herself. Shayla couldn’t watch. The night had been too much. She’d lost four heroes. The entire world had. She turned to run again. 
 
    “Wait a moment,” Luctus said behind her, almost casually, and Shayla found herself frozen, only to be picked up and carried back the way she had come. “It’s such a delight to have all the seeds at last, you know? I should have taken them ages ago. If only Shirry had let me. Stingy elves.” 
 
    Shayla turned to face the man, not of her choice, and once she reached him, he too lifted into the air. Together they floated down the hallway. For a moment Shayla thought they were heading back into The Sorrow, but Luctus halted their flight in front of the princess’s statue. They settled to the ground, and Shayla felt the magic’s grip release. She could have struck then, but she knew it would have been useless. 
 
    Luctus stared up into the statue’s eyes, and for a moment his face held the same expression Reymond’s had. “This is all your fault,” he said, and for a moment Shayla thought he was addressing her. His eyes were still fixed on the statue though. 
 
    Then he turned toward Shayla and spoke directly to her. “Those were the days, you know? Before the Alliance fell apart. Merilyn was just the first piece of it. Then Lars died and Gliteau just couldn’t forgive us—couldn’t forgive me, really. Oh well, she’s gone now, and so is her precious inbred city. Then we had Carnasa, Birregun, Fendilur, and now, finally, Sarvaal.” 
 
    He released a breath that was halfway between a sigh and a frustrated yell, and Shayla jumped in spite of herself. “Then we’ll see if the gods will deign to see things my way.” He snorted. “Gods and their precious rules…” 
 
    He stood in silence for a moment, again staring up into Princess Merilyn's face. After a long moment he broke away and glanced toward Shayla. “Now, little one, it’s time to go to sleep.”  
 
    Shayla lashed out on instinct, fully aware of the futility of the gesture. This is it, Ma. Shaylie’s picked her last fight. Never thought I’d end up a Hero of the Realm, did you? Only that I’d dirty my dresses and scare off all the menfolk. Her thoughts went to one man in particular. A too-young-for-her man with blond hair. 
 
    Luctus caught the guard as she fell away into her dreams, and he lay her down gently at the princess's sandaled feet while the last of the mana drained out of the great city of Sarvaal. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    There, standing with Hen’Darl amidst the newly built tables, my mind raced for a solution. Cogneid clearly didn’t intend to let us go, and our options outside of a direct confrontation were dwindling. If they could travel through the Grey, running wasn’t an option anymore. They were a military force, and we were a community of families. Lavis came to mind as a solution, but I doubted even his newfound might could help us. Plus, if Cogneid had a means of unworking the Grey, Lavis could just as easily make a deal with them to restore his territory. The only option left was surrender. 
 
    I turned toward the matriarch. “Hen’Darl, you’ve been kind to let us travel with you, but maybe it’s time we returned the favor. If you give us back to the Cogneiders…” 
 
    Juvalle was eager to endorse that train of thought. He was practically salivating as he rejoined the conversation. “The child speaks truth, mother. We cannot continue to risk Hearthsteaders on their behalf!” 
 
    Hen’Darl rejected the notion with a chop of her hand. 
 
    “That will be the last of that talk. When Player—no, when Brother Zenzuck became a part of Hearthstead, he became Hearthstead’s charge. I would no sooner offer him for what Cogneid intends than I would hand over one of your grandsons, Juvalle. I will not betray allies, and I will not give my children to the wolves.” 
 
    The elder lowered his brows and sneered. “Then you are a fool! If we survive the night, I will see to it that you are stripped of your mantle as Hearthstead’s mother.” 
 
    “And take it for yourself?” Hen’Darl fixed the man with a level gaze. “It is a mantle, Brother Juvalle. Not merely decoration. Would you be prepared for the weight?” She shook her head as if shedding the thought. “Regardless, now is not the time for petty games. Perhaps if we secured one of these buildings. Al’Vakie will know of one suited—” 
 
    “I know of one!” The elders turned to look at me, one scornful and the other uncertain. “At the heart of the city.” I beckoned the other players over and explained my idea. 
 
    “What do you guys think? If we could barricade ourselves in, the bridge would act as a chokepoint, wouldn’t it? They couldn’t come all at once.” 
 
    Namara put a hand on her hip. “Are you forgetting about the worms, Zen? You know, the ones that downed your entosect in one bite?” 
 
    Embarrassingly, I had, but I persisted nevertheless. “We’ve even got a mostly clear path there. If we could just—” 
 
    Huth’Ga chose that moment to return, charging into the emptying space on her entosect. The giant insect was girded for battle, and each individual leg was sheathed in armor. Coupled with its ferocious jaws it was a formidable sight, but no less so than Huth’Ga herself. Gone were the leathers she’d donned in the forest, and instead she was bedecked entirely in a suit of plate armor, undergirded by chainmail. 
 
    She reined her mount to a stop and stared down at the rest of us. “They will be on us in two hours. Al’Vakie is scouting a likely place to defend.” 
 
    Hen’Darl returned the war mother’s gaze with a small measure of hope. “Zenzuck has given us one to consider at the heart of Sarvaal, but...” 
 
    “But they fear the sandworms, these ‘I Xalti.' " I glanced up at Huth’Ga, surprised that she knew of the monsters, and the war mother responded with a flat look. 
 
    Of course. She’s had scouting parties all through the ruins. She probably knew about them before we did. I’d certainly patched plenty of mana wounds suffered by those patrols. 
 
    The warrior returned her attention to Hen’Darl. “It seems the players have found the Hall of Champions, mother, guarded by fearsome voidbeasts. The creatures are my concern as well.” 
 
    “And what of its potential for defense?” 
 
    Huth’Ga was stone faced. “If the stories of it holding Sarvaal’s greatest treasures are true, it shows it. If we can gain access, I could hold it against an entire army of barrenborn. Against seedborn though…” 
 
    “Is it our best option?” 
 
    “It may be our only option.” 
 
    Hen’Darl inclined her head and extended her hands toward the war mother, palms down, and dipped her head. “Then lead my children there, daughter.” 
 
    Huth’Ga nodded, mirroring the gesture with her own hands face up, then turned to us. “Zenzuck, your party’s route there will be the most secure. Join or extend whichever safe areas you can to minimize the time we’ll be spending in the Grey. The others will gather your things. We’ll need every hand available to keep people safe.” 
 
    I hesitated, unsure whether she was finished. 
 
    “Go!” the war mother barked, and after finding a spot to sit, I went. 
 
    From above the city in the manaverse, I could easily see the glow of my safe zones. Like dribbles of luminescent paint, they shone bright against the dim background of the drained city. I connected those that were close enough and expanded many of the smaller safe zones to accommodate up to fifty people, but there wasn’t time to do much more. The course was miles long, and there were large patches of Grey I just wouldn’t be able to fill. With help I could have done more, but there was no time to have that argument again. 
 
    At the very least I would protect the travelers from the strongest monsters, I decided. So, starting from the gate, I drew as much of a path as I could across the stone of the plaza. I drew it thinly, sometimes only wide enough for a single person. The orcs on foot would be the most vulnerable, after all, but once they reached that path they’d have a clear shot to our destination. I worked until I was shaken awake. 
 
    The orcs of Hearthstead were gathered near the tables again, toward the center of the clear area we’d made for our settlement. Crowding toward the edge in any particular direction would only draw monsters prematurely. It was a pitiable sight, with fathers and children clutching whatever they could carry. The women of fighting age were arranged into parties and mounted, and they would be riding along the column to protect the others. There would be no avoiding void creatures once we started moving—not with that many mana-rich bodies clustered together, so moving quickly was going to be our best protection. 
 
    Al’Vakie spotted me looking lost and pointed. “Load up into the wagon with the Danaralins!” She rode along beside me as I joined the other players and found a seat, then fixed those assembled in the wagon with a critical eye. “Your group will be the tip of the spear. If the passing of so many seedborn can draw voidlings away from those coming after, so much the better. You can take care of yourselves. Let us know if you meet any trouble you can’t handle.” She nodded to Katz at that last part. He was good at making himself heard. 
 
    Huth’Ga sounded the horn, and the warriors advanced to the border of the Grey, covering the western edge. They drew aside to allow our group through, and one group of younger warriors peeled off to join us. 
 
    Now nearly fifty souls strong, our group pressed for the nearest safe zone. Varba and the Danaralins bathed the path in light as we passed, and I patrolled the air from the manaverse and watched for any veils. 
 
    According to the map, we had six miles to cover, and we hopped from safe zone to safe zone with relatively few problems. What void creatures came into the light were easily dispatched by Huth’Ga’s troops, with the other players casting spells to support them. I tried to be there whenever a Su Brahn attacked the line, to provide shielding from the vacuum attack. 
 
    It took us maybe two hours to reach the gate, and we paused to gather everyone into the large safe zone there and prepare to slip through the fence, leaving the wagons and carts behind. We’d have creep to deal with after crossing the fence, so we’d have to move quickly. 
 
    While we waited for everyone to gather, my party left the others and ventured back to support those still in the city. 
 
    Remarkably, there were very few serious injuries, and the Danaralins quickly took care of what there were. I had much more patching to do, since Mana Bleed and Ethereal Rupture couldn’t be healed conventionally, but none of that was life-threatening either. It wasn’t until we’d all met up and began to trickle past the gate that void creatures started to attack in any great number. Even so, it was only the Su Brahn with their projectile blasts that threatened the caravan as a whole. The warriors rode out to face those enemies as soon as they were spotted, and we did our best to support the troops from a distance, even though we were pretty well occupied trying to keep the way back clear for them too. 
 
    It was when the creep started to factor in that things got really difficult, since my party had only cleared what we’d had to near the path. The women riding out to face the Su Brahn were often forced to push right through the thick of it. The situation became more and more dire until I was patching spots of Mana Degradation as fast as I could, with warriors waiting in line to have their mana bleeds stanched before rejoining the fighting bands. 
 
    By the time we’d reached the thickest part of the creep, there was no choice—we had to get to the bridge. 
 
    Hen’Darl’s amplified voice called the orders. “Elders and men, to the fore! Make a corridor for the children. If you find yourself in danger of succumbing, withdraw and raise a hand” 
 
    Namara did her best to lessen the onslaught by clearing swaths of creep, and my dad and Me’Almah pulled up periodic boulders for people to shelter behind, but the 500 orcs just couldn’t move as fast as the six of us had earlier. Huth’Ga ordered half of her women onto the bridge, and they hustled the girls, boys, and men on while keeping a watch for the I Xalti. More and more of the mana-rich orc men and elders peeled away from the sides, no longer able to withstand the barrage. Eena, who I was surprised to find willing to be anywhere near me, helped to find the worst cases, and he dragged those who had gone unconscious to safety. I patched as quickly and as loosely as possible, borrowing mana from the other players, and still I had more work than I could handle once the last warrior woman arrived at the bridge. Eena remained with the worst afflicted until I reached them, and even then I wasn’t sure how they were surviving. Some of their bleeds were so severe that they should have been able to live through the wait. Still, somehow I fought the bleeds to a standstill, earning myself a fierce headache for the effort. 
 
    I was in dire need of a breather, but Hen’Darl was beside me as the last of my critical patients woke. “There is no time for rest, child.” She grabbed my shoulder and pointed toward the balustrade. “Look!” 
 
    I struggled to my feet and followed her to the railing, only ten feet or so above the sloping ground. 
 
    Out ahead of us rode a solitary figure, tall and strong, but all alone in a pool of light; however, as I watched, she began to slump. Huth’Ga! 
 
    Abandoning my worries about entering the manaverse near the I Xalti, I jumped to the war mother and gave whatever mana I could. It was like trying to fill a bucket with holes drilled into the bottom. For all that she was a warrior, her mana pool was nothing to sneeze at, but she was bleeding mana at a prodigious rate from a seemingly endless series of wounds. Her armor wasn’t faring much better. In several places holes had been eaten clean through the metal. 
 
    After stifling the worst of the wounds, I looked around worriedly. What was she doing out there? At any moment one of the worms could— 
 
    Huth’Ga lunged to the side, forcing her mount to skitter sideways just in time to avoid the clash of teeth that surrounded me. To my relief, my ethereal form took no damage, but she would have been crushed! 
 
    I felt a shudder as I streamed up and out of the I Xalti’s mouth, and once I was free I saw that Huth’Ga had buried the head of an axe deep into the creature’s side. It would have been a devastating blow for any creature that wasn’t six feet in diameter and who-even-knows how long. Huth’Ga let the axe go as it was ripped away from her, and she unslung a second one from her back. I tried to continue patching her, but she was moving too fast. She leapt from the back of her mount and swung again in midair, catching one of the monster’s nostrils and cutting deep before being knocked back. Her mount was right beside her when she landed, and she pulled herself on as smoothly as if the entosect was an extension of her own body. Then she was racing away, putting distance between herself and the shoreline. 
 
    As long as she kept a fairly straight path, I could do my work, but as she rode more and more I Xalti broke the surface around her. Suddenly, someone shook my body. 
 
    “Time to go, Zen.” Gern was tugging me away from the railing. 
 
    I resisted his pull for a moment. “She’s out there all alone though. She’s got, like, six of them on her!” 
 
    “She’s buying us time. We have to be ready for—” 
 
    An ear-shattering roar filled the valley, rippling through the mana around us. It was a bellow of such violence and rage that I instinctively wanted to lash back. I recognized the war mother’s voice in the shout, challenging the worms to come after her! 
 
    “Now!” Hen’Darl’s voice rang out over the bridge, and the caravan began racing forward. The warrior women lined the balustrade much the way their husbands had earlier, in case any of the I Xalti attacked, but when we reached the middle of the bridge I looked down and saw it wasn’t we who were in danger. Fifty feet below us Huth’Ga had attracted the attention of every worm above the surface. 
 
    “Keep moving!” Al’Vakie bellowed, but I saw her gaze flit down to Huth’Ga too. Even at a sprint it felt like it took ages to get from the shore to the fortress's doors. 
 
    The bridge opened up where it met the formidable barrier of the Hall’s walls, forming a small plaza into which we all managed to fit. The men and children huddled together with their backs to the keep, and the warriors arrayed themselves around us in an arc against the railing, all except a small group who, swiftly and expertly, tied ropes around the balustrades and began to rappel downward. 
 
    In unspoken agreement, the warriors gave way, allowing me and the seedborn to take spots along the railing, getting the best vantage we could for providing support. Varba and the Danaralins bathed the scene with light. 
 
    Huth’ga was still mounted, somehow, but her entosect was missing two full legs, which had been torn away despite being armored. The war mother had tracked our progress above, making sure she was there to intercept any new I Xalti that might surface. As we watched, she dodged yet another surprise breach, unaccountably knowing when the strike would come. It was too much for the entosect though, and it collapsed to the side instead of rebalancing. Huth’Ga fell from the saddle and rolled, then extended the roll as a new mouth broke the surface behind her, consuming the brave insect. 
 
    Then another woman was there, bigger even than the war mother. She stepped almost delicately around Huth’Ga and caught the new I Xalti on the side with a hammer bigger than my head. The impact shuddered through the beast. Behind the woman, another helped Huth’Ga to her feet while three others ran wide around the group and tried to draw attention away. The women were fast, but even with their uncanny method of avoiding the I Xaltis’ attacks, they didn’t score many good hits. The worms were too precise in their strikes and above the surface for too short a time. Only one took enough hits to kill it, and it lay unmoving with part of its body still underground. 
 
    Slowly the warriors retreated back toward the ropes, and they worked as a unit to punish any I Xalti that dared to attack. The worms’ assault slowed as they went, maybe due to the ground becoming rockier toward the base of the keep, or maybe because they’d learned the orcs wouldn’t be an easy target. I didn’t want to think about that last possibility too much. Void creatures had uniformly been mindless up to that point, and the thought of doing combat with something that had both the void creatures’ endless hunger and any amount of intelligence was chilling. 
 
    One by one the warriors climbed the ropes, each covering the others’ retreats until only a single woman was left. Unlike many of the other warriors, she wasn’t a brute. In fact, she would have been short even for a man. I wondered why they’d left her to cover the rear until she turned, grabbed the rope, and scaled it hand over hand as fast as I might have if I were just coiling it on the ground, only she was moving vertically. 
 
    Katz whistled approvingly over the railing. “That’s some Ninja Warrior shit right there!” 
 
    “They wish they could go that fast!” Namara spared the gnome a momentary glance, before continuing to scan the ground for newly emerging worms to light on fire. 
 
    I heard my name called, so I pushed my way through to the gates, where Hen’Darl, Gern, and Al’Vakie were trying to find a way through. 
 
    I took a quick look at the other side in the manaverse. “It’s barred, but it doesn’t look too heavy. I could turn the crank to raise it if I could just get over.” 
 
    “That’s sixty feet in the air, Zen.” Katz had followed from the railing. “How the hell are we going to get over?” 
 
    I glanced down at the gnome and ran the numbers. 
 
    “Well, how much do you weigh with full stacks of Featherweight, again?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    “I swear to God, Zen, one of these days I’m going to murder you.” Katz squeezed his way out from between the massive doors even as they opened, and he squinted against the glare of the light. 
 
    “It worked, didn’t it?” Namara argued happily in my defense. “Third time’s the charm!” 
 
    The gnome gave her a dead-eyed stare. “I’ve dreamed about being in the middle of a lesbian rugby team before, but never with me as the ball!” 
 
    Al’Vakie and her troops hadn’t been much more confident about the plan, but one of them had joked about how it would be her revenge for all the money Katz had taken from her while gambling. 
 
    Featherweight had worked exactly as planned, bringing Katz’s weight down to half what it normally was. The spell worked by pulling breezes around him to buoy him up, which meant he wasn’t just easier to throw but also easier to catch. While Namara coached one group on how to throw the gnome—go figure, she had been a cheerleader—another two had found blankets they could use to catch him if, or when, they missed. 
 
    Katz hadn’t had much trust in the plan. “When they miss, just knock me out.” He handed me his daggers and belt. “It’ll be like it never happened, right? And if they don’t catch me... well, I won’t know about that either. It’ll be like surgery. Violent, aerial, high-speed surgery.” 
 
    In the end he’d still had a way to fall, even though the arc landed him atop the fortifications above the gate. 
 
    “I’m okay, mostly.” His amplified voice had come down from five stories up, along with the rope he’d untied from his waist. “I think I see some stairs.” 
 
    Those of us outside the gate had waited for tense minutes before there was a muffled clanking sound, and then, “Help me, damnit! I’m just a little guy!” Slowly, slowly the gates had creaked open and Katz had slipped out, unharmed. 
 
    Once again the warriors led the way. Katz had managed to sneak down from atop the wall, but that didn’t mean there weren’t void creatures inside. We entered between two guard towers and the low buildings attached to them behind the wall. Beyond was a broad bailey, and our view of it expanded bit by bit as the Danaralins spread our pool of light. It wasn’t enough to see the far side though, and so we huddled between the two structures and against the gate itself after it was closed and barred again. Huth’Ga’s troops would plumb those dark corners with Slynx’s Dark Vision and keep us safe. 
 
    Slowly, the excitement of the night drained away and exhaustion sank in, carrying the orcs off to sleep one by one. The other players slept too, huddled against the wall in their blankets. I stayed up, growing the safe area beneath them all bit by bit. It was colorless in the dark but bright to my ethervision, and it was going to take time. The courtyard was made of a higher-Quality material than any I’d encountered, except for maybe the statue of Danaral. Restoring about 200 mana—as much as I could every minute—resulted in a circle only one foot across. On sand that would have been enough for a circle measuring almost six feet wide! 
 
    After an hour or so, I donned a Ring of Outward Flow and arranged for my contracts to take the rest of my mana. Restoring the ground that way might take ten times as long, but I needed sleep. At some point I was going to have to figure out a more elegant way to handle that, but with Phintin gone… 
 
    Orcs began stirring before dawn truly broke, likely tired of trying to sleep on stone, shoulder to shoulder with their neighbors. Trouble was, there wasn’t much for them to do once awake, aside from peering through the dark at the buildings that were slowly resolving around them as the sky lightened. Straight on from the gate loomed the enormous tower we’d seen from afar, lording over several other buildings whose empty windows peered out over a lonely central courtyard. It felt almost too empty, as if the crowds and the noise were just out of sight around a corner. 
 
    Huth’Ga’s troops had continued exploring, but it wasn’t safe for anyone else to move outside the uneven circle of restored stone beneath us. Once awake, I restructured my contracts and got to work expanding the safe area again until everyone could fit more or less comfortably. The Aephid would have to wait yet again to be fed. I checked on my crystals as well. 
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    I laughed. 2210%! I was pleased to have my first Glimmering-ranked crystal, but pretty soon the probabilities would be in the tens of thousands, and then it would get really absurd! I modified it to show the prospective growth each hour for a change. “22/hr” looked a lot cleaner and honestly, the growth rate on anything smaller was all but irrelevant. I wasn’t going to be removing them until they were big enough to feed a certain hungry serpent, and so I modified the dialogue further to only show how many of the lower-ranked crystals I had. If my plans for the future came true, someday I’d be swimming in them. 
 
    When the western sky began to lighten, Hen’Darl found me and requested that I check on the Cogneiders. 
 
    “The bridge is too dangerous for scouts to cross needlessly.” 
 
    There was no arguing that, so I soared up and away, drifting along the dry canal that followed the cliff face southeast toward the waterfall. 
 
    I added a stop of my own to make sure Phintin was alright, then reported back to the matriarch. “It looks like they camped for the night at the reservoir, but they’re preparing to move again. They ignored the fields.” 
 
    “Thank the gods, and thank you, child.” Hen’Darl made as if to leave, then turned back and gave me a meaningful look. “We should do our best to keep terms with Lavis once we have enough room here. Reclaiming the fields will be a necessity once Garinold is dealt with.” I sighed and nodded. There would be no rest for the weary, even while under siege. 
 
    We watched Garinold’s progress from above the gate, but he took his time. Rather than risking his people like we’d been forced to, he was creating a clear path, free from void creatures. That meant they had to move more slowly though, and they barely made it to the grand gate in the plaza before nightfall. 
 
    I considered undoing the safe zone there before they could use it to shelter in, but that would mean regressing on my quest for Unity and undoing hours of effort. Plus, the slowdown would only be temporary. I couldn’t do anything about what went on behind the Ego Shroud, and so they’d be able to move forward bit by bit in spite of anything I could do. 
 
    Even though they were being cautious, they didn’t have to be too cautious. Unlike those with us, every member of their group was a warrior. Su Brahn were downed by arrows before they could get within range to do their distance attacks, and everything else was overwhelmed by a cascade of spells from the seedborn player conscripts the Cogneiders had brought with them. The creep fell back in a similar fashion, with Fire mages coating the ground with incendiary bombs. By midmorning the following day the small army had reached the bridge, and they cautiously began to make their way across. 
 
    Huth’Ga’s group had done its work of putting fear into the I Xalti too well. Either that, or the worms could smell that the Cogneiders weren’t to be trifled with. Only one ventured to attack the column, and it was swiftly repelled. The speed with which it attacked meant a few soldiers were injured, but the dead I Xalti’s body under the bridge must have alerted them to what they might face, because they’d been vigilant. 
 
    Garinold called a halt halfway across the bridge, well out of spell range, and the Grey beneath the bridge immediately began to be pushed back. Once it was safe, a single soldier rode forward, carrying a banner with the sword, sheaf, and crown of Cogneid. 
 
    Most of Hearthstead’s leadership who were able to make the climb were present on the ramparts with us to hear his ultimatum. 
 
    “By the authority of King Leonald II, Captain Garinold demands the return of the players Namara, Slynx, Me’Almah, Katz, Zenzuck, Varba, and Samuel. Failure to do so will constitute an act of treason.” 
 
    “Haven’t we been treasoning this whole time?” Katz muttered to the party. “First the dungeon, then the jail break, then rescuing you all...” 
 
    “Maybe he’s hinting that it will all go away if they hand us over.” Namara shrugged before quieting down to listen, though it appeared the man had said his piece. 
 
    With a voice that would have easily carried to the troops, Hen’Darl answered, “The players are allies to Hearthstead and to his people. We cannot countenance returning them to servitude and imprisonment. We wish no conflict with Cogneid, but neither can we consider ourselves vassals of the king any longer. We wish only to be left in peace.” 
 
    After a brief silence, Garinold’s voice rang out from the camp, likely amplified by Air mages of their own. “Peace?” His voice was derisive. “You have aided players in destroying not one dungeon, but two! You have killed soldiers of Cogneid and abducted its master enchanter. And now you demand peace?!” 
 
    “We rescued the master enchanter, who has ever been free to leave. She has been returned to you now, has she not? With regard to the dungeon, its destruction was unintentional, committed by the players in their ignorance. As for the soldier, Serim, we mourn her loss. In our exile to the Boundless, we see the players as a necessity for our survival. We could not accept their theft.” 
 
    “As your king cannot accept! Fernar masses player armies to the south, and across the First Sea Halmilibranth does the same. Enemies encircle us, and you choose this time to turn traitor!” Garinold’s voice had always carried scorn, yet this time he sounded legitimately concerned. 
 
    Hen’Darl wasn’t swayed. “You read the reports, I’m sure, of what was happening in Hearthstead! What were we to do, with the very ground decaying beneath our feet, and with Defrino preoccupied readying for war? Does King Leonald not have a duty to his subjects?” 
 
    “This is getting nowhere,” Varba muttered as Garinold argued back, and Hen’Darl nodded grimly down at her. She waited until Garinold had finished to respond. 
 
    “Bring your terms.” Her voice rang out across the dry lakebed. “Bring me what it will take to keep my people safe! I am sure your king wants you back, and me and mine long for stability and security. Let us know what it will take to make that happen, and let us have done with this!” 
 
    There was a pause. I could only imagine Garinold trying to get his temper under control. “Very well!” came the answer at last. “Expect my agent within the hour!” 
 
    *** 
 
    It was Phintin herself they sent to knock at the gate. Maybe to show us how little they cared that she’d been returned, or maybe because she was the only person brave enough. She’d managed a change of clothes and looked very official, regardless. 
 
    By that time we had reclaimed one of the guardhouses by the gate, which was enough space to grant the enchanter and Hen’Darl some privacy as they spoke. After some minutes they pulled me over. 
 
    Hen’Darl gave me a long, considering look before speaking. “Brother Zenzuck, the master enchanter has an offer that must be yours to assess.” Phintin nodded her agreement, folding her arms and leaning back against a stone table that had survived the millennia. 
 
    “That’s right, Zenzuck. It seems Garinold has orders to retrieve the players, yes, but beyond that he has orders to retrieve you specifically, at any cost.” 
 
    I shot Hen’Darl a worried glance. 
 
    “Why me?” 
 
    “Multiple reasons, really. Firstly, because you might be a threat. Regardless of what I tell him, Garinold insists that making such a determination is above both his position and mine. Secondly, the dungeon master—you remember Ondure?—has impressed upon the king his desire to have you in hand. You can’t have known this, but Cogneid’s dungeon master is second only to the king himself.” 
 
    My gaze darted between the two women, searching for answers. “So what does that mean? They’ll leave us alone if I turn myself in? Ondure made some pretty nasty threats toward me last time we spoke. Boiling eternally in lava, I think it was? How can they think I’ll go back to that without a fight?” 
 
    Phintin cleared her throat. “Well, as to that, I’m hoping I can convince Garinold to be more... flexible. After all, his orders were to bring you back ‘however he has to do it.’ I am wondering whether you would consent to travel back to Defrino as my guest.” 
 
    My eyebrows shot up, and the enchanter hurried on before I could voice my doubts. “It won’t surprise you that Garinold was furious when I suggested the arrangement to him, but he might actually allow it if you are amenable to certain conditions he would impose. On the whole, however, you would be treated more as an emissary of Hearthstead and less as… ah... chattel.” 
 
    I mulled it over for a while. “Well, then what happens once we get there?” 
 
    “That’s the difficult part. I’m not sure. I will argue the benefit of keeping you under my wing, as an apprentice or some such thing, but I can’t presume to speak for King Leonald, who will no doubt want assurances: some way to be sure you won’t act against Cogneid.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty big unknown, don’t you think?” 
 
    “But this is something you are considering, Zenzuck?” Hen’Darl asked, and I nodded slowly. 
 
    “Considering.” I walked to the door and waved for Namara to join us. “If we had some way to guarantee my safety, it’d be an easier decision to make.” 
 
    The matriarch nodded. “Then I think it fair we hear something more concrete from Garinold, as to how my son will be protected.” 
 
    Namara looked at me with wide eyes after I filled her in. “Zen, you can’t be seriously considering this!” 
 
    My lips formed a grim line. “If it keeps you and Hearthstead safe, wouldn’t that be worth it?” 
 
    “And what if they want you to stay?” She crossed her arms and leaned toward me. “What if they force you to stay?” 
 
    “That’s what we’re going to have to figure out.” 
 
    Within hours, Phintin returned with news, though she took a deep breath before relaying it. 
 
    “Garinold will agree to my vouching for you, as much as he may not like it. I think he feels guilty for abandoning me after our skirmish, and rightly so! Still, there is the issue of protection. Not for you, but from you.” 
 
    I jerked my head back, confused. “From me? I won’t do anything to them, provided they leave me alone.” 
 
    Phintin shook her head. “He’s not willing to take that chance, either for his troops or for Cogneid as a whole. In fact, he has brought a Veriter to assure it.” 
 
    I had no idea what that meant, but Hen’Darl shifted her weight and scoffed. “I could cast a simple Truth spell on him and be done with it! What use has a Veriter?” 
 
    “What is a Veriter?” I asked, looking between the two. 
 
    “It’s a spirit of Dark magic, a spright that is used to enforce agreements.” The enchanter looked at the ground. “Generally on pain of death.” 
 
    “Woah,” I muttered. “So if you break a promise, it kills you?” 
 
    “That’s the gist of it.” 
 
    Hen’Darl shook her head emphatically. “A crude and antiquated practice, used by the unscrupulous to ensnare the weak willed, or the foolish.” 
 
    I shrugged at the matriarch. “But if it kills me, I’d just respawn, right?” Turning back to Phintin, I raised an eyebrow. “How is that any sort of punishment?” 
 
    Phintin spread her hands. “Garinold sees it as a failsafe. If you agree not to attack him and then you do, you would be immediately returned here.” 
 
    “There is some sense in that, to protect against a player.” Hen’Darl slowly nodded. 
 
    “Or...” I held out a finger to halt that train of thought. I had just seen an opportunity for me in this “Veriter” business. “Or, it could be a one-way ticket back here. Just think: somebody does something I don’t like, I attack a Cogneider, and boom, I’m back here. On top of that we could word the agreement so that, if the Cogneiders try to imprison or enslave me… same thing.” 
 
    Phintin and Hen’Darl stared at me a moment. 
 
    “That… could actually work.” Hen’Darl’s gaze searched the floor, considering. 
 
    “It would protect both parties, that’s for sure.” Phintin nodded. “Let me look into that. Whatever is decided, it will hinge on some very specific wording. While I work on our side, why don’t you work on yours. Make it ironclad, and if we can agree to terms, well, this could work out for all of us.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    “Absolutely not!” Dad wasn’t alone in being upset. Namara had shared my intentions with the others as soon as Phintin had left, and they’d all gathered into the guardhouse to try and talk me out of accepting the deal. 
 
    Dad had the most strenuous objections though, understandably. “I didn’t come all the way out here to find you only to have you leave again!” He was almost shouting. “We have to stay together if we’re going to get out.” 
 
    “We haven’t made any progress on that, though. Like, none at all.” I held my hands out wide. “We don’t even know where to start! What we can make progress on is keeping ourselves safe within the game!” 
 
    “But Zen, we basically used that exact same trick to get out of Impresium last time: using respawns to escape.” Slynx had hooked his thumbs into his belt and rocked back on his heels. “They’ll be expecting it.” 
 
    “Only this time it’s a feature, not a bug. They know about it, and that’s what’s going to keep me safe! Guys, if we don’t get Cogneid off our backs, we’re all in danger. This way it’s only me who’s at risk.” 
 
    “And me.” 
 
    The group turned to stare at Varba, who had been sitting on one of the stone benches near the door and looking thoughtful.  
 
    “I’ve been talking to the goblins." Her eyes flitted to the side and she leaned forward with a sigh. “They keep trying to convince me to travel back to Cogneid with them. They have some sort of diplomatic immunity they say would extend to me as an initiate. Maybe I can go along and keep an eye on Zen.” 
 
    Namara looked back and forth between Varba and I. “But why risk it?” She asked after a few moments of confused silence. 
 
    Varba quirked her lips and shrugged. “Apparently I’ll only be able to contract with Danaral at one of his temples.” 
 
    Namara cocked her head to the side and pursed her lips. “And remind me why that’s necessary?” 
 
    Varba’s brows pulled together, and her tone sharpened. “Look, the five of us planned to be here for a while, maybe forever. I’m taking this seriously. If there’s a way I can be better at my job, better at healing you all, I’m going to take it!” 
 
    Slynx looked worried in a way he hadn’t for me. “Are you sure you can trust ‘em, babe?” 
 
    Varba’s gaze softened as she addressed her husband, and she took his hand. “Well, I ran it by Hen’Darl, love, and she claims it’s legit. That’s part of why the Danaralins have had the run of the place here. It’s a long-standing deal that no one interferes with them while they travel around healing people.” 
 
    “All of that’s irrelevant.” Dad cut back into the conversation with a slice of his hand. “Nate’s not going!” 
 
    I turned toward him again. “Dad, it’s the only chance we have of making everyone safe. Maybe I can reason with the king!” 
 
    He listened with a stubborn set to his jaw, but barely waited for me to finish before announcing, “I should go instead!” 
 
    “They want Zen, and there’s only one Veriter.” Namara sighed. “I already asked Phintin. If any of the rest of us goes, we’d only end up under The Mayor’s Curse again. We’d be liabilities more than assets.” 
 
    “Well if I don’t go, he doesn’t go!” Dad declared, crossing his arms over his chest. “Nate, it’s my responsibility to keep you safe. Besides, you don’t have any experience talking to policymakers! You’ve never even…” 
 
    As he spoke, a pit began to grow in my stomach, pulling me down in a way I’d managed to avoid for weeks. I’d been so busy and felt so useful, but now that familiar doubt was starting to creep in. The way he’d said my name was like an anchor he’d attached to my confidence and thrown overboard. You’re okay! I tried to remind myself, but my dad’s voice was louder. He was right. Who was I to think I could pull this off? 
 
    Namara looked from my dad to me, before stepping forward and holding out a hand. “Hold on a sec, Sam. Mr. Hill. You’ll have to forgive me, but I think you might be selling your son short. I’ve only known Zen a couple of months, but in that time he’s helped me out of more than a few scrapes. Sure, he’s young and a little naïve, but he’s hardly helpless.” 
 
    Katz had taken a seat atop the table and was dangling his legs over the edge. “I’m confused, Mara, are you arguing for or against this cockamamie plan?” 
 
    Namara looked at the gnome, then me, and then my dad. “I guess… for.” She sounded almost surprised. “Of course I worry about Zen, but I trust he can present our case as well as any of us. Better than some.” She intentionally side-eyed the gnome, who held his hands up to avoid responsibility. 
 
    Instead, he smirked. “You act dependable, people start depending on you.” 
 
    Dad’s face was stormy. In fact, I worried he and Namara might be about to have words. While I watched, however, his expression grew more troubled. 
 
    “Of course I believe in Nate, but…” He didn’t continue immediately, and instead his face went through a whole suite of emotions I could barely follow. It landed on an expression that made me uneasy. It was too close to “disappointed.” I opened my mouth—to apologize or try to argue—I wasn’t sure, but Namara caught my eyes and gave a barely perceptible shake of her head. 
 
    I paused, and it was for the best that I did, because a moment later Dad shook his head. “I don’t like it, but… if Nate…” He trailed off and then looked sharply at Namara. “I want to be involved in deciding the text of this agreement.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Phintin returned that afternoon with a first draft, and I almost immediately found a flaw. “It’s too restrictive! What if I need to defend myself, or help out around here from the manaverse? Not using Flow is a no-go.” For the moment the others just listened, wanting to make sure the broad outlines were to my liking before they started adding “legalese.” 
 
    The master enchanter looked apologetic. “Their concern, as ever, is that Flow might be used against them.” 
 
    “So why don’t we just say that instead?” I shrugged. “My goal is to meet with the king and get back here as soon as possible, not to start a war!” 
 
    Phintin dipped her head. “I will see what Garinold thinks of that arrangement.” 
 
    “Also, if I’m riding with you, will that mean I can still help with the daily quest for Lavis?” 
 
    Phintin considered a moment before answering. I could almost see her working through the agreement line by line in her head. “You will be considered my guest, so... yes.” She nodded reluctantly. “I can’t speak for the king, but in this matter my authority supersedes Garinold’s. Only don’t make a mess of things? It will be my head on the line.” 
 
    “Well, then, as long as it’s clear I get to spend my time how I want, I’ll be good with the terms.” 
 
    “Just remember, I can’t make any promises for the outcome,” she reminded me. “As the agreement stands now, Leonald could just send you back to Impresium.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll have to figure that out. Oh, and one other thing: how many extra loupes do you have?” 
 
    *** 
 
    “I’m actually kind of excited to see Defrino,” I told Gern that evening as we walked along the ramparts. Because of their rationed diets, the ventrids had stopped producing gastroliths, and so we lit our path with a light borrowed from Varba. “I spent all of three hours in Kalsip. Maybe I’ll be able to bring back some souvenirs.” 
 
    Gern gave me a troubled look. “Aren’t you being a little cavalier about this? So many things could go wrong.” 
 
    Phintin had returned before sundown with the latest text of the contract, and she, Namara, Hen’Darl, and my dad were still working on it. There was beginning to be a sense of inevitability about my leaving though. 
 
    “It’ll be fine!” I assured him, though in truth I was scared to look too closely at the circumstance. There weren’t any other options I could see, and so I’d have to make the most of it. I was eager to redirect the conversation. 
 
    “And anyway…” I stopped and turned toward him. “I have something for you.” From my pouch I pulled one of the two spare loupes Phintin had supplied, along with a piece of wood I’d whittled and then enchanted. 
 
    Gern looked confused, so I took the whittled item back and explained. “Thiiis is basically a pen.” I waved the stick through the air. “Or a stylus—except it uses mana to write. Now all you need is the loupe…” I gestured for him to look through the inch-long brass tube. 
 
    To me the writing was as clear as day, even though it hovered in the night air. Gern settled the loupe against his eye and gave a look. 
 
    “Basically... a... pen!” he read. “Zen, this is amazing! Is this what you see using your ‘ethervision’?” 
 
    I grinned. “Not quite, but it’s close enough. I’ll be coming back daily to do the whole Lavis thing, right? Well, when I do, I’ll just check in!” With a wave of my hand, I used Flow to write “Hello Gern!” in big, bright letters across the sky. 
 
    “Did you just—” He squinted through the loupe. “I can’t see that far.” 
 
    *** 
 
    With the day so full, it wasn’t until nighttime that I was able to send mana Lavis's way, and even then it dragged on to the extent that I started to fear I wouldn’t finish in time. It was just going so slowly! Reconfiguring my contracts to cancel any growth bonuses helped some, but even then the process seemed sluggish. It wasn’t until I actually timed my mana bar’s growth that I realized nearly twenty mana per minute was missing! The tooltip itself didn’t reveal anything untoward: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Mana Regen: 246 MP/min = (15 base + 190 from Ether) * 1.2 from Gear 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Additionally, I wasn’t suffering from any debuffs. Frustrated, I looked to my notifications, but they were too sparse. I’d long since willed them to only tell me big-picture stuff. With a thought, I directed every notification to display. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  ... 
  Mana Crystal has gained 1 MP. 
  Crystallization Rate is now 1048.258%/min. 
  Mana Crystal has gained 1 MP. 
  Crystallization Rate is now 1048.512%/min. 
  Mana Crystal has gained 1 MP. 
  Crystallization Rate is now 1048.766%/min. 
  Mana Crystal has gained 1 MP. 
  Crystallization Rate is now 1049.02%/min. 
  Mana Crystal has gained 1 MP. 
  Crystallization Rate is now 596.646%/min. 
  Mana Crystal has gained 1 MP. 
  Crystallization Rate is now 1049.274%/min. 
  Mana Crystal has gained 1 MP. 
  Crystallization Rate is now 1048.528%/min. 
  ... 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    And it just kept on scrolling, with a new notification every few seconds. 
 
    Of course! I pulled up my Current Mana Crystals. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Current Mana Crystals 
   Twinkling - 4,131 MP - 10/min 
  Twinkling - 2,628 MP - 6/min 
  Twinkling - 1,004 MP - 2/min 
  Glimmering - x2 
  Faint - x6 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Three of my mana crystals had passed beyond “Glimmering” over the past two days and become “Twinkling,” and the mana for them to grow had to come from somewhere. I just hadn’t anticipated that it would come directly from me! It gave rise to a troubling thought: If the mana was coming from me, at some point it would outstrip my regen, and what would happen then? I’d have to stop once that limit was met, that was for sure—or at least slow down. 
 
    For the moment it was all a matter of priorities though, so I left the crystals to grow. I judged I would be able to fulfill the terms of Lavis’s quest even with the extra draw on my mana. The crystals weren’t big enough they would be swamping my regen anytime soon, and I’d be expressing the bigger ones in the morning anyway. 
 
    I didn’t sleep that night, partly from nerves and partly from excitement at finally providing Kula a meal with some heft to it. I wouldn’t be able to get her to her next metamorphosis as quickly as I’d hoped, but I would be able to make progress, and that was something. Almost every useful thing I could do, I could do at a distance, and that would include feeding her. 
 
    I nudged the serpent awake before dawn, and once she’d sluggishly coiled herself around my shoulders, I climbed to the rampart for some privacy. Secretly, I was hoping she might be so pleased with the meal that she’d shed another feather. Gern had promised to look after her while I was gone, and they seemed to get along fine, but I was jealous of those bonus Class Points. If only we could figure out how to get her to produce more! The one time I’d given one of her pinions a gentle tug, just out of curiosity, she’d nearly taken off my other hand. 
 
    For a moment I stared out over the city, contemplating what it would feel like to be riding out and away, leaving everyone behind. Surprisingly, it wasn’t all fear. Deep down there was a thrum of excitement as well. I gave Kula’s ruff a scratch as I returned to the present. 
 
    “I think you’re gonna like this.” Her head turned toward the sound of my lowered voice. “But be patient, okay? You can’t just gobble these up.” 
 
    She stared at me expectantly, and I held out my palm, intentionally circumventing the dialogues that asked whether I’d like to express a crystal. The first gem formed seemingly from thin air, beginning in the manaverse as an extension of my ethereal form, and then reaching an incredible brightness as it transitioned to the physical plane. In the darkness of the physical world it wouldn’t have looked like much to anyone else, but to my ethervision a miniature star was growing in my palm. Kula noticed as well, and her body flowed to bring her closer, coiling around my outstretched arm. 
 
    Doesn’t look like I’m going to be able to stop her. Oh well, it’s for her anyway. 
 
    In the physical world the glimmer in my palm grew and then grew some more, and then it continued to grow until it was bigger than the crystal Phintin had used to join the Auger and Augment. That had been both the first and the largest crystal I’d seen. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Bright Mana Crystal - 300/300 
  
     
 
      
      	  A Medium-Sized chunk of crystallized mana. 
  Composite Mana: 14,772 MP 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Kula looked at it for a moment or two and then turned back to me, as if asking for permission. I nodded, then set the crystal on the ground and let her ease herself off my arm. I knew snakes’ jaws could stretch to incredible widths, but fitting her inch-and-a-half-wide mouth around a crystal the size of a golf ball looked impossible. 
 
    Even though it was big, Kula decided it wasn’t too big. While she worked to distend her jaw around the crystal’s bulk, I expressed the other crystal, which was Bright as well. It was only really good for feeding Kula, after all, and anything bigger might have been too much for her to fit her mouth around. Setting the crystal where she would find it once she was ready, I expressed three more, all Twinkling, between 1,000 and 10,000 MP. Removing the smaller crystals from the queue might put another day between me and the next Bright Mana Crystal, but I wanted to make sure Hearthstead had extras, just in case. 
 
    Minutes later I nudged Gern awake and ensconced myself with him away from prying eyes. His own eyes went wide as the cloth I’d covered the crystals with slipped away. 
 
    “Gods, you actually did it! I know tooltips don’t lie, but I don’t think I actually believed it could happen.” 
 
    I moved to hand the bundle to him, but he shied away, holding up his hands. “What do you want me to do with them?” 
 
    “Keep them to feed Kula.” Just in case, I thought, but avoided saying it. “Or for whatever people use mana crystals for.” 
 
    He didn’t lower his hands. “I’m not an enchanter, Zen. Even the mother scarcely has any skill with that.” 
 
    “Then use them as paperweights. I don’t know!” 
 
    Reluctantly, he let me push the bundle into his arms, making sure to only touch the cloth, as though the crystals would burn him on contact. 
 
    Each of the gems was about the size of a big marble, with the largest having rectangular protrusions that looked like rough natural crystal while the others were almost perfect spheres. The form was entirely dependent on what I wanted when expressing it, so I’d experimented. 
 
    Gern huffed an exasperated sigh. “Any other priceless trinkets you’d like to pawn off on me?” 
 
    I grinned. “Nope, just these. If you find a use for them, great. If not, save them for when I get back.” 
 
    Kula was looking downright comatose when I returned to the ramparts, and there were two egg-sized lumps interspersed along her body. I gently draped her around my shoulders. The sun would be rising soon, and then it would be time to go. 
 
    *** 
 
    Garinold crossed the last length of bridge before the sun peeked over the western bluffs. He had insisted on being present to witness me take on the Veriter contract, and Phintin’s assurances—coupled with the superiority of his troops—convinced him to allow the meeting just outside the gates. A human woman in robes accompanied him on horseback to make the transfer. While I’d met people of all races in Cogneid, the military was almost uniformly human. 
 
    Passingly, and with a bit of envy, I noticed that Garinold’s right arm had grown back enough that he handled his reins two-handed. 
 
    “Which of you is Zenzuck?” the woman asked imperiously of those assembled, and I stepped forward. She wasted no time. 
 
      
 
    Nalavyr of Defrino wishes to transfer her contract with 
 
    Socchna, a Juvenile Veriter, to you for 2 MP/min. 
 
      
 
    Do you wish to accept? 
 
      
 
    I did, and the woman reported as much to the captain. 
 
    Garinold’s horse danced a few steps, as if channeling his desire to be gone. “Alright, get on with it, then.” 
 
    The woman turned back to me. “Activate the Veriter and share the dialogue with all present.” 
 
      
 
    You have elected to enter an agreement under the arbitration of the Veriter, Socchna. 
 
    The claimant to this agreement is Captain Garinold of Cogneid. 
 
    The penalty for breaking this agreement is death. 
 
      
 
    Do you wish to proceed? 
 
      
 
    After receiving my confirmation, the dialogue continued. 
 
      
 
    State aloud the terms of the agreement. 
 
      
 
    I looked down at the scrap of parchment that held the final text and read slowly, making sure every word was just right. 
 
    “I vow never to be imprisoned, tortured, or coerced by an agent of Cogneid. I also vow never to attack, destroy, deface, hinder, or withhold any person, property, or resource under the dominion of Cogneid.” 
 
    Phintin gave a wry smile and shook her head. “What a way to use a Veriter,”  
 
    “A useless gesture, regardless.” Garinold scowled and wheeled his stallion around. “Even if the Veriter decides the agreement has been violated and whisks you away to respawn, your orc friends will be the ones to pay the price. Our troops would return within a week.” 
 
    I glared up at the captain. How much trouble had he caused me during the handful of months I’d been in The Boundless? “It’s there to make sure everyone plays nice. You don’t mess with me, and I won’t mess with you.” Only my dad’s presence kept me from using stronger language. 
 
    The man chose to ignore me, and instead he addressed Phintin. “Master Enchanter, we must make haste. I wish to be out of this Grey before dark.” With that, he retreated across the bridge, his horse’s hooves muffled on the greyed stone. Nalavyr rode close behind him. 
 
    “No point antagonizing the man,” Phintin muttered to no one in particular, then looked at me and gave a decisive nod. She crossed the courtyard and gracefully mounted one of the waiting steeds. From there, she oversaw my goodbyes. 
 
    Behind me the gates creaked open, and out came nearly everyone I knew. 
 
    “We’ll be seeing you soon, Zen, no worries,” Katz assured me over an awkward handshake. “After all, you only have to die to get back here. You’ve got this on lock!” 
 
    Beside the gnome Namara smirked. “Don’t listen to him. He’s just jealous you get to go on another road trip.” 
 
    Katz nodded emphatically. “Hell yeah I am. Especially if it means eating something other than extract of wheat… mash—or whatever it is they've been serving!” He flashed me a jeering grin, then made way for Me’Almah. 
 
    “Be careful.” The orc locked my gaze with her own. “And don’t trust anyone.” 
 
    “Just get back as soon as it’s safe to.” Slynx grabbed me and held me at arms’ length. “And buzz us every night to let us know you’re safe. No sweat if you don’t, though; it’ll only start a war.” Then, unexpectedly, his face tightened, and then he pulled me close so he could wrap his burly arms around me. “You’re a crafty little bastard, Nate. Don’t let ‘em outthink you!” 
 
    Surprised, I returned his hug. Even though I was the taller of the two of us, I really looked up to him. The vote of confidence made my eyes burn for a second, and he himself wiped his nose after releasing me and clapping my shoulders. 
 
    Namara stayed while the others filtered back through the gate to say goodbye to Varba, who was indeed coming along. The elf scuffed the ground with the toe of her boot. 
 
    “I honestly don’t know how this is going to turn out, Zen, but I hope you can make something out of it. Just try and keep cool. Try and remember—” She broke off talking and suddenly grabbed me for a hug. “Just don’t fuck it up!” she whispered, squeezing me hard and reminding me of the first time we’d implemented one of our crazy schemes. 
 
    “I probably will.” I gave her a shaky smile and squeezed her back. “It’s kind of my thing.” 
 
    She laughed and let me go, grabbing my hand for just a second to give one final squeeze. Then she was gone, and only Dad and Gern were left. 
 
    I turned to Gern first, unsure of what I should say. I settled for useless reminders. “Remember the stylus and the loupe. I’ll make sure to stop by while I work on Lavis's stuff.” 
 
    The orc nodded, and suddenly I wanted to grab him up in a hug. I resisted the urge though, settling for a handshake, which Gern humored. Perhaps my dad had stuck around for that very purpose. 
 
    Finally, there was Dad, and there was so much unsaid that I couldn’t quite meet his gaze. “Try not to get into trouble while I’m gone,” I quipped instead. “Show ‘em what a Hill can do.” Our real-world last name felt strange on my lips. 
 
    He stepped forward and embraced me, holding on hard—and for longer than I was comfortable with. 
 
    “I know there’s a lot we need to work through, Nathan, but know that I’m proud of you.” 
 
    My eyes burned, and I tightened my grip around him. 
 
    “I’m proud of you, too, Dad.” 
 
    Red-eyed and sniffling wasn’t how I wanted Gern to remember me, so as soon as I was free I grabbed my bag and joined Phintin at the horses. I was never going to match her in grace, but I managed to struggle my way into the saddle. Mounted, I felt almost like what I wished to be: a fantasy hero off on a grand adventure. And so, when I turned to say a final goodbye to the people of New Hearthstead, I imagined that was how I must look. 
 
    I raised my hand to wave, but my horse hadn’t gotten the memo that we were currently posing. Without anyone at the reins, it turned to follow Phintin’s lead, and I had to grab for the pommel to avoid falling off. 
 
    So much for a dramatic exit.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    “Okay, I’m back. Oh. Ah, that’s stiff.” I groaned. Pulling myself into a sitting position took more effort than it should have. 
 
    “Maybe take some breaks?” Phitin suggested, uncrossing her legs and putting her book down on the table across from me. She had graciously agreed to let me use the bed during my daily trips through the manaverse and back to New Hearthstead. 
 
    I held my hand up against the light coming in through the cart’s high windows and squinted. “Then I’d have to find it all over again.” 
 
    She ignored my ridiculous complaint. New Hearthstead wasn’t hard to find, even without the in-game map. Instead, she crossed her legs again and tapped her lips thoughtfully. 
 
    “It doesn’t seem to be taking you as long as I’d expect, for 90,000 Mana Points. Shouldn’t you be away for closer to seven hours?” 
 
    I twisted at the waist until my back popped. “The mana that’s still settling into the ground must be helping. I’m not going to complain; it means more mana for the Aephid and more time fiddling with stuff here.” 
 
    She nodded sagely. If anyone understood the allure of fiddling, it was her. She’d barely given me a second alone since we’d become roomies in the repaired healer’s cart two days prior. 
 
    “You know, I had a thought about that—about something we could fiddle on.” She tapped her lip, looking thoughtful. 
 
    I grabbed my right arm and pulled it behind my head to limber it up. “Oh?” 
 
    She leaned forward, eyes bright. “I was thinking… what if we made you a new hand?” 
 
    I paused and then let my arms drop to my knees. “What? How?” 
 
    “Well,” she said, holding up her own hand to contemplate. “You already know the basics of the Intentive Yolk. If we used that to control a series of nodes that could mirror…” 
 
    As she talked, I could see the design forming in my head. I didn’t even hear the specifics, but soon realized I’d started absent-mindedly rubbing my stump. 
 
    “Would I be able to feel with it?” I asked. 
 
    “One thing at a time, you!” She swatted at me with her hand. “We have so many steps to take before that, not the least of which is materials. We’ll need to prototype, build proofs of concept: you know, plan. This isn’t one of your slapdash experiments. In fact, you could say this is penance for one of your slapdash experiments.” She fixed me with a critical eye. 
 
    I blushed, but was too excited to feel embarrassed for long. 
 
    “Well, then the first thing we need to test is whether I can even make something move…” 
 
    *** 
 
    Any new feathers? I wrote to Gern days later from the manaverse. He might need an enchanted pen to create flows, but I didn’t. 
 
    He steadied the loupe in front of his eye before picking up the stylus. No, not since the first two. She does appear to be dropping more tufts, however. 
 
    Oh, good! Feel free to use those if you’re close enough to level up. 
 
    He shook his head. Honestly, we’re better off having you use them. Recall that I don’t receive Class Points on leveling. 
 
    I frowned. Good point. Hey, I noticed everyone’s back in the fields. Looks like the whole thing’s almost planted! 
 
    Almost. Then it’ll be up to the farmers to keep the soil advancing. The others will move on to prepare the next field. 
 
    I guess there’s no point in stopping, since we’ve got to do it for Lavis anyway. Still, that’s a ton of work. You’ll have to thank your dad for me, by the way. I see he’s been taking care of my tree. 
 
    He has. In a way, the tree is a reminder for those of us that— 
 
    His hand paused for a moment. 
 
    —anticipate your return. 
 
    How’s that going? Is Hen’Darl still “censured?” 
 
    She is. Juvalle continues to push for her removal, and I fear the longer we’re required to spend our days in the fields, the more support he receives. I know you’re here daily, but with the others unable to see you, they have a hard time remembering your role in that. It does the mother no favors. 
 
    I’m so— 
 
    I scribbled the words out. 
 
    That sucks, I wrote instead. 
 
    They’ll be voting tonight. Juvalle is likely to sue for the title of Father. 
 
    So Hearthsteaders’ll have two dads? 
 
    It’s not uncommon, since being seedborn is unbound to gender. 
 
    I was trying to make a joke. My bad. :/ I drew the “uncertain” emoji before remembering that, with the loupe, Gern could see my face. At least, he could if I wanted him to. My ethereal form tended to become a formless cloud when I wasn’t paying attention. So why isn’t it going to you? Juvalle isn’t seedborn. 
 
    Juvalle is arguing that I’m too young, too heavily influenced by the mother, and too closely aligned... 
 
    He paused again. 
 
    With me? I prodded, but he didn’t write again immediately. 
 
    With the players, yes. 
 
    I didn’t take it too much to heart. I was in his DM’s, after all. 
 
    So what happens to us if this goes through? Are we out? 
 
    Juvalle is arguing that, due to the mother’s decisions, keeping ties with the players is necessary, but he’ll push to keep you out of council meetings. I hear rumblings that he’d like you treated as troops under the war mother’s command. 
 
    That doesn’t sound terrible. 
 
    Player Namara has been arguing against it, since access to the charter would also be revoked. Your father doesn’t like that either. 
 
    Well, if you want my vote, Hen’Darl stays in charge. She’s the one who’s gotten us where we are. 
 
    Gern grimaced. Unfortunately, that is the crux of Juvalle’s argument. 
 
    There wasn’t much I could say to that. After a moment, he turned his stylus around and scrubbed out the flows as if he couldn’t wait to be rid of them. 
 
    What of you, then? Are you well? 
 
    I smiled at the change of topic. 
 
    I’m good. They keep me isolated with the Danaralins though. I think they don’t want the other players getting any ideas. I grinned. 
 
    And your experiments? You said you have discovered a way of moving your fingers? 
 
    One finger. It’s basically two sticks tied together that twitch. 
 
    Hah! An improvement though. 
 
    Sure is. I can say, “Come here!” or something ruder. 
 
    Ah yes, “flipping the bird.” Maybe when you return you could do that to our dear elder. 
 
    Still grinning, I wrote, I thought we were moving on from politics— 
 
    And what of your Aephid? he started writing before I could finish. I could see that he was smiling too. 
 
    I’m still working on the Conversion Rate. I should be able to get it below 20,000 MP soon. Using the crystals as an immediate reward is really helping there. Otherwise, I’m just waiting for its crop to grow bigger, which is still something like 10 days away. Then I’ll be able to make an entire ring in one sitting! Not that there’s anyone here to give it to. I’ve been feeding the results to Kipper. 
 
    Isn’t enchanting rings something you could accomplish remotely? 
 
    Stunned by my own stupidity, I paused. …so dang smart! What would I do without you? Could you lay out some rings or something? 
 
    Certainly, though it might take some time. Your father will appreciate the Constitution. 
 
    So Me’Almah’s still farming, huh? 
 
    She does seem to enjoy it. She and my father are becoming close. 
 
    I chuckled, then narrowed my eyes for comedic effect. Just how close? 
 
    He gave a wry grin. I’m not sure my mother would approve, even from the spirit world. To be honest, your friend has something of a… masculine energy. It’s hard to describe. She’s very reserved for a woman—doesn’t have a woman’s bravado. I’m not sure my father would respond even if she were to pursue him. 
 
    I can’t see Me’Almah “pursuing” anyone anyway. Oh well, they’ll both just have to find love somewhere else. 
 
    Indeed. Well, it’s time that I turn in. Sleep well, Zen. 
 
    Good night, Gern. Talk to you tomorrow, I wrote, and then slipped out of the building. 
 
    Kula was my next stop. The crystals for her nightly meal weren’t quite as big as I would have liked them to be, but if I waited until morning they could be too big for her to swallow. I’d attempted that once, switching out my MP gear for pieces with regen in order to grow a bigger crystal, but even then the biggest I’d managed to make was only about 150,000 MP. That had produced a “Brilliant” crystal, and it had been closer in size to a baseball than a golf ball, which had caused Kula no end of frustration. Eventually I’d had to buzz Gern and get him to take it away from her so she’d stop trying to fit her mouth around it.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  ... 
  The Elysian Serpent has consumed 68,601 MP. 
  388,544/5,000,000 MP required for Metamorphosis. 
  The Elysian Serpent has consumed 77,462 MP. 
  466,006/5,000,000 MP required for Metamorphosis. 
  ... 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    With my Mana Capacity at 1,270 and Crystallization at Rank 2, my base rate for creating new crystals was at .254% per minute. It wasn’t a big number, but because I was spending so much of my time in the manaverse fulfilling the terms of Lavis’s quest, I was creating anywhere from 2 to 4 crystals a day. Two of those were reserved for Kula, while the rest went to the Aephid. 
 
    The crystals’ hit to my mana regen complicated things, for sure. If I didn’t manage my contracts just right, I could easily go upside down on my regen—and while that would trigger my regen stat to flash red during the day, there was nothing to warn me while I was sleeping. 8 hours could easily mean multiple crystals advancing an order of magnitude in size, and therefore in speed of growth. With contracts already reducing my effective regen, that could drain enough of my mana to put me in a coma. It wasn’t a big enough risk to stop me, of course, but it was big enough for me to do some serious math before going to sleep. 
 
    I kept the crystals secret from Phintin too, only ever expressing them back in Hearthstead to be eaten by Kula or collected by Gern. The few times I was forced to create them in the cart, I did so directly into my pouch before returning to my body. By fortunate happenstance, those occasions had led me to discover that expressed crystals could be reincorporated into my ethereal form for further growth and/or transport. 
 
    The master enchanter would have been ecstatic to know I could supply her with the lifeblood of her craft, but her loyalties were to Cogneid, I knew, and having cards up my sleeve was what kept me alive. Most of the time. 
 
    She was as happy as a pig in mud anyway, sketching spellforms for me to implement and then watching eagerly while I did. I might have been annoyed if I weren’t just as engaged. As the two weeks of travel passed, one twitching finger became two prongs that I could operate kind of like a pincer, which in turn became a claw that sent a sort of buzz through my skin whenever the tips of the digits touched each other. 
 
    Toward the end of our trip we were getting close to a working prototype, but still couldn’t go beyond two fingers. Phintin shook her head watching me make our attempt at a third finger twitch. “We’re going to need something bigger for the control unit. Higher Quality, too. If we have all the input and output channeled through the sheath, then all it’ll need to control is the wrist. With a single yoke, that’ll leave room for the matrix to supply…” 
 
    The windows of the cart were open, letting in the late summer sun. Sure, I was pretty much a prisoner, but I was eating real food and engaged in a stimulating project I could pour my whole self into. All in all it had been a pleasant trip. It wasn’t until the thump of hooves on dirt turned to the clop of hooves of cobblestone that I started to get nervous. 
 
    Phintin put down a diagram she had been poring over with her loupe. “I think that means we’re nearing Kalsip. Time to pack it up!” She placed a hand wistfully on the curved wooden wall. “I’m going to miss you, little wagon.” 
 
    “What, you’re not going to live here forever?” 
 
    She fixed me with an amused look and dropped her hand. “I’m not sure my husband or children would approve. Can you imagine fitting four more people in here?” 
 
    I was taken aback. “Wait, you’re married? I never even thought to ask!” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “Yes. Believe it or not, I have a whole life to return to! Friends, a job… I haven’t always been a fat woman alone in a cart.” She placed an appraising hand on her stomach, which had slimmed during her recovery. “Although I must say gruel has devastated my poor waistline. Alvro won’t have anything to hold onto!” 
 
    “That’s your husband?” 
 
    “No, I’m planning to be manhandled by the stablehand.” She laughed, then stood up and moved to one of the many cupboards storing her things and began removing the contents. “Yes, that’s the old goat. Then there’s Marla, Luc, and the youngest, Glenn. Gods, if he’s still wetting himself…” She rolled her eyes, but they had a faraway look in them nonetheless. “Anyway, you’ll meet them all soon. I’ve written ahead to let them know you’ll be staying with us, and the king has agreed, so long as you’re guarded.” 
 
    I stood, feeling like I should help, though I had no idea where to start. How did she have so many things? She’d joined Hearthstead just as destitute as I had, so where had it all come from? “What about Varba?” I asked. “Is she staying with the Danaralins?” 
 
    Phintin nodded and then thrust her head and arm into a cubby to retrieve something, giving her voice a hollow echo. “It seems like they’ve managed to keep her for themselves, yes. I’ve arranged for you to be escorted to the temple daily to visit.” 
 
    “So when do I see the king?” 
 
    She retreated from the cubby and brandished her prize, a small sewing kit, which she added to the pile on the bed before placing her hands on her hips and looking around to see what was next. “We’ll find out once we arrive. Word is that Fernar is making aggressive moves, so he’s likely to be preoccupied.” 
 
    “So what’ll I be doing in the meantime?” 
 
    She laughed. “In the meantime, I’m going to show you off to my colleagues. Make you do tricks and the like.” Then her voice faltered, and she continued on in a more serious tone. “Actually, I may be preoccupied in the near term. I’ve received word that one of the old enchantments protecting the castle is acting up, but once I’ve taken care of that…” 
 
    “Is it something I could help with?” I asked, made extra eager by my current uselessness. 
 
    “No. In fact, I’m dangerously close to treason just mentioning it.” She returned to her inspection of the room. “Let’s go back to discussing Glenn wetting himself.” 
 
    I exited the cart for our arrival in Kalsip, eager to see people again. Varba was nearby, mounted on a donkey, and I stopped to wave to her as I climbed up beside the driver. He’d initially wanted nothing to do with me, but had warmed up slowly as days passed without me growing fangs. 
 
    From the outside, the city looked the same as it had two months earlier, though the fields surrounding it were high with crops close to harvest. There weren’t any players around anymore though, not that I could see, and without them the town looked almost empty. People on the street waved and called greetings to soldiers they knew, and a few stopped to bow or curtsy to the Danaralin delegation. I just watched it all with new eyes. Last time I’d been there it had been like the city was hosting Woodstock. Now it was just a sleepy town. 
 
    We rode straight for City Hall and, after a short conversation with the guards, were led through the portal to Impresium. For a brief moment it was nighttime, and then seconds later we entered another portal, and it was day again. My ears could barely keep up with the changes in air pressure, and the roar of water was muffled for a moment before I could pop them. 
 
    The high plaza we exited onto was inlaid with a pattern of fish similar to that I’d seen in Ondure’s office in Impresium what seemed like a lifetime ago, and Phitin beckoned me to follow her across them. I glanced nervously at the soldiers as I broke formation, and they looked nervously to Garinold, who just waved them off. Phintin stopped at a waist-high stone railing and gestured broadly. 
 
    “Zenzuck, meet Defrino!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    The city dropped away before me, running down to an ocean that sparkled in the late-afternoon sun before us. To our left and a hundred feet below, a river thundered into a lake before then rushing down a paved concourse to meet the sea. A multitude of bridges spanned the water, connecting the two sides of the city. 
 
    The buildings of the city filled the hillside to the north with grand, white structures and culminated with a palace on the opposite ridge that put even the Hall of Champions to shame. On the southern side of the river was a much broader mix of construction, with more bare wood interspersed between the white stucco. 
 
    Phintin turned to a nearby guard manning the plaza. “How far are we from the turn?” 
 
    “Maybe 20 minutes, ma’am,” the man answered without shifting his gaze from the plaza. 
 
    “It’s so rare I get to see the view from here. You got lucky with your posting.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” The man nodded, still expressionless. 
 
    Phintin turned away from the view to appeal to our escort. “Captain, I’d like to watch the turn!” she called. “Can we spare 20 minutes?” Her tone implied it really wasn’t a request, and Garinold allowed his troops to break formation while we waited. The majority joined Phintin at the railing, and even the players were allowed to take in the sight, though on the opposite side of the troops from me. 
 
    “It is always such a pleasure to see Defrino from this height,” the Danaralin priestess said, taking a spot beside Phintin. “Truly a wonder of the ancients.” 
 
    “A wonder sanctified by Sanele.” The master enchanter’s voice held a tone I couldn’t quite place. 
 
    “Even the least of His power can work wonders.” The priestess’s face was inscrutable, and neither woman looked at each other as they spoke. 
 
    “Who’s Sanele?” I asked Phintin quietly once the priestess had turned away. 
 
    “The patron goddess of Defrino,” she whispered conspiratorially. “You’re about to witness her greatest miracle.” 
 
    Curiosity piqued, I looked out over the city, wondering what the miracle would be. The citizens of Defrino were outside too, on both sides of the city, gathering in the street. Carts and wagons were stopped, and loads were set down to wait. A multitude of children were out in the street, too, some laughing and playing, and some just sitting and dangling their feet from the raised sidewalks. 
 
    There was enough to look at down below that twenty minutes passed in moments. From above the square, a bell began to ring. Another bell down the hill echoed the tone, until the entire capital was filled with the chiming. Still, I couldn’t see what was happening. 
 
    “There!” Phintin pointed. “It’s starting.” 
 
    Whatever she was pointing at, I still couldn’t see. All I could see was a dense clustering of boats of every type in the water of the harbor below. There must have been thousands! Then the entire flotilla began to move toward the city. 
 
    “What’s—” I started to ask Phintin, but she just waved me off. The nearest vessels approached the edge of the bay, and then began to pass into the crowd of the street. 
 
    Except, the crowded street was retreating from the approaching boats. My brain couldn’t quite make sense of what I was seeing. Like a parade, the clustering on the street began to wend through the city while picking up speed. The boats and rafts somehow gave chase. 
 
    Still baffled, I watched as the crowd reached a turn in the road. 
 
    In front of the gathering rolled a dark line, interspersed with flashes of white, and as it reached the loads deposited in the road, they began to lift off the ground and travel with the rest uphill. 
 
    My mouth dropped open. “Is that water? A whole river flowing uphill?!” 
 
    The current reached another turn, and I could see that the road was paved in much the same way the central channel was, with the white of its sides rising up the outer walls of both the surrounding buildings and the raised walkways I’d noticed earlier. Eventually the bay below began to clear, except for lone stragglers that had joined the current late. Like a colossal cousin of Kula’s, the water snaked through the entirety of the city, weaving back and forth over the central river, which still tumbled downward to the sea. 
 
    A clamour built below us as the water rounded the final corner and came our way, destined to meet with the bottom of the waterfall. A few people waved to those of us on the rampart, but most seemed busy positioning themselves for their entry into the lake. The crowd in the lake grew and grew, but developed some clear divisions. Barges heavy with goods hugged the northwest shore. Scows loaded with raw goods took the south. The children and bathers who’d hitched a ride up played on the shore or casually treaded water toward the center. 
 
    The flow out of the lake rumbled angrily as the extra water poured through, until at last the tail of the giant snake slithered into the pool and left the channel behind it as dry as before. 
 
    “Thank you for your patience, Captain,” Phintin called over the ruckus. “Shall we head down?” 
 
    Sourly, Garinold nodded. He called to his troops, and within minutes the entire regiment was tromping down a cobbled ramp that led us around the back and side of the overlook before it deposited us near the commotion on the lake. There the group dismounted, stabled their horses, and bundled up any goods they’d need immediately. 
 
    Phintin watched her own items get stored away, then turned to us. “Everything else will be delivered once the horses are allowed through.” 
 
    “No skin off my back.” Varba shrugged. “Not like I have anything to pack.” 
 
    We took our seats on a long, shallow-bottomed ferry and waited until the bells began to ring again. 
 
    Slowly, the boatmen poled us toward the northern shore. 
 
    The bells rang for nearly five minutes and then were still, just in time for the shrill screech of metal to echo out across the lake. 
 
    From the sides at the eastern end of the lake, two large gates lowered into the water, blocking the rush of the river. The water rose quickly around us until, with a final, solo ring of the bell on the parapet above us, other gates opened all around. Along with bathers, merchants, and passenger ships, we were pulled through the northern gate and swept toward the more affluent part of town. Buildings surrounded us on all sides for the most part, but every so often we could look all the way out to the sea. We swept past parks and markets, and through arched tunnelways that looked out over the blue expanse below. All along the course, travelers joined and left the current, pulling off into calm side channels once they’d reached their destinations. 
 
    There was still ample traffic when we pulled out of the current ourselves, since most of the city remained below us. Still on the water, we were steered away into a tranquil stream watched over by a guardstation. This was the fancy part of town, after all. We drifted among the mansions for a few minutes before pulling over at yet another plaza and disembarking. 
 
    Here there were more horses, as well as carts and carriages, and now that I knew what to look for, I could tell that most of the vehicles were seaworthy. Salt crusting the lower planks showed where they would sit in the water. 
 
     The goblin priestess gestured Varba toward a nearby stable. “This is where we part ways.” 
 
    Before leaving, the healer grabbed my sleeve and turned me toward her. “Alrighty, Zen. Now it’s serious.” She fixed me with an intense stare. “Be careful. I’m going to see what this whole Danaral business is about, and you… figure out why everyone’s mad at you, I guess.” 
 
    She beckoned for me to come down to her level, and then wrapped her arms around my neck. I returned the embrace. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I told her, and she nodded before letting go and following the Danaralin away. 
 
    Then I was truly alone. It was no more than Garinold, Phintin, and the few troops that would be guarding me. Five of us piled into a carriage while the last soldier joined the driver on the seat. When Phintin moved to open the curtains, Garinold put his hand on hers. 
 
    “Let us leave them closed, Master Enchanter. Better not to reveal some of the city’s more valuable resources.” 
 
    Phintin sat back, but pursed her lips and gave me a look. We both knew there was nothing I was missing that I wouldn’t be able to scout out later in the manaverse. I suspected Garinold was just trying to feel like he was doing something. 
 
    Here I was, this dangerous fugitive he’d been chasing for over a month, being treated like a guest at the capital. That I was just some scrawny kid had to make it even worse for him. The pact I’d made ensured I was very careful about how I used Flow, and I wasn’t remotely interested in finding a way around it. All that together meant I was about as harmless as a kitten. Even a player with The Mayor’s Ring on would have been capable of causing more harm. 
 
    “Almost there,” the master enchanter announced after a few minutes, smiling in anticipation. 
 
    Garinold frowned as if her excitement were personally offensive. “I will inspect the property once we arrive to ensure there are no dangers to your family, if it please you.” 
 
    Phintin inclined her head in gratitude as we pulled to a halt. “By all means.” 
 
    Garinold opened the carriage door and was the first out, but it was when Phintin followed that came the shouts and cheers and laughter. 
 
    “Mommyyy!” cried a young voice, and once I’d exited the carriage I could see Phintin already had a young boy in her arms. Two more kids were wrapped around her waist, and her daughter was sobbing, overwhelmed by having her mom back. A gray-haired gentleman stood just outside the huddle, beaming at Phintin until her son finally released his grip on her neck. With her free arm she clutched the man to her, tears welling up in her eyes. She’d always been so cavalier about her stay with the orcs, I hadn’t realized how deeply it had actually affected her. 
 
    The toddler in her arms pushed away, giving him space to look at her. “Mommy, they said you got capterd.” 
 
    Phintin smiled sweetly at the boy. “I did get captured, Glenn, but they weren’t mean. They helped Mommy get better!” 
 
    “How did you escape?” asked her older son, who I knew must be Luc. 
 
    She rubbed the boy’s arm and then squeezed him to her side. “Oh, they weren’t really holding me prisoner. I just couldn’t leave on my own. We were in the Boundless!” 
 
    “The Boundless!” Luc’s voice raised in excitement. “Did you see any Donnersaurs, or a Tyrantula?” 
 
    “It wasn’t an exhaustive tour,” Phitin said with a laugh and tousled the boy’s hair. “We did run into a flock of bloodthirsty Bluterflies though.” 
 
    Luc fixed her with a disapproving stare. “Those don’t even look scary.” 
 
    “Not one of them alone, no, but imagine being surrounded by so many of them you couldn’t even see!” Her explanation didn’t appear to appease her son’s monsterlust. 
 
    The graying gentlemen patted Luc’s back. “Okay, okay. Let’s get your mom inside. She can regale you with her heroics once she’s settled.” He turned toward me. “Is this the young man you wrote about, darling?” 
 
    I walked forward to shake the man’s hand, finally putting the left forward naturally. It was still awkward—with so many right-handed people in the world, it would likely always be awkward. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Zen.” I grinned. “Thanks for letting me stay with you.” 
 
    He gave a little half-bow over his hand. “Alvro. Rena told me what you did for her. In no way could I refuse you as a guest.” 
 
    For a split second I was confused. 
 
    “Wait, Phintin’s her last name? I never knew!” 
 
    “It’s all of our last name.” He gestured toward his wife and kids. “Rena tends to use it more, though. I think it makes her feel important.” That last part he whispered, though loudly enough for his wife to hear. 
 
    Phintin turned, situating her son in her arms so she could wrap her right around her husband’s waist. “I am important! Didn’t you know?” 
 
    “Oh you are, are you?” He raised a skeptical eyebrow and then lifted her chin to kiss her. It was such a pure and sweet moment, I didn’t even feel the impulse to look away. 
 
    Once he had finished kissing his wife, Alvro looked up at the rest of us. “Well let’s get our very important person inside!” He beckoned for me to follow them, and we entered a front yard that ran the length of the house, big enough for two different seating areas and a collection of plants. More than one room opened onto it, but we used the main entrance, which led into a wide foyer almost twenty feet high that had a frescoed ceiling and walls. 
 
    I turned to Phintin with wide eyes. “Wow, you must be a very important person!” 
 
    “It’s largely family money,” she assured me, handing off her bags to a servant. “But we do alright.” 
 
    Her husband gave her a reproachful look. “She’s being modest. Her work is in high demand. At least...” His expression became a bit troubled, and he shared a glance with his wife, but neither elaborated. 
 
    “What about dinner?” Phintin clapped her hands together, brightening again. “I’m starving!” 
 
    “The Hearthsteaders didn’t feed you well, I see.” Alvaro eyed his wife’s waist and shook his head. 
 
    Phintin tilted her own head sympathetically. “They didn’t have much to spare, but now that I’m home, I’m hungry enough to eeeat… you!” Glenn squealed with delight as his mother pretended to nibble his neck, and then he squirmed free and raced off toward dinner. Delicious smells were wafting through the house, and we followed them straight through to an outside patio where a table had been set for six. My mouth began to water as soon as I saw the spread, though I recognized none of the dishes. Two of the guards took up position at the doorway, but they needn’t have worried. No way was I going to run away from this meal! 
 
    “I didn’t even know food could come with buffs!” I told the table minutes later, around a mouthful of some crunchy, salty vegetable dish that promised to provide a bonus to my digestion for a good three hours. 
 
    “That’s why we eat our vegetables—right, Luc?” Phintin pointed at her eldest son with a two-tined fork. 
 
    The boy rolled his eyes, but his sister Marla seemed fascinated with my ignorance. 
 
    “What have you eaten your whole life?” 
 
    I looked to Phintin, who just shrugged. I took that to mean the truth was warranted. 
 
    I swallowed and put down my utensils. “I... came from a different world. We don’t have Unity there, and so there aren’t any notifications.” 
 
    A very confused look passed over the girl’s face. “Then how do you know what to eat?” 
 
    “We just have to learn what’s good for us and try to eat lots of that. Veggies are good for you in my world too.” I winked at their mother. 
 
    Marla’s brow furrowed further. “But how do you know?” 
 
    “Well, we try lots of different things and see what works. If we eat something that makes us sick, we remember that and don’t eat it again.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Now, Marla, let’s let Zenzuck eat his dinner,” Alvro chided. “You can ask all about the players’ world later.” 
 
    Luc’s utensils clattered to his plate, immediately forgotten. He gaped at me with a mouthful of half-chewed food before shouting, “You’re a player?!” 
 
    Phintin turned to her husband, who shrugged. “I didn’t think it’d come up so soon.” 
 
    “Honey, yes. Zenzuck is a player,” Phintin tried to explain. ”But that doesn’t mean—” 
 
    “Are you going to take over the world?” Luc’s parents turned concerned and apologetic faces toward me. 
 
    I laughed. “I think you’d have a better chance of taking over the world than I would. Right now I’m just trying to take over these paperfruits.” 
 
    He didn’t seem very satisfied, but he let the matter drop and we ate in silence for a while. I mulled it over in my head though. Was that a player’s goal? We all wanted to get stronger, but where would that lead? I could see why the kingdoms would want to have control over us, if that was their fear: not just that players could be used against them by other nations, but that we might become too powerful and act against them ourselves. Especially for those in power, it would be a scary thought. I didn’t dwell on it for long though. Phintin’s kids’ antics were too good a source of entertainment. 
 
    After dinner Alvro got up, but Phintin waved for him to sit back down and rose herself. Glenn must have known what was coming, because he immediately started complaining that he wasn’t tired. Ignoring his arguments, his mother scooped him up and snuggled him off to bed. 
 
    “I suppose that leaves me to show you to your room.” Alvro concluded. “Luc, Marla, studies please.” 
 
    My room was toward the back of the house, overlooking the backyard and just high enough to see a bit over the white wall surrounding the property. The city was already full of long shadows, so the sun must have been low over the sea. Kula would be starting her song shortly, and would be expecting dinner soon after, but I was too tired to travel. I expressed the crystals there instead, and hid all three of them under the mattress. I would be able to reincorporate them into my ethereal form in the morning and take them to Kula. 
 
    I tossed and turned for hours, unable to get comfortable even outside my body. I’d only slept in a real bed once since entering The Boundless, and my body had apparently gotten used to that. I had to drag a blanket onto the floor before I could manage to drift off. In my dreams, Luc had conquered the world and was forcing players to fight terrible monsters in gladiator pits. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    Phintin knocked at my door early the next morning to invite me down for breakfast. “I figured you would spend the morning in Hearthstead,” she said, stepping ahead of me down the stairs. “If you’re back before lunch, maybe you could share it with Varba. The guards have been instructed to keep you out of harm’s way, but otherwise, take some time to see the city! The house will be mostly empty during the day, so there won’t be much to do here.” 
 
    After a delicious breakfast, the family finished getting ready for the day. “I can’t wait to tell Urvin we’ve got our very own player!” Luc bounced up and down while his dad guided him toward the door. “He’s going to be so jealous!” 
 
    “Zenzuck is our guest, young man, not a pet.” Giving me a long-suffering look, Alvro whisked the children away. 
 
    Phintin followed them out not long after, leaving the lively house unnaturally quiet. After so long riding in the medical cart, I decided outdoors was the place to be, and so I settled on a cushioned bench under a tree in the large, walled-in backyard. Proper seating while I roamed—there was a novel concept! Maybe I wouldn’t feel quite so geriatric when I got back. 
 
    Upon my arrival in Hearthstead, Kula made sure I knew she hadn’t appreciated forgoing dinner the night before by ignoring both me and the crystals I produced. She ate them, of course, but she waited until I had moved off to work on Lavis’s quest. 
 
    I was glad for the free mana that was still settling out of the water and into the soil. It was getting to be a big enough chunk that it was saving me hours. That morning nearly 10,000 mana had already been counted toward Lavis’s quest when I arrived. It would die away eventually, of course, as the mana from that original week permeated the ground, but I was glad to be doing less in the meantime. Nearly three miles’ worth of canal had been restored, and the water was starting to push away the sand of the dunes that had gathered through the millennia at the edge of the city. Each rivulet that crested a dune started the process of destroying it, first with a trickle and then a stream, before forming a canyon that widened until the dune was washed all away. Here and there the water exposed rock or actual mud, which only sped the dunes’ demise. The advancing army of wet had gained another foothold. 
 
    While I waited, I checked on the fields, and the housing, and then on my willow tree. I was excited to see how the spindly young branches might be doing aided by Cranit’s buffs. Instead, what met me when I arrived at the sapling was an all-too barren stem. Someone had clipped nearly half the branches off! 
 
    Furious, I went to find Gern and demand an explanation. Had Juvalle or one of his supporters done it out of spite? 
 
    Gern was working in the fields when I found him, and I buzzed by to let him know I was there, and then again when he was too slow to respond. Didn’t he know there were sinister plots afoot? 
 
    The orc took his time, getting to his feet and then shaking out the cloth he’d been sitting on to protect his clothes from the soil. I buzzed him again to try and hurry him along. The faster he got out the stylus and loupe, the faster we could talk! He just swatted at me though, and then held a hand out over his head. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Black Bark Willow Band - 40/40 
  
     
 
      
      	  A quaint loop fashioned from the shoots of a Black Bark Willow. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    His hand was full of them. Maybe ten or so. My body back in Defrino blushed. I had asked him to make some rings for me, and making them with the willow branches meant they’d be Good Quality. He’d just had to wait for the branches to be long enough. 
 
    At the edge of the field, the orc made a show of laying the pieces out one-by-one, close enough to the canal that I could enchant the rings and still contribute mana to the water too. 
 
    The Aephid’s crop wasn’t quite ready for use, so I wouldn’t be making Constitution enchantments, but I knew I could give some upgrades to the team’s gear. While I might benefit from percentage-wise gains to my Mana Regeneration—having passed 100 MP/min ages ago—my teammates were better off with flat increases. It was likely that only Varba would ever get enough Wisdom to change that. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Black Bark Band of Insight - 40/40 
  
     
 
      
      	  A quaint loop that stills the mind. 
  +6 to Mana Regeneration 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Black Bark Band of Insight - 40/40 
  
     
 
      
      	  A quaint loop that stills the mind. 
  +5 to Mana Regeneration 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Black Bark Band of Insight - 40/40 
  
     
 
      
      	  A quaint loop that stills the mind. 
  +5 to Mana Regeneration 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    I’ll have to ask Phintin whether she can get me some mats. With Good-Quality materials I might be able to make a set that almost doubles my regen. With something higher-Quality still, who knows? I just knew it would save me time all around; time on quests, on crystals, on Kula… 
 
    I was halfway through meeting the terms of Lavis’s quest and had completed four of the rings when Gern came by to pick up my finished work. 
 
    Thanks! he wrote in the dirt with his finger, not bothering with the stylus. 
 
    It was nearing lunchtime—at least according to my stomach—but I was intent on finishing at least one more ring before leaving. 
 
    I was focused on coiling a flow just so when something tapped against my head back in Defrino and then ran down the side of my face. It must be starting to rain. Either that, or a bird just crapped on me. Another cold patter hit my scalp. Figuring I might be able to outrun the rain if I hurried, I focused doubly hard on my work. Maybe ten more minutes would do it. 
 
    A third tap, bigger this time. By the size of it, it was really getting ready to pour. I stopped to reconsider returning, but before I could decide, an icy chill sluiced down over me. 
 
    I jerked awake, choking as my poor body instinctively inhaled due to the shock of the cold. Doubling over and coughing, I tried to expel the invading water from my lungs. The sun beat down on me, warm and bright. 
 
    Patting my clothes as I hacked my lungs clear, I realized that they were dry. Was I crazy? Overhead was a cloudless sky. 
 
    “I have never seen anyone sit still for so long,” came a voice from above and behind me. “I felt it my duty to make sure you hadn’t turned to stone!” 
 
    Still coughing, I spun to face the wall, upon which a boy had perched. 
 
    “Welcome back!” He was a couple of years younger than me, with dark hair and olive skin. He gave me a crooked grin and shifted from lying on his side to sitting with his legs dangling over the edge. “I waited for as long as I could, honest, but godsdamn, watching you sleep is boring!” 
 
    “I get that a lot,” I muttered, then spoke up, trying to be friendly. “Are you a neighbor of the Phintins?” I was starting to worry about what I might have breathed in. 
 
    “Oh, I live around.” He shrugged his bare shoulders. “Heard they had a visitor. When I found you comatose though, I just… splashed you a little bit.” He waggled his fingers as though it were no big thing. 
 
    “Splashed me with… what?” Again I looked around for the offending substance. 
 
    “Oh, just water. I’m seedborn.” With that, a globe of water spun into existence in the air between us before splashing to the stonework of the patio. The boy hadn’t moved to make it, nor had he said anything. That meant he’d used Static Casting, which in turn meant a fairly high rank of Concentration. 
 
    I tried not to let my jealousy show. If I’d had a water seed, our party would have access to every element. “You’re pretty talented.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Yes, my family insists on my education. ‘Being seedborn is a great honor, Ard. You must use your gifts to serve your country!’ If only education weren’t so tedious!” 
 
    “Is that your name? Ard?” 
 
    “Enough of it, at least. What’s yours?” 
 
    “I’m Zenzuck, though you can call me Zen if you want.”  
 
    “And what are you doing here, Zenzuck, sleeping in the Phintins’ backyard?” He gestured dismissively, as though the large, well-manicured garden were nothing. 
 
    I prickled a bit on the Phintins’ behalf. “I wasn’t sleeping. I was… meditating.” 
 
    The boy pulled himself up to a crouch and jumped to catch one of the high branches shading the bench. “You’re seedborn as well, are you?” he asked, making his way down through the leaves. 
 
    I sat back down on the bench. “No, though I wish I was.” 
 
    “Everyone wishes they were.” He hung from the lowest branch before dropping the last four feet. “Honestly it’s not so great. Mostly it’s just more work.” 
 
    He took a moment to brush off his clothes, a sleeveless jerkin the color of the sea and a white pair of pants that could have been linen. Both pieces could have been linen, but they had a subtle shimmer that reminded me of silk. The boy had a kind of half-cloak draped around his shoulders and fastened to the left breast of his jerkin with a large, jewel-encrusted brooch. My eyes widened when I saw it. I was surprised that he would be climbing trees while wearing something so… distinctive. 
 
    I chose my next words very carefully. “I’ve heard having seedborn in the family is a sign of rank. They must have high expectations for you.” 
 
    “And that’s why I’m supposed to be in school.” He gave me a churlish wink. “Only, I decided to play hooky and come meet the mysterious player!” Raising his hands over his head, he indicated just how scary I was supposed to be. 
 
    I dropped my head and flushed. “Oh, so you know about that.” I hadn’t wanted to bring it up in case it caused the Phintins trouble, but apparently it wasn’t a well-kept secret. 
 
    He leaned against the tree with a smug grin. “It’s all the talk in certain circles. They certain-ly made you sound more fearsome though. You look a bit deranged, for sure, but not really dangerous.” 
 
    Not knowing whether to try and straighten my clothes or my hair, I let the comment slide. I figured I did look a little deranged. 
 
    “Well, I certainly don’t think I’m dangerous. What else are they saying?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing much. Nobody knows anything, really, which is why I figured I’d come and see for myself.” 
 
    He grinned, and I found myself suddenly quite taken by him. A little too taken by him, I realized—an effect of his Charisma, I was sure. I checked myself quickly, making sure I hadn’t said anything dangerous. He seemed relatively harmless, if mischievous, but I couldn’t afford to drop my guard. I sent some silent appreciation to my Eye of Kalvah feat, which made me less likely to fall victim to charismatic effects. 
 
    “Well, what would you like to know about the big, scary player?” I asked, deciding that doing a little PR couldn’t hurt. He picked a fruit from the tree and took a bite. 
 
    “Oh, any old thing.” He shrugged. “They say you’ll be meeting with the king, but that’s a stretch.” He spoke around a mouthful of fruit. 
 
    I fiddled with my fingers while answering. “I’m hoping to. I’m trying to negotiate a peace deal for me and my friends.” 
 
    “More players?” He didn’t seem overly impressed at the prospect. 
 
    “Yeah, some other players, but for a village called Hearthstead as well.” 
 
    “Hearthstead? That orc backwater?” 
 
    “You could call it that.” I shrugged. Apparently Geography wasn’t a part of his education he’d skipped. “But they’ve been good to us. We just want to make sure they don’t get punished for some of the things we players did.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows in exaggerated surprise. “Ooh, here comes the intrigue!” Upon finishing the fruit he carelessly whipped the pit over the wall. “What’d you do?” 
 
    I grimaced. “We destroyed a dungeon. Or two. I’m not actually sure about the second one, really, but I know your dungeon master wants our heads for it.” 
 
    He whistled. “Destroying dungeons is nasty business. They take that really seriously.” 
 
    “I know now, but we didn’t originally. We were just trying to help the Hearthsteaders.” 
 
    Leaning against the tree again, he gave me a skeptical look. “By destroying a dungeon?” 
 
    I waggled my head indecisively. “The Dungeon Heart had an effect that was destroying Hearthstead bit by bit, and we didn’t know what taking it would do. It wasn’t until we left the dungeon that the orcs told us. They were pissed!” I noticed my hand had subconsciously gone to my cheek in memory of just how angry Huth’Ga had been. 
 
    “How did you end up in Hearthstead, anyway? That’s quite a ways from... anywhere.” 
 
    I contemplated how to answer, but opted for the truth. 
 
    “The orcs hired a band of mercenaries to capture us. They weren’t supposed to, but they were trying to save their village.” 
 
    He pursed his lips. “That’s going to be a hard sell to the king, don’t you think?” 
 
    I looked down at my hands again. “I guess. The orcs never meant any harm or disrespect though.” 
 
    “They merely detracted from the war effort and destroyed vital resources.” I looked at him in surprise. For a moment the carefree attitude had slipped and he’d spoken as a true son of Cogneid. 
 
    I sighed. “All we can do is try and find a way forward. We don’t want Cogneid as an enemy.” 
 
    The boy grunted, seemingly disinterested with that line of talk. “And so what of you? They say you’re dangerous.” His eyes brightened, and he looked excited for all the gory details. 
 
    In for a penny, in for a pound. I felt my shoulders hunch, and I lowered my head before looking up at Ard. “I have a skill called Flow, and it worries the king. He’s concerned that I’ll use it against Cogneid.” 
 
    “Ooh, a secret skill.” He leaned forward. “Show me!” 
 
    “It’s nothing flashy, but I promised not to use it. At least, not here in Cogneid.” 
 
    Ard rolled his eyes. “Oh please! There’s no one here to see.” 
 
    For a moment I was tempted. Ard was charismatic and engaging, and even a little handsome, I suddenly realized. Still, the fate of Hearthstead rested in my hands. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I can’t.” 
 
    You have resisted Persuasion. 
 
    Success of further Influence attempts is greatly reduced. 
 
    I wasn’t upset about him trying to use his Charisma on me, since it had been such an overt attempt. I resolved to be even more on guard in the future, though. 
 
    “And here I was, hoping to be entertained.” Ard sighed theatrically. “Very well, keep your secrets, then.” 
 
    With that, he clambered up the tree and back onto the wall, strolling along the top until he was out of sight. The entire time I was tempted to call him back and cast for him, but I resisted the urge. There could be no screw-ups. I hoped I hadn’t said anything that would come back to bite me. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    Standing at the entrance to the backyard, the guards hadn’t been privy to Ard’s visit, and they seemed relieved when I asked them to escort me to visit Varba. It couldn’t have been a very exciting posting, I supposed.  
 
    The Phintins lived high up the hill comparative to the bulk of the city, but the Temple of Danaral was higher still, and close enough to the palace to be within sight of its outer walls. I could spot pieces of the palace itself rising behind the fortifications, but only with my regular vision. Something similar to an Ego Shroud, but on a much larger scale, prevented my ethervision from seeing inside. 
 
    We removed our boots and entered the temple through wide stone doorways perhaps twenty feet high, and though the heavy stone construction didn’t let much light in, the entire temple shone. Overhead, hundreds of white pinpricks of light glinted, and beyond them, cupped within the arc of the ceiling, rainbowy images of fantastic buildings, animals, and people danced. Light radiated from where the floor met the walls, ensuring that even underfoot there were no shadows. 
 
    Inside the temple was austere, with only cushions laid out for adherents to kneel on. A dozen or so of the cushions were occupied, mostly by goblins, but other races were sprinkled in. They prayed, kneeling or kowtowing, in front of a towering statue of Danaral himself. His pose was different from that of the statue in Sarvaal, but the face was the same: beautiful and proud. I couldn’t help but think the statue in Sarvaal was grander still, even while greyed. 
 
    One of the soldiers escorting me whispered to a waiting goblin who disappeared through a side door, returning after a few minutes to lead us back. 
 
    Beyond the door was a much simpler affair—almost spartan really. The stone hallway was lit with a gastrolith sconce and led alongside the chapel toward the back, exiting into a columned walkway surrounding a large, open area. 
 
    The high priestess came to greet us as we entered the courtyard. “Welcome, Player Zenzuck. Danaral’s light shine upon you.” 
 
    I gave a little bow. “Thank you, Priestess. I’ve come to see Varba. Is she doing well?” 
 
    She smiled and dipped her head. “Yes, very well. She is preparing to contract this very evening, now that we are returned to the temple. We are so glad for her!” 
 
    “That’s great! I think she’ll be the first one of us to contract with a god. She’s been looking forward to it.” 
 
    “As have we all. You know...” She gestured for me to sit beside her on a nearby bench. “I’ve been meaning to ask you about your own convictions. Player Varba sees the value of Danaral’s aid in healing, and you yourself have need of it.” 
 
    She took my right arm to reexamine. “Though it may be beyond the scope of my own devotion, Danaral has seen fit to work many great miracles in the world.” 
 
    “You mean you think he can heal my hand?” 
 
    She raised a shoulder. “Nothing is beyond his power. It is through his light that limbs are commonly regrown, and with a contract you would enable him to work his greatest miracles through you.” 
 
    I actually hadn’t considered that contracting with Danaral might give me a way to regrow my hand. It was an exciting prospect. “That’d be great. I’ve died twice now, and it doesn't seem to be coming back on its own.” I didn’t mention that—even with a new hand as part of the package—contracting with deities was way down on my list of priorities. 
 
    The priestess responded like it was a done deal, though. “Nothing would please me more than to facilitate such a thing. Once I have seen to your friend’s contract, let us speak more of this. For now, however,” she said, standing, “I must leave you. Player Varba should be along shortly.” 
 
    There wasn’t much to do as I waited, aside from staring around at the building. It seemed to be almost a dormitory, with rooms all along each side. Toward the rear were rows of wooden tables where a few disciples finished their lunch. Others were engaged in doing laundry and other chores. 
 
    One ancient goblin seemed to just be wandering aimlessly, at least until she saw me sitting alone. She made a beeline for me, trailing her white robes in the dirt. The stoop of her back and shoulders made her look even shorter than a normal goblin, but her eyes held a manic gleam. 
 
    “You’ve seen her then, have you, boy?” The woman doddered out of the courtyard and into the cloister. Her intensity was frightening despite her size. “I can smell her all over you. You tell her! You tell her when you see her next that Pralla is through! You tell that Ma—” 
 
    The crone jumped as Varba finally arrived and placed her hand on the older goblin’s shoulder. “Grandmother Pralla, are you well?” Varba asked. 
 
    The old woman glared balefully at the healer for an instant before jerking her shoulder away and tottering off, muttering loudly to herself. Varba watched her go with a look of concern. 
 
    “They call her Danaral’s greatest miracle, but I can’t help but wonder whether it’s really kind, keeping her alive.” 
 
    “Is she sick?” 
 
    “No, just old. Really old, if you believe the priestess. She claims she was one of the First.” 
 
    I stared after the old woman, who had moved on to hectoring a pair of robed young goblins who had been strolling the colonnade. “You mean she’s been alive for 7,000 years?” 
 
    “That’s what they say. Danaral’s been keeping her going because she’s so devoted to him.” 
 
    “Wow. That’s intense.” 
 
    “Yup. Anyway, I thought you were going to come for lunch?” 
 
    I looked down at my feet. “Yeah, I got... sidetracked by a visitor.” 
 
    I filled her in. 
 
    “Wow. Well, I hope he goes back and sets the record straight with ‘them.' " 
 
    “Right? Anyway, I hear you’re contracting with Danaral tonight. Is that something I should show up for?” 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s for initiates only, but yeah. They’ve had me waiting long enough! Apparently this god is super exclusive. Can’t wait to throw heals like whatshisface—the angry one.” 
 
    “That’ll be sweet for sure. What are you doing in the meantime?” 
 
    Varba scowled. “Grinding daily quests to increase my reputation. In other words, chores. They say it’s to show devotion, but I think it’s really just cause they like clean underwear.” 
 
    I groaned in sympathy. “Does that end once you’ve contracted?” 
 
    “Somewhat. They tell me I’ll be able to gain rep with Danaral himself after that, by healing, keeping to the terms of the contract, training new adherents, and such.” 
 
    “Training new adherents sounds fun.” I couldn’t help but be sarcastic, envisioning the cruel fate of anyone submitting to be “trained” by the woman. “How are you going to do that out in the Boundless?” 
 
    She swiped at the air between us, dismissing the concern. “Eh, I’ll figure something out. No way I’m passing up the best heals in the game.” 
 
    “Well, good luck with the ceremony tonight, then.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Alvro and the children were home when I arrived back at the Phintins’, and the house was bustling. 
 
    “Ah, Zenzuck, how was your day?” the harried-looking father asked, though I’m not sure he even heard my response. He was too preoccupied with Glenn pestering him to play. 
 
    “Oh, by the way,” he called when I moved to leave. “Rena had some things dropped by the house for you. I had Marla put them on your bed.” 
 
    My eyes widened with excitement. “She did? Thanks!” I walked calmly until I was out of sight, and then I rushed off to find the goodies. 
 
    It was maybe the best unboxing of my life, although technically it was an unbagging. I dumped the contents out on the bed, and inside the large bag were still more small beige bags with drawstrings. They had the look of being mass-produced, which surprised me. I opened each reverentially and dumped them out, tossing the bags aside in a heap. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Plain Brass Ring x4  
  
     
 
      
      	  A plain, brass ring. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Brass Torque x4  
  
     
 
      
      	  A plain, brass torque. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  ??? x2  
  
     
 
      
      	  A torque of unknown use. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Copper Chime x19 
  
     
 
      
      	  A copper tube that resembles a windchime. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The unknown items looked similar to the torques, but they were smaller and thinner, and silvery instead of bronze. They were too small to fit on my wrists, too, so I set them aside. I’d have to ask Phintin about them later. 
 
    The copper tubes were a similar story. They looked like a set for building wind chimes, with a little hole drilled through each end. 
 
    I wasted no time getting to work on the rings, though. They were straight-up Fine Quality items, and I couldn’t wait! I soon discovered, however, that while Fine meant they could hold stronger enchantments, it also meant they’d require much more mana, channeled through smaller flows, and a correspondingly longer time to complete. That meant it was also easier to lose focus and make mistakes. I got into my head with the first one and ended up making so many wrong turns it was barely better than the Black Bark Rings I’d made. 
 
    The second went better, and by the time I finished the third I’d mostly gotten the hang of how to arrange the tiny flows. I was able to nudge the regen percentage up as high as 8%, more in a single ring than I’d had in the entire first set I’d made! 
 
    Marla came to get me for dinner before I could get too far into the fourth. 
 
    “No Phitin?” It was a little unnerving to sit down to dinner without her. I’d only just met the others. 
 
    Alvro shook his head. “She had to stay longer at the palace. Enchanting emergency.” He passed a bowl of fruit to his daughter. “It would have been nice of them to give her a day off, seeing as she just got back from being a prisoner and all.” Still, everything seemed to be running smoothly in the home in spite of Phintin’s absence, which I took as evidence of how long she’d been gone with the orcs. 
 
    “When are you expecting her?” I’d been hoping to plumb her for information on the trinkets she’d sent. 
 
    Alvro put down his silverware and steepled his hands. “Who knows? I can never tell whether it’s the work or her own pet projects that keep her late, but we’ve gotten fairly used to it around here.” 
 
    Marla sighed at her plate, and her dad shot her a sympathetic look. “It’s a busy time for everyone, trying to make sure Cogneid’s safe.” 
 
    Marla didn’t look comforted by the reminder of impending war, and she finished her meal in silence while the boys jabbered and fought. 
 
    I finished soon after, having taken extra helpings of everything. “Well, I’ve got some work of my own to do tonight.” I excused myself. “Would you mind letting me know when Ph—when Rena gets home?” 
 
    Alvro looked up from helping Glenn cut his meat and nodded, and I returned to my room. I had two bracelets, a ring, and a necklace to complete, but also needed to feed Kula and fill Namara in on the day’s happenings. 
 
    It was nearing midnight when Phintin knocked on my door, but I was still awake, working in the dark with Ether active. 
 
    “Come in,” I said, and she pushed the door open. My eyes took a while to adjust to the light of her enchanted lamp. 
 
    Her own eyes drooped as if she were struggling to keep them open. “It’s decidedly uncanny how you work in the dark. Maybe leave a light on just to put my mind at ease? I thought you were sleeping.” 
 
    I grinned. “I’m glad you ‘woke me up,’ anyway. I wanted to be sure and thank you for the goodies you sent over.” I held a ring out to her. “This is my best one!” 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Brass Ring of Presence - 55/55 
  
     
 
      
      	  A brass ring that fosters an imposing air. 
  +82 Mana Capacity 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    She sluggishly fished her loupe out of a pocket and held the ring up to the light, although she didn’t really need to. 
 
    “The density is about right,” she murmured. “I assume you just packed the flows in as tight as they’d go? Oh! There’s a kink, and another one there. You are getting better though.” 
 
    “I didn’t show you the first two on purpose.” I grinned. “They’re a little more… unique.” 
 
    She bobbed her head distractedly. “That’s alright, I can get you more. We make them for our upper-level students, once they’ve proven to know their way around a brush. What did you make of the rest?” 
 
    I turned back to my nightstand, where the other completed accessories waited. “I’m working on the last bracelet now. I got the other to +12% regen. I wasn’t sure about these though.” I held out the fine, silvery crescents. “Honestly, I don’t even know what they are.” 
 
    She gave a tired laugh. “Oh, those are ear-torques.” She picked one up to demonstrate. “They loop around your ears like this and lay beside your head. I noticed you have no piercings, so I figured I’d send them along.” 
 
    I tried the other ring on myself. It was a little loose, but my ear held it on alright. 
 
    “Most times they have a bit of a bangle, but since these are for the school…” 
 
    Numbers flew through my head. I’d considered earrings before, but hadn’t wanted to undergo the piercing process. Besides which, Namara had asked Varba to do the honors on her ears once, only to have the holes disappear after her next respawn. I was excited about the possibilities. “They’ll work great! Filling a new slot is miles better than just replacing old pieces. Thanks!” 
 
    My eyes landed on the rest of the trinkets still spread out on the bed. “Oh, and what about the pipes? Those had me stumped too.” 
 
    Phintin gave a frustrated little growl. “I asked Abery to send some string along, too. I figured you could get a start on our ‘new hand’ project. See, if we just use string to act as joints and hold them together…” She quickly arranged the pipes into the joints of five fingers. 
 
    “Oh, I see what you mean.” I moved to the bed, fingering the tubes and considering how I would enchant them. “Will there be enough room for all the components we’re planning?” 
 
    “No, probably not with Fine pieces, but it’ll be a start at least. You’re not hurting for time, are you? Unfortunately I won’t be able to help you out as much as I’d hoped for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    She did look a little haggard in the lamplight. “Are you doing alright?” I asked. “You are still recovering.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” She waved me off and yawned. “It’s just going to be late nights for a while. I wanted to ask a favor, actually—a little side experiment just for me. What do you think about the possibility of adding some sort of failsafe to a Flow enchantment, one that might have prevented what happened to poor Eena?” 
 
    I thought for a moment. “You mean something that would shut off before the flow could drain you completely?” 
 
    She stifled another yawn. “Exactly. I told you before of the dangers of feeding an enchantment with your own mana, but if that could be done safely…” 
 
    “Then you could feed enchantments directly. That would make your work a lot easier, right?” 
 
    Phitin cleared her throat and stood, suddenly uneasy. “Perhaps sleep is what I really need.” She turned back to the door. “I’ll have Abery send some more trinkets tomorrow, but for now I should say good night.” 
 
    I considered calling her back, but thought better of it as she closed the door. She had obviously let something slip, but belaboring it wouldn’t make her feel any better. I mulled over what had happened. Something about feeding enchantments… It presented interesting possibilities. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    “Back to sleeping?” 
 
    I hadn’t really expected Ard to return, but was glad for the distraction. It spared me from more remote enchanting. 
 
    Turning on the bench, I glanced up at the boy. “I’m visiting Sarvaal to work on extending the river there. The orcs are trying to grow crops, and it helps with a quest I have from a Water daemon there.” 
 
    “I’m visiting Sarvaal to help a Water daemon.” He rolled his eyes. “Do you have any idea how ridiculous you sound?” He was once again lounging on top of the wall, looking down on me in more ways than one. 
 
    He also seemed to be in a mood, so I just shrugged and tried to ignore the taunting. “That’s where the Hearthsteaders ran to. Captain Garinold chased us through the Grey that surrounded Sarvaal and into the city.” 
 
    He looked to the sky again. “Sure, and there you met the spirit of Sarvaal and became best friends.” 
 
    “If the spirit of Sarvaal’s name is Lavis, then yes, though I don’t really think he cares for me that much.” I shared the text of the quest to him. 
 
    He rolled up to sitting and read the invisible-to-me dialogue. “Gods, you’re serious—or at least you think you are. So you just travel halfway across the world every morning to... wait, how are you extending a river?” 
 
    “My spell that moves mana around. It’s able to restore greyed objects.” I shared the spell info for Flow with him too, but he brushed it aside. 
 
    “So you’ll travel halfway across the world to do chores for some daemon, but won’t do so much as a single cast for me?” 
 
    “I can show you the result, at least.” I tossed a ring up to him, but instead of catching it in his hand, he lifted the hem of his cloak and caught it in the folds of cloth, avoiding contact. “Mana Capacity?” He eyed the ring critically. “That’s not very exciting. Who would even need such a thing?” 
 
    I ignored the question. The reasons for needing the ring to counter the Grey were obvious, so I just assumed he was being facetious. I was still fairly certain the Cogneiders didn’t know about my mana crystals, and I wasn’t going to reveal that as a reason for needing more mana. I’d decided to hold that bargaining chip back as long as possible, since it could easily turn into an excuse to try and keep me there. 
 
    “Most of what I make are mana regen items like that.” I tossed another ring up. “They’re helpful with meeting the terms of my quests, which generally want the Grey gone.” 
 
    Examining the second ring, he said, a little less rudely, “You have such a casual relationship with the Grey. Growing up in our world, they use the Grey to scare children—you know; ‘Eat your springbeans or you’ll turn grey!’ and the like. It’s like meeting someone who’s friends with Old Mama Hangby.” 
 
    I’d have to ask Luc about that one, but I got the gist of it. 
 
    “I’m not friends with the Grey. In fact, I have a quest to undo it. Maybe all of it. It’s more like… a mess I keep having to clean up.” I shared Unmaking the Grey to him, and his eyes widened. For once he seemed at a loss for words. I looked back over the text myself while he read it. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
     
      
      	  Unmaking the Grey 
  
     
 
      
      	  Quest Info  
  
     
 
      
      	  Your work to undo the ravages of the Grey has pleased the gods. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Progress: 3,250,155 MP/35,994,773,594,612 MP 
  Reward: Reputation increase with Unity. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Rereading the text, I couldn’t see what had shocked him, but that concerned me even more. It meant I was missing information. It couldn’t be the “pleasing the gods” part. Denizens of The Boundless seemed to be in regular contact with their deities. 
 
    “I’m…” He clambered to his feet, looking a bit uncertain. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” Walking along the wall while apparently deep in thought, he disappeared again. I crossed my fingers. 
 
    Later, Varba put my concerns to words. “You have to be super careful, Zen. If the wrong information gets back to the wrong person…” 
 
    “I know. I’m trying to put my best foot forward.” I grimaced and tried to change the subject. “So, how’s the new contract? What’s it like having a god on your side?” 
 
    “It’s… different. Every god has its own rules when contracting, and I wasn’t expecting all of them. Breaking the terms of the contract can have some... negative repercussions.” 
 
    I looked at her sideways. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    She waved me off. “Oh, everything’s fine, Zen. Just that—and I think you already know this—contracting with Danaral means he’s the only god I can contract with. There’s even an associated Monotheist Class that I unlocked. I’m just not sure I like having my options limited.” 
 
    “I guess it’ll depend on what the benefits turn out to be.” 
 
    That afternoon, back at the Phintins’, I tinkered with the copper tubes and contemplated Phintin’s request. How could I tell when someone’s mana was nearing empty? Obviously the UI had a way to do it, but the UI was tied to the world through some fundamental method I hadn’t yet grasped. Was there some facet to Mana Capacity I could use? It affected my mana crystal creation, that was for sure. There had to be some sort of variable to hinge the decision on. 
 
    I drained my mana fully a few times, using my contracts and mana crystals so as not to waste it, but I couldn’t see an actionable difference. I did glow a bit less brightly in my ethervision, but I had no way to use “glowing” as a decision point within an enchantment. Much like my conversation with Ard, I ended up feeling like there was something I was missing. 
 
    I needed Phintin there to provide her wealth of background knowledge, but once again she didn’t come home until late, and our conversation was shorter than I would have liked. She seemed distracted and tired. 
 
    *** 
 
    “I’m worried about Phintin,” I told Ard the following morning. “She seems like she’s pushing herself really hard.” 
 
    He quirked one corner of his mouth upward. “We are preparing for war.” He had brought himself a snack and was busy popping grapes into the air and trying to catch them. He never missed. 
 
    Careful… “I know, I just wish I could help her. There’s still no word on when the king is going to see me, and I feel useless sitting here. I can’t help her, can’t help my friends…” 
 
    “I thought you were helping back in—where was it, New Hearthstead?” He was lying down atop the wall, carelessly but expertly feeding himself projectile fruit. 
 
    “I should be back there fighting monsters with them, leveling up… It’s like my whole life is on hold.” 
 
    “Yup, the king operates on no man’s schedule.” Around a grape, he asked, “What would you even help Phintin with?” 
 
    Careful… “I don’t know. I’m sure she’s working with a ton of experts, but I do a different kind of enchanting. Maybe I could do something they haven’t thought of yet.” 
 
    Ard grunted and tossed another grape into the air. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how much more I could say without putting Phintin at risk, so I sighed. “I’m just used to at least being useful as a mana battery.” 
 
    Ard paused a moment before sending the next grape airborne, then he sat up. 
 
    “Whelp, time for me to go.” He rolled to his feet. “Hopefully you won’t have to be bored too much longer.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Baited the hook, huh?” Varba said once I’d relayed the conversation to her at the temple. “I wonder whether it’ll lead anywhere.” 
 
    We were sitting across from each other, sharing a lunch of bread, cheese, and meat, which she picked at aimlessly. 
 
    I looked at her, concerned. “You seem a bit off. Are you doing alright?” 
 
    “It’s just this damned reputation. I’m still figuring out the rules, but the main rule seems to be…” She sighed. “Oh, never mind. It’s just more challenging than I expected.” 
 
    “Well if anyone can figure it out, you can. Don’t they have specific guidelines?” 
 
    She looked away and sighed. “Maybe we should just talk about something else.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “I heard a rumor.” Ard had one leg dangling down the side of the wall the following morning. I could have jumped up and grabbed it. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yup. You’re going to have a visitor today.” 
 
    “Did they tell you that?” 
 
    He grinned. “I have my sources.” 
 
    “Who is it?” I was starting to get nervous. 
 
    “You’ll just have to wait and see.” With a Cheshire grin he rolled to his feet and disappeared beyond the wall. 
 
    Within minutes there was a knock at the door and the guards came to collect me. Apparently whoever the visitor was, they were too busy to actually visit, and instead we were going to see them. As we rode away from the Phintins’ property, I was overcome by a sudden wave of fear. Was I being “disappeared?” We certainly weren’t going anywhere I might have expected. Instead, we were traveling back along the riverbed, which was empty and dry at that time of day. 
 
    Not until the watchtower came in sight did I realize we were headed for the portals, and a million possibilities came to mind at once, very few of them good. When we rode straight through the portal to Impresium and kept on riding, the “good” possibilities faded altogether. We rode past the administration buildings, and the barracks, and—after gaining clearance from the guardhouse—through the fortifications guarding the dungeons. 
 
    A single group of players, whose levels ranged around 28, loitered in the main canyon, celebrating being the first of the day to finish their runs. Despite their high level, I could see that their resource bars had already been reduced by The Mayor’s Curse, rendering them all but helpless. Still, they were on decent terms with the guards, who were eagerly listening to tales of their heroics. At least, the guards were listening until we arrived, at which point they snapped to attention. My own guards looked uncertain, but approached to ask for directions. We were pointed toward the back of the slot, to the last of the finger canyons trailing away. 
 
    Our destination was a pair of double doors at the very end of the canyon, against which one of my guards rapped a gauntleted knuckle. After a moment, we were admitted into a tiny vestibule in which we barely fit. The attendant closed the two outer doors after us, and then squeezed past us to open a second set. 
 
    It was dark inside, or at least dim, and the atmosphere forbade anything above a whisper. Rows of desks filled the space, maybe two dozen altogether, and at each desk sat a person staring into space. Between the desks were clerks who, whenever one of the desk people broke free of their trances to write something, would scurry over to carry the note away. 
 
    “Resources at 20% in the Tower!” shouted a voice in the dark, and I wasn’t the only one to jump. In the back of the room, behind and above the main section, was another room, hollowed out from the sandstone. A metal staircase provided access between the two, and it was up and down that staircase the clerks hurried. 
 
    “Difficulty Down 50% for Janta,” the voice came again. “They’re never going to beat her at full strength! You know how that bitch fights.” 
 
    Low muttering came from the alcove, only audible due to the silence of the room as a whole. Then, “That son of a bitch! Player, get your thieving ass up here!” 
 
    I looked around, uncertain, before one of the guards prodded me forward. Mounting the stairs, I suddenly knew why I was there. Ondure had finally gotten permission to extract his pound of flesh. Does Phintin know this is happening? Could she do anything about it if she did? 
 
    “Hurry up, hurry up!” Ondure ardently waved me toward his desk with pudgy hands. “Grim 6 is about to attempt the Goloran Giant again. I’ve got a good feeling this time. No, not there. Stand here!” He pointed to the floor by his desk, beckoning impatiently as if anything short of a sprint was too slow. In spite of what Phintin had said, he didn’t seem especially angry.  
 
    Once I was close enough, he grabbed me and spun me into position. “Riiight there. Fine, okay. Now,” 
 
    Light suddenly filled the space around me, causing me to jump for the second time, but Ondure just waved his hand distractedly for me to calm down. With his other hand he spun through the dozens of floating screens that surrounded us both. 
 
    “There.” He pointed a finger at one of the screens, which grew and grew until it engulfed us. I looked down to find my body was gone. 
 
    Instead I floated above a rocky plain surrounded on three sides by craggy gray hills. Behind a particularly large rock huddled six people, and as I focused on them my view drew closer. Around each character were rows of statistics: their resource pools, of course, but also averages of various skills, including damage per second, hit success rates, and histories of which dungeons they’d completed with each boss fight detailed. It was akin to the overwhelming information provided by Ether, only it applied to dungeons. A person could get lost in them. 
 
    “Here they go!” Ondure’s voice pulled me out to a wider view, and indeed the team was on the move. Two groups of two swung wide around opposite sides of the depression while a lone woman walked through the open ground in the middle, marking her teammates’ progress before starting to bang the flat of her blade against her shield. The ring of it filled the valley. 
 
    Behind her, still within range of the rock they’d used for cover, a man cast Slow Heal in anticipation of damage to come. His gear was such that Varba would have happily knifed him for it. His Slow Heal was set to last for 210 seconds, but more importantly, it would tick for 1 HP every second. That meant that, once it finished, it would have restored nearly twice the health that Varba’s same spell would have. I started to wonder whether he’d contracted with Danaral too, when a roar interrupted the ring of metal on metal. 
 
    The giant moved uncannily fast for something half-covered in stone, and though the tank met the blow with her shield, the force of it lifted her off the ground. 
 
    “No, no, no!” Ondure’s voice came. “You can’t take it straight on like that!” 
 
    The tank didn’t react, and I realized that she couldn’t hear us. Instead, she landed, used her shield arm to round out her roll, and then vaulted back to her feet. The giant was already on her though, pushing her back so quickly that her teammates to the side were having trouble even catching up with the pair. 
 
    “Circle him! Circle—Fuck!” Ondure’s voice growled, as once again the giant’s fist connected with the tank’s shield. “This fight is over.” 
 
    With a swipe of his hand, the vision pulled away from us to rejoin the other screens circling the study. I rocked on my feet for a moment while Ondure deflated back into his chair like a man whose football team had just lost. 
 
    He glanced at me then, and recovered within an instant, tilting forward in his chair and growling. “Fine, then, let’s get to it.” 
 
    Off-handedly, he waved at the wall of screens until he found the desired image, then flipped his hand up. The image scrolled, and he waved his hand again, up, up, then said, “Here it is. Why don’t you have a look?” 
 
    Once again the view grew to surround me, only it was a much tighter space than before. It was only visible for a moment before turning black though, and for an instant I wondered whether I’d broken Ondure’s DM UI too. Then Namara’s voice broke through the dark. 
 
    “Weapons up! Hold position.” 
 
    There was the sound of shuffling feet, and then the light came back on, revealing the close quarters of the last room in The Caves of Ulava. It was a recording of our final minutes there. 
 
    Namara glanced behind her. “What happened, Varb?” While they discussed the light’s disappearance, I noticed the room didn’t look quite the same as I remembered it. It wasn’t until I saw myself step forward and hold my staff out to the empty air at the back of the cavern that I realized what was missing: the river of mana. Ondure’s recording couldn’t duplicate my ethervision, and so when it showed the stone on the back of my hand starting to glow, it looked like something I was doing. That the moths in the cave started pulling away from the wall just then didn’t help the optics, either. 
 
    Ondure took control of my view at that point, zooming in on what my past self was doing and holding my gaze there like I was a puppy who’d made a mess on the rug. We watched as the Auger grew brighter and brighter inside the invisible stream, until I pulled it out for fear of overloading it. Then we watched as I dipped it in again, intentionally soaking up the free mana. 
 
    Namara threw her fateful javelin. 
 
    The scene began to fray as the moths descended, almost as though their wings were slicing bits of it away. The party fought, but it was clear they weren’t really trying. And then I snapped free a mana crystal, and the moths went wild, swarming so thickly I could barely see myself beneath the mass of gray bodies. The view continued to degrade as well, until I watched my own health flash to red and then bottom out. At that point the entire scene fell away into tatters. It was nothing like leaving the other dungeon.  
 
    While I reoriented myself, Ondure spun toward me in his chair and steepled his hands. “Isn’t that the sorriest sight you’ve seen? I had big hopes for you six, too, and then you go and do that?” He gestured toward the array of images as though he couldn’t believe it. “Now.” He waved his hand through several complicated gestures, and the screens turned into an orderly series of tiles, some green, some yellow, and one red. “Guess which one represents The Caves of Ulava?” 
 
    I lowered my head and gave him a furtive glance, uncertain how or even whether to answer the rhetorical question. 
 
    “How—” 
 
    “How?!” His face darkened in the dim light. “Just look at it!” 
 
    The red tile grew larger, providing an overview of the whole dungeon, including a rotating, three-dimensional map. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
     
      
      	  The Caves of Ulava - Level 7 
  
     
 
      
      	  Resources: 
  Mana Crystals 
  Mothcovite wings 
  Timbelite 
  
     
 
      
      	  WARNING: This dungeon is depleted and may not be entered. 
  Required for Restoration: 972,242 MP 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “Does that amount look familiar to you? Does it?” He stabbed a finger at the screen. “That’s the amount you stole with your damnable stone, and I want it back!” 
 
    “How would I—” 
 
    “With a godsdamned mana crystal, of course! Gods, you players can be such simpletons. Fixing the dungeon would take at least a Luminous crystal! Have that up your sleeve, do you? Or maybe the Mad Prophet’s toy you so casually bandied about the last time we met?” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
     
      
      	  Play Nice with the DM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Quest Info  
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Master Ondure of Cogneid demands that you repair the dungeon depleted by your use of Luctus's Agglomerate. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Progress: 0/1 Mana Crystal of Luster Luminous or higher 
  Reward:??? 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Ondure made a sound like a cornered cat when I accepted the quest, his anger only growing. 
 
    “Get out!” he roared, then swiped at me as I darted toward the stairs. “If Leonald had let me, you would’ve been flayed the second you set foot back in Impresium!” 
 
    I scrambled down the stairs, pushing past the poor clerks who were trying to get up. 
 
    “Get out and stay out!” Ondure bellowed from the railing as I sprinted for the door. My guards had already opened the inner set to let me through, and I burst through the outer doors and back into the sunlight, panting more from the overwhelming amount of bile still flowing through the doors behind me than from exertion. 
 
    The guards trailed me as I half-walked, half-jogged back down the finger canyon and through the staging area. More groups had completed their dungeons at that point, but I didn’t look. I wanted to be out of Ondure’s sphere of influence as quickly as possible. The guards caught up to me before the gate leading out of the dungeon area, and each grabbed an arm, forcing me to slow down. Even so, those manning the guard station eyed me suspiciously as I was frog-marched past. 
 
    “Did he just bring me there to yell at me?” I asked Phintin later—much later. She’d come home well after midnight. 
 
    The enchanter rubbed her eyes with the palms of her hands. “Maybe.” She sounded weary. “Heaven knows he’s been pressing Leonald to allow for more. I hear drawing and quartering has been brought up.” 
 
    “He’s kidding!” Even though I’d survive, ultimately, it was a horrible way to die. 
 
    “Mostly, I think. It’s hard to tell with Ondure. Sometimes his temper gets the better of him.” 
 
    “Well, what if I completed the quest?” 
 
    Phintin looked at me as though I had offered to blow up the moon. 
 
    “What? Is a Luminous Crystal really that big a deal?” 
 
    “Zen...” Her tone suggested she was about to explain that water was wet to someone who was already soaked, and she put a hand to her head as if nursing a headache. “Halmilibranth hasn’t sold a Luminous Crystal for ten lifetimes. I haven’t ever even seen one—I don’t even know if they exist anymore. Why do you think it was such a blow that Marami’s End was destroyed? We haven’t been able to reconstitute a dungeon since Regalium fell!” 
 
    “The empire before Cogneid.” She explained in one exhausted exhale, one beat before I could ask. 
 
    “Okay, okay.” I was sorry to be adding to her stress. “Why don’t you get some sleep?” 
 
    “Good idea,” she murmured, and moved to leave. 
 
    “Hey, Phintin?” I stopped her before she could close the door, and she paused. “Thanks for sticking by me.” 
 
    Her face split into an enormous yawn, but she nodded tiredly as she turned away and shut the door. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    “Missed you yesterday. Everything okay?” Varba asked. Every so often she’d remember that she was supposed to be scrubbing robes clean and would inexpertly move them up and down along the washboard and through the soapy water. I’d been surprised to find her doing the work at all, but figured commenting would only add insult to injury. 
 
    I nodded and yawned as wide as Phintin had the night before. I’d waited up for her to get home every night, after all, and so I hadn’t gotten much more sleep than she had. 
 
    “Ondure ordered me dragged over to Impresium so he could yell at me. Apparently what we did to The Caves of Ulava flat out broke the thing.” 
 
    “Ondure… That’s the Dungeon Master, right? So he wants you to fix it?” 
 
    I shrugged. “We’ll see. Mostly he’s just gunning for me to get strung up.” 
 
    Varba glanced at me sideways and paused her washing to pull hair out of her face. “You do have that effect on people. And what about your visitor?” 
 
    More shrugging. “I think he’s getting bored. There’s not much left to say, after all, but he keeps asking to see my spells.” I looked around, surprised I hadn’t noticed before. “And what about your spells?” I asked. “I haven’t seen you casting recently. Given up on Tier 5?” 
 
    “It’s… complicated.” She wiped sudsy hands off on her robe. “Most of my mana’s going to Danaral now to increase my rep with him. I’ve got a few ‘miracles’ I can use, thanks to the contract, but using them without a good reason would hurt my rep. The really heavy-hitting stuff is at the higher levels, so…” 
 
    “So that’s why you’re scrubbing.” I nodded my understanding. “Isn’t there a better way to raise it?” 
 
    “Well, performing miracles is the best way. We have a public clinic the temple runs every morning where we heal people from the city, but I only get so many casts per day. I’ll move on from being an Initiate soon though, and I’ll get more casts along with new spells.” 
 
    “You just don’t seem like your usual grumpy self, is all,” I teased, but she didn’t laugh. Instead she grabbed another robe from the pile and began scrubbing anew. I could almost hear her teeth grind. 
 
    “I’m just making less progress than I thought I would.” 
 
    As I walked back to the Phintins’ house, I resolved to find a way to help the goblin. 
 
    *** 
 
    An answer came sooner than I could have expected. In fact, I’d barely made it to my room before Phintin tracked me down with a proposal. “Shopping?” I asked, surprised to see her at home during the day. 
 
    “Shopping.” The master enchanter nodded. “I can’t take you in front of the king looking like… that.” She gestured, and I caught a glimpse of myself in the room’s full-length mirror. I was wearing the shirt that normally lay beneath my robes, and it was representatively tattered and full of stitches, which were bunched and puckered where I hadn’t had time to make the seams pretty. My pants had fared a bit better, but were made for an orc. I had tried to compensate for that with a bit of rope tied around my waist. The tips of my hair had been bleached by the sun, and I’d lost a patch of it by being too close to one of Namara’s spells. My hair, it had seemed, didn’t regenerate on dying any more than my hand did. I looked like a beach bum, or a castaway. 
 
    Phintin had obviously noticed. “It’s not going to be anything extravagant. We just want to make you look a little more like an emissary and a little less like a vagabond.” 
 
    “Who is ‘we’?” I was unnerved by the prospect of having more than one set of critical eyes on the mess that was me. 
 
    She gave me a flat look. " 'We’ is me. I want you to look less like a vagabond. After vouching for you, I want every chance available that this won’t degrade into a farce.” 
 
    I grinned and bowed theatrically low with my arm extended to the side, putting the tattered remnants of my right sleeve on full display. 
 
    “Yes.” Her lips became a flat line. “I know what I’m up against.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “What about these?” Varba asked, holding out a pair of low boots that had been dyed a deep magenta. Phintin pursed her lips in disapproval, and I hoped she wasn’t regretting bringing Varba along. I had thought time in public would cheer the goblin up, and we weren’t shopping very far from the temple anyway. 
 
    “We are hoping to make him look like an earnest young man, not some noble dandy,” the enchanter reminded the healer. In all fairness, the boots were something I could see Ard wearing. 
 
    “Fine.” Varba sighed, putting the boots back on the shelf. “Boring it is.” 
 
    Though I might not have been ready for magenta boots, I did regret the simplicity of what Phintin chose a little. Boring clothes meant no stat bonuses. Every so often I’d catch sight of a piece that offered Intellect, and I would drool, but Phintin insisted that if I were going before the king as a supplicant, I should probably look the part. That meant everything she picked out was well-made and durable, but unimpressive. Still, it was an improvement on what I’d been wearing. Short of literal rags, anything was an improvement on what I’d been wearing. Even my treasured robes had been damaged and repaired to the point of losing their Charisma bonus entirely. 
 
    After we secured the clothes, Phintin allowed us to window shop for a bit, though she kept turning to look worriedly toward the palace. I felt bad to be keeping her, but she insisted there was nothing weighing on her, and eventually I let my excitement get the better of me. 
 
    The market was much bigger than that in Kalsip, with seemingly endless vendors selling uncountable goods. While I leaned toward stalls with enchanted items, Varba favored alchemical shops. Where we were in agreement though, was on the weapons. 
 
    “Zen, look!” She pulled a staff from a barrel at the back of one densely packed shop. It looked to be made of two pieces of wood, carved to intertwine with each other. “This one’s got one side that drains life and another side that heals.” She barked a laugh. “Only 3,000 gold!” 
 
    “What about this?” I called back, a while later. “A whip that casts Detonate whenever it connects.” 
 
    “These are almost all for appearance’s sake,” Phintin murmured, holding up a dagger and using her loupe to inspect its enchantment. “Some of these would take an entire Simple Mana Crystal just to provide a single charge. Why use an enchanted weapon when you could simply hire a dozen bodyguards? No, you’d only wear something like this for showing off.” She sheathed the dagger and set it back on the table where she’d found it. 
 
    “They’ve got plenty of mana crystals though, don’t they? We passed a whole basket on the way in.” In fact, it had made me feel much less special, seeing dozens of the crystals displayed so casually. 
 
    Phintin turned her nose up, if only just a bit. “Petties and Lessers. It’d take a whole handful of them to power that whip, and none of them would be suitable for charging anything with true power. Mostly they’re for household uses, like starting fires or cooling food.” 
 
    I put the whip back. I’d never considered such a mundane use of mana crystals, but if they were used as batteries for enchantments, it made sense. There was one thing I was still confused about though. 
 
    “You called them ‘Petties and Lessers,' but in the UI they’re listed as ‘Faint’ and ‘Glimmering.’ ” 
 
    She was already nodding her head. " 'Put Levels In So Sally Might Grow,” she recited. “Petty, Lesser, Inferior, Simple, Strong, Mighty, Godly. Unity doesn’t always make it clear, but there are seven ranks when it comes to almost anything. Rarity, Quality, Size, and so on. For crystals, the dominant characteristic is Luster, ranked Faint, Glimmering, Twinkling, Bright, Brilliant, Luminous, and then Dazzling. 
 
    “But imagine asking a fisherman for a Brilliant flounder, or a seamstress for Twinkling thread. They’d look at you like you’d lost your mind! And so, instead, we take the guesswork out. Everything middle-ranked is Simple, and everything superlative is Godly. That way nobody gets confused when talking across specialties.” 
 
    I stood there just blinking at her.“That’s… a lot to remember.’ 
 
    The enchanter grinned at me and winked. “If you’re ever struggling with it, let Glenn know. He’ll take you under his wing.” 
 
    “Ah.” I felt my cheeks heat. “This is one of those ‘players so stupid’ things.” 
 
    “At least you’re self aware!” She let out a crack of laughter that made several of the other patrons look her way. 
 
    “Couldn’t you just have the UI display everything that way? It seems pointlessly complicated.” Embarrassment made me defensive. 
 
    “I guess.” She picked up a hand-axe to examine and shrugged. “You could also use baby talk your whole life. People would understand you, but they might make assumptions about your intelligence.” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” I decided my face was red enough and changed the subject. “So where do they sell the higher-ranked mana crystals?” 
 
    Apparently that was the wrong topic. Phintin’s face soured in an instant. 
 
    “Nowhere. Petties and Lessers are all Halmilibranth is putting out these days.” 
 
    For a moment I regretted bringing down her mood, but her dour face put me in mind of another conversation we’d had. Hoping to cheer her up, I moved closer and lowered my voice. “You know, I’ve been thinking about what you asked; about the ‘fail-safe.’ ” 
 
    Phintin looked around as if afraid of being overheard, but she didn’t stop me, so I continued. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about Eena and how he shouldn’t have been able to knock himself out. His regen is too high for something like that to happen.” I turned toward her and lowered my voice further to say, “What if instead of adding a failsafe, we just made it so the risk was spread between more people—so many people that it would be impossible to drain them all?” 
 
    She darted a nervous glance in my direction. “I’m not sure I understand. You’re saying that if everyone were to feed an enchantment simultaneously, there would be less danger of one person running dry?” 
 
    “Go further. What if it was one shared mana pool?” 
 
    Her eyes widened, and for a moment she looked terrified. Just as quickly, however, her eyes unfocused and started darting around to things I couldn’t see. It didn’t last more than a few seconds. “Let’s go home, Zenzuck.” She fixed me with a sharp gaze. “I’ve got work to do.” 
 
    We collected Varba and exited the shop. I was already starting to resent that Phintin’s work wasn’t going to include me, but I didn’t get to stew long. 
 
    “Initiate Varba!” a voice called out of the crowd, and we turned to see the Danaralin priestess gliding toward us. “And Master Phintin and Player Zenzuck. How lovely to see you out and about! It’s so rare we get to speak, child. I hear your worship is going well?” 
 
    Varba looked to the side. “Yeah—yes! I’m hoping to make Novitiate by morning during the clinic.” 
 
    The priestess raised her arms wide and beamed. “By Danaral’s grace! We are blessed to have you as the first player among our ranks. You will shine as a beacon to all those in need of guidance toward his light!” 
 
    Varba blushed a little under the weight of the priestess's compliments, but murmured her thanks. 
 
    Master Phintin took a small step forward and dipped her head. “My apologies, Priestess, but we must be off. I fear I’m needed at the palace.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. Don’t let me keep you.” The goblin made gracious little nods of her head to Varba and I. “We shall see each other back at the temple before long, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Leveling up already, huh?” I said to Varba a minute later, once I was sure we were out of earshot. “You’re gonna take her job before long!” 
 
    The goblin elbowed me in the thigh and turned to respond, but instead of talking, her ears twitched. Before I could think, she had grabbed me and jerked me sideways, an impressive feat for someone so much shorter than I was. We both jostled into Phintin, just in time to be missed by a horse-drawn cart that was barreling through the market. 
 
    “Holy sh—” I shouted. 
 
    The cart slammed against the pole of an awning, bringing the entire front of a stall down, and then it veered back into the road, where it scattered the crowd and finally toppled onto its side. 
 
    Several men grabbed for the horse’s reins while it struggled against the weight of the cart. 
 
    “Damnit, there are injured.” Varba snatched up the hem of her robes. “Come on, Zen!” She bustled forward into the chaos the horse had left behind, checking that each person she passed was okay. Then she drew in a sharp breath. A woman lay dazed on the opposite side of the road, with a deep gouge in her thigh that was bleeding heavily. “Zen, find me some cloth!” she directed, and I quickly shredded a piece from the fallen awning. She pressed the wadded cloth onto the woman’s leg. “Zen, here!” She grabbed my left hand with her right and pressed it to the inside of the woman’s thigh. “Keep pressure here. Lots of it.” 
 
    The woman started complaining that I was pushing too hard, so I tried to assure her everything was okay. Thankfully, the bleeding seemed to have almost stopped. 
 
    Varba swore beside me, but she didn’t cast. “It’s not going down, Zen!” She turned behind her. “Where is that damned priestess when you need her? Is anyone a healer?” There was no response from the crowd. 
 
    “Damnit! I’m going to have to—” she released the cloth and began casting, and luckily the wound didn’t go back to bleeding like it had. Still, within seconds Varba had closed the wound entirely with her spell. The patient herself finally mustered the strength to push me off and struggle to her feet. 
 
    “Thank you, Danaralin,” she muttered in a tight voice before stalking away. 
 
    I watched the woman go. “What just happened there?” I asked Varba. Something had felt off about the whole interaction. 
 
    “I just blew all my reputation with Danaral.” Varba scowled after the woman before refocusing on me. “That’s what happened.” 
 
    “Wait, how? Don’t you get rep for healing?” 
 
    “I used all my miracles this morning already.” 
 
    I was baffled, but she cut me off from asking any more questions. 
 
    “Let’s just get back to the damned temple.” 
 
    She was a silent stormcloud for the rest of the way back, and barely muttered a goodbye before going back in. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    Phintin left immediately after we reached her place, but by that time I had resolved that I wouldn’t let her work on my idea without me. The only problem was, I didn’t have any extra mana pools to test with. I considered visiting Hearthstead to ask for volunteers, but the idea was honestly too new and too dangerous for living subjects. 
 
    Instead, I set to rigging something that might approximate a mana pool: a web of interwoven flows that would act something like a sponge. I made two of the constructs and then linked them with a flow so that when I primed one with mana and squeezed, mana would move through the bridge and into the other. It was all well and good, but it wasn’t quite enough yet. When I attached a flow to simulate mana drain, some mana moved between the pools, but not enough of it to keep the first bladder from collapsing. 
 
    I experimented for a few hours before hitting on something that mostly worked. The process was difficult, largely because the mana had no weight. If it had, I could have treated it like water and attached a flow to the bottom of each sponge. Instead, I rigged a third sponge to serve as a sort of reservoir for the other two, pulling on their mana continuously until it was full, at which point the flows became inert. I diagramed what I’d learned, so I could show Phintin later, and then fell asleep. 
 
    *** 
 
    I was roused later that night when someone triggered my warning flows. 
 
    “Zen, wake up!” Phintin’s voice whispered into the dark room. 
 
    “I’m awake,” I whispered back, after returning to my body and opening my eyes. 
 
    “Get dressed. Only the new clothes, no enchantments!” 
 
    She stood, blind in the dark, as I found my clothes and slipped them on. My accessory items I placed on the bedside table. “No boots,” she warned, and I noticed she was holding her own. “Follow me.” 
 
    She led the way at a speed only someone who’d lived in their house for a long time could, trailing a hand along each wall until she found what she wanted. “Down here!” she directed, and I lowered myself down the steep steps to the cellar after her. At the bottom of the stairs she fumbled for a lantern, and was surprised when I found and lit it. Her eyes were a little frantic in the light, but her mouth was set. 
 
    “There.” She pointed. “The cellar door.” She took the lamp and shuttered it. “Lead me to it.” 
 
    I complied, and she unbarred the door by touch, then eased it open. 
 
    Moonlight flooded into the basement, but it wasn’t really sufficient to see by. I took Phintin’s hand again and guided her up the stairs and out into a service alley. 
 
    “Go right!” She eased the door shut, and we moved right, keeping close to the wall to avoid the moonlight. There was no one else out in the neighborhood streets. 
 
    Phintin paused after we’d made it well away from her house. “Okay, that should do it. Here, put this on.” She had dropped the whispers but was still speaking in undertones. 
 
    From a bag she pulled a tunic and pushed it into my arms. I scrambled to figure out how to put it on, until she lost patience and jerked it into place for me. As the cloth fell over my head, she noticed Kula’s feather. 
 
    “Zen, I said no accessories. Lose the feather!” 
 
    I reached up and gave the plume a tug. “It doesn’t come off. It’s fused to the skin.” Honestly, most of the time I forgot it was there. 
 
    The enchanter’s brows drew together, so I leaned down and showed her where the shaft had buried itself. 
 
    She huffed. “Fine. We’ll just have to hope it doesn’t cause any problems.” 
 
    I finished tugging the tabard into place. “Problems? What are we doing?” 
 
    “We’re going to try your idea from earlier. Just stay quiet and look natural. You’re an apprentice now. Congratulations on the promotion.” 
 
    In spite of walking in the full moonlight and not whispering, we still took backstreets. 
 
    “Wait, is it possible to grab Varba?” I asked as we neared the market square. “I need somebody who’s not a Cogneider to experiment with. If I make a mistake and hurt someone, I’ll get offed and end up back in New Hearthstead.” 
 
    Phintin didn’t look happy about it, but steered us to leave the back alleys fairly close to Danaral’s temple, which spilled glaring light into the nighttime street. Phintin left me at the door and went inside to find the goblin. 
 
    Varba looked grumpy that she’d been woken up in the middle of the night, but it was a good grumpy—her usual grumpy. 
 
    “Causing trouble, Zen?” she asked, but Phintin answered instead. 
 
    “No, unfortunately this time is all on me.” 
 
    Varba’s eyes lit up. “Ooh, so what are we doing? Late-night raid on that weapons merchant? Another daring escape?” 
 
    “Just shut up and look pious!” Phintin snapped, before lowering her voice. “We’re breaking into the palace.” 
 
    “Ha!” Varba barked, unable to control herself, and a few of the small-hours stragglers within the plaza gave her bemused glances. 
 
    “Shut! Up!” Phintin hissed. “This is all our heads on the line if we don’t succeed. Hell, it’ll probably be all our heads if we do succeed.” 
 
    “Sounds about right.” Varba smirked. 
 
    Phintin led us toward the castle, maybe a quarter mile down the market, and as we walked I noticed the enchanted dome around the palace flicker, disappearing for just a moment before sputtering back to life. 
 
    “Is that what we’re fixing? The dome around the palace just—ope!—there it goes again.” 
 
    “Fuck me!” The enchanter picked up her pace, leading us to a double door set against the wall, on which Phintin rapped. 
 
    “Let me in, Hagger. The Nova’s on the fritz for real this time.” 
 
    A view slot popped open for a second, and the doors followed soon after. 
 
    “Can’t say I’m glad to see you back again, Master Enchanter,” one of the two guards said through his moustache. “You need to be seeing more o’ yer bed.” 
 
    “You’re telling me. Can we speed this along, please? I don’t know how much time we have.” 
 
    “Yes’m. Sorry.” The guard unstrapped a nightstick from his belt and began waving it over her like a metal detector. 
 
    “All clear. You next, son.” He looked me up and down. “You a new apprentice?” 
 
    I ducked my head. “Yes, sir. Just here to see if I can help.” I did my best to keep fear out of my voice, though I felt like my shaking was obvious. 
 
    The guard turned to Varba and raised his eyebrows. “And a Danaralin. That’s new.” 
 
    Phintin opened her mouth to answer, but Varba beat her to it. 
 
    “The master enchanter wanted to have healing available. Apparently she’ll be trying something ‘experimental’ tonight.” 
 
    The guard gave Phintin a cautioning look. “You be careful, Miss Rena. Your da’d have my head if I let anything happen to you.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine, Hagger, I promise, but we really must be going.” 
 
    “Go with the best, then.” 
 
    “And you, Hagger. Thank you.” Phintin turned to go. 
 
    “In His Light,” Varba intoned to the guard as she followed. Phintin looked as though she might kick the healer, but she kept walking. 
 
    We had entered the palace grounds, but while the space was well kept, it was clearly not the showy part. The walkway ran past more than one shed abutting the outer wall, and landscaping tools hung under the eaves. 
 
    “That’s one wall down,” Phintin muttered once we were clear of the guards. “The next is where we might have trouble.” 
 
    It was quite a walk to the next gate—for defensive purposes, Phintin explained. She led us along the path as quickly as she dared to move, but when she spotted light ahead, the enchanter gathered us to a halt behind a nearby shed. 
 
    Her gaze darted between the two of us. “Okay, let’s stick to the stories we used last time. I don’t want anymore ‘creative license.' " She gave Varba a stern look. “It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “Okay,” Varba agreed, and Phintin nodded. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    She turned to go, and froze. We all did, actually—literally, if flailing wildly with our icebound feet fused to the ground could be called freezing. 
 
    “Hold on,” a voice said from above us. “What’s my story again?” We all turned as best we could to see Ard crouched on the pitched roof above us, feigning boredom. 
 
    He looked down on us and drawled, “Here I was.looking for a bit of late-night entertainment, I go to try and trick the player into using his spell and then, boom!” He clapped his hands together. “Excitement! Intrigue! Treason?” 
 
    Phintin turned to me, her eyes wide with fear. “Player, do you know this boy?” 
 
    Ard was clearly enjoying his little game. “Oh come now, Master Phintin, it’s not so dark as all that.” He popped his legs outward and landed in the darkness where the shed met the inner wall of the castle. 
 
    The jig was up, in more ways than one. 
 
    I turned back to Phintin and lowered my head, feeling sheepish. “Well, I’m pretty sure he’s your prince.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid, Zen!” Phintin hissed. 
 
    “No, no, he’s right. Though it’s a pity someone spoiled the surprise.” The man who appeared from the shadows behind the shed wasn’t the Ard I knew. This man was taller, older, and handsome, although for the life of me I couldn’t point to any individual thing that had actually changed from the Ard I knew. It was like finally seeing a hidden image defined by negative space. Even his voice sounded deeper, smoother, more regal—and yet somehow exactly the same. 
 
    “Prince Ardhanian Defrine. The First, if I’m lucky.” He bowed to us. Gone was the mocking tone. 
 
    Phintin gasped and tried to kneel even though she was encased in ice up to her shins, which caused her to lose balance all over again. “Oh, fuck, Your Majesty. I mean. Sorry, I. We were—” 
 
    “You were trying to sneak the player in to help with the Nova Servalis.” 
 
    Phintin’s gazed flicked from me, to the prince, and back again. “How do you—Zen, how does he know?” 
 
    I hunched my shoulders. “Um, so... he and I have been talking daily.” 
 
    The enchanter’s eyes widened. “Since when?” 
 
    “Since the day after we got here?” 
 
    Phintin’s face dropped. “You mean you told him about this!? And then you let me come here? Let me risk Marla, Luc, and Glenn—” Hopeless tears were forming in her eyes. 
 
    I shook my head, emphatically. “I didn’t tell him anything about you! He must have just put it together the same way I did.” 
 
    “Please calm yourself, Master Phintin.” The prince sounded earnest—another change from the Ard I knew. “Here.” He gestured, and the ice around our feet evaporated. Phintin fell to her knees as the support gave way. “The player speaks true that he told me nothing of this plan, only that he wished to help you.” 
 
    “As if any of that matters now,” Phintin wept. “At least… at least let me say goodbye to my children!” 
 
    It was a sudden, stark reminder that one among our little band wasn’t immortal and had put more than just her own life on the line to get us there. I stepped in front of the enchanter—No, in front of my friend, and faced the prince. 
 
    “Phintin has risked everything to get us here to try and fix whatever’s wrong in the castle. What she’s doing, she’s doing for Cogneid!” 
 
    “Oh, I’m fully aware of the stakes on all sides.” The prince nodded with wide eyes. Without the carefree play-acting he came across as concerned and sincere, unless that too was an act. 
 
    “You understand the stakes; then what are you going to do with us?” 
 
    He smiled, and for the first time it wasn’t condescending. “I’m going to help you break into the palace, of course.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    Turns out you don’t have to break into someone’s house when they open the door for you. We breezed right through the inner gate and into the palace grounds proper, though it was a rear portion that was fairly well hidden from the rest of the grounds. The path led us to another door, and from there into the palace itself. The steps inside sloped downward, though. Wherever we were going, it was underneath the grand structure. 
 
    As we descended, the prince turned toward me with an inquisitive eyebrow raised. “Zenzuck, you must tell me what gave me away. My espionage tutor and I have worked on that semblance for years. I’ve even used it on my own father. She’ll be anxious to know how it failed.” 
 
    I didn’t know what a semblance was, but he sounded genuinely curious, so I shrugged. “I recognized the brooch you were wearing when we first met. The jeweller, Master… Jondile?”—Phintin nodded, confirming I’d gotten the name right—“He had a copy of it displayed on his workshop door. It’s... distinctive.” 
 
    The prince pursed his lips and huffed a laugh. “My fault, then, and she’ll give me a tongue lashing for it. I’d say what are the odds, but it turns out they were 100%!” For a royal, he was surprisingly easy to talk to—perhaps suspiciously so. 
 
    At the bottom of the stairs Phintin, still sniffling, chaperoned us through a maze of corridors before exiting into a large circular room where a dwarf and a human worked. A stone ledge ran the circumference of the room and was littered with papers, diagrams, and leftovers from the technicians’ last meal. 
 
    The dwarf man looked up as we entered. “Oh, Phintin, thank Unity you’re here!” 
 
    His voice alerted the woman to our presence, and she turned away from her workstation with eyes that were a little frantic. “We can barely hold it together. Every time a crystal goes down, I feel sure we’re never going to get it running again!” 
 
    Then they saw the rest of us, including Prince Ardhanian, at which point they both dropped to their knees. 
 
    “Phintin, what’s going on?” the woman asked with a shaky voice. 
 
    “Barthel, Nurrem, these are Varba and Zenzuck. They’re players I’m hoping can help us stabilize the NS.” 
 
    The dwarf looked up, surprise on his face. “Players? How can—” 
 
    “It’s by my orders, Enchanter Nurrem,” Ard interrupted smoothly, stepping forward. “We must take risks to keep Cogneid safe.” 
 
    “But what can they do?” the woman I’d deduced was Barthel asked. “We’ve tried everything.” 
 
    Phintin looked at me. “Well, Zenzuck, let’s answer her question. Come here.” She directed me to the center of the room, where a chassis stood holding a single gem: a mana crystal, but one that looked tiny within the setting. 
 
    Phintin gestured around the room. “The enchantment runs underneath the entire floor, but mostly we don’t touch it. Our job is to make sure this”—she indicated the chassis—“never runs dry of mana. We’ve been trying to modify it to use smaller crystals, but we keep getting gaps, periods where one crystal is spent and others aren’t yet being used.” 
 
    “What does that mean, though? What does it do?” With the bulk of the enchantment hidden beneath the floor, I couldn’t even begin to guess. 
 
    Phintin looked to Ard for permission, her eyes still red-rimmed, and he nodded for her to continue. “It keeps unbound mana from entering the palace.” 
 
    “Unbound?” 
 
    “Mana that has no physical form. Spells, mostly, but spirits most importantly. Imagine if an attacker could summon a daemon and send it into the palace grounds. There’s no telling what damage it could do.” 
 
    That seemed reasonable, so I nodded. “Okay, so we need a continuous flow into this thing, and we’re low on mana crystals.” 
 
    Phintin shook her head. “Not just low. As of today we’re out of anything stronger than Glimmering, which max out at a thousand MP.” 
 
    I nodded, my eyes fixed on the chassis. “So we need to take crystals out of the equation altogether.” 
 
    The dwarf looked at his co-worker for a moment, then at Phintin. “Take mana crystals out—Phintin, what is he talking about?” 
 
    Phintin sniffed, and then matter-of-factly stated, “We’re going to attempt to create a system in which we will feed the NS directly with our own mana pools.” 
 
    The dwarf’s face turned white and he took a few quick steps backward. “Are you insane? You want to feed us to the enchantment?” 
 
    Phintin pursed her lips and gave the other enchanter a flat look. “We think we have a way to do it safely, Nurrem, and we’re not going to do it until we know we’re protected. Zen, let’s get to work.” 
 
    The other two enchanters moved to the far side of the room to have a whispered conversation while I explained to Varba what we’d be doing. 
 
    “Sounds pretty straightforward.” The goblin nodded. “We just link our mana pools to this… battery, and then set the battery in.” I nodded, but she wasn’t finished. “It sounds straightforward, so why hasn’t it been done before? Why couldn’t you do this without Zen?” 
 
    I exchanged glances with Phintin, each of us wondering who would explain. 
 
    “Well,” Phintin started, “imagine you have a river...” 
 
    “Right, as opposed to a pipe,” I chimed in. 
 
    Phintin nodded at me. “And the river, it carries water, but also whatever the water brings with it.” 
 
    “And the pipe only carries water,” I finished. It was about as clear an explanation as I’d gotten. 
 
    Varba looked between the two of us and nodded slowly. “Uh huh… so you’re saying we need… pipes?” 
 
    “Exactly!” 
 
    “Okay, so when Phintin does it, the mana of the thing she’s enchanting dirties up the works,” 
 
    “Right.” Phintin nodded. 
 
    “But your flows, Zen, they keep the mana clean?” 
 
    “That’s it!” I held my hands out, impressed she’d understood.  
 
    The goblin scowled and leaned toward us, putting her hand on her hips. “Then why didn't you just say that?!” 
 
    Phintin rolled her eyes toward the sky. “Let’s refocus. What will you need, Zen?” 
 
    I considered. “Something big that can hold a lot of mana, and something to connect people to it.” 
 
    Phintin nodded resolutely. “I have a few spare rings, but not nearly as many as we’d need.” She raised her voice to be heard across the room. “Barthel, Nurrem, at least do something useful. Get over to the school and bring back something we can use to link people to this thing. Rings, bracelets, whatever, just make sure they’re the best Quality you can manage.” 
 
    I watched the technicians hurry off. “Actually, I don’t think we’ll need to go much over Fine Quality for the feeder rings. They only need to hold a few flows. It’s the central part that’s going to need to be able to handle a lot. It’ll need to fit into the chassis, too.” 
 
    Unexpectedly, Phintin reached into her satchel and withdrew a metal disc. “For now let’s try this, then.” I took the item and turned it over in my hand. It looked like a flying saucer from a 70’s sci-fi movie. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Palladium Disc - 420/420 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rarer than gold, this palladium has been fashioned into a disc. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The purple text let me know it was an Exquisite item. I turned it over in my hand, admiring its shine. “This should work. Geez, Phintin, you’ve been holding out on me!” 
 
    Her eyebrows lowered. “I’ve been saving it for one of my own projects. Palladium isn’t common, so don’t be careless with it.” 
 
    “Alrighty, then.” I carefully placed the disc to the side. “Let’s get these rings made.” 
 
    It only took me a few minutes to get the rings enchanted, and I set them on the table while I worked on the metal disc. Ard found a loupe among the scattered enchanting equipment and moved over to examine the completed pieces. 
 
    “I wouldn’t touch those if I were you,” I warned and gestured at the disc. “Until they’re connected to this sucker, activating one’d kill you pretty quick.” He pulled his hand away sharply. 
 
    “They’re made to transfer a ton of mana from the wearer to the… focus, let’s call it; however, right now, since you’d have no pressure from the far end, you would just bleed out in a matter of seconds. Also, if you did that, I’m fairly sure the Veriter would kill me too, so watch it.” 
 
    He held his hands up in surrender and stepped back. 
 
    The disc was a more complicated matter than the rings by far. It needed to hold massive amounts of mana within itself, with the mana interconnected enough to act as a single system. Essentially I was recreating one of the mana sponges within the empty space inside the metal. 
 
    “It’s not quite as dense as I’d like it to be,” I told Phintin, who was leaning in close to observe the process. “Replicating an entire mana pool within a single object… There’s just not a lot of space.” 
 
    “What’s it at now? It looks to be around a thousand MP.” 
 
    “That’s about right, but the size needs to be proportional to the... bandwidth, we’ll say. If this thing is using a hundred mana per second, there won’t be enough of a buffer. Still, we can try it out. Here, Varb.” I handed the healer one of the rings. “Put this on when I say so. I’ve just got to charge the focus… There. Go! Just be ready to yank it off.” 
 
    Varba and I put our rings on within milliseconds of each other, but it didn’t matter. Mana lurched out of me and into the nearly full reservoir. For an instant I teetered on the edge of consciousness thinking, too late, that I should have brought my Mana Capacity gear. The 760 MP I had wasn’t enough to fill the focus on its own. Then Varba’s ring finally activated, and the disc drank from her full mana pool. We both staggered for a moment. 
 
    Varba held her gut. “Uch. That was unpleasant.” 
 
    “You’re telling me. Are we dead yet?” I had stumbled against the table to support myself. 
 
    Phintin wasn’t sympathetic. “Neither of you are dead, but let’s form a party so I can watch you more closely.” 
 
    Varba and I accepted, and I checked our mana bars. “I’m at 1%, and Varba’s at 23%. That’s good. It’s stopped drawing from me. Let me just pull some out...” 
 
    Normally I wouldn’t have been able to draw mana from an Epic item, but I’d included an access point as part of the enchantment for just that purpose. My mana bar began to fill, and the disc started pulling the etheric energy out of me again, but since the disc pulled from both Varba and I to refill itself, I stayed positive. 
 
    “10% and 9%, and it’s holding steady. Zen, I think you’ve done it!” The enchanter was grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    I was too. “We’ll just need a bigger focus, or maybe a series of focuses. Foci?” 
 
    Ard stepped forward now that things appeared safe. “I’d like to see it in action, if I may. Master Phintin, add me to the party please?” His stats popped into view in my UI. “Also, I’ve been wondering how this might work.” He reached into his satchel and pulled out an item. 
 
    We all stared at the crown, hesitant to even touch the Legendary item. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Coronet of the Cogneid Heir - 210/210 
  
     
 
      
      	  The coronet worn by the heir to the throne of Cogneid. Such a display of wealth and power can overwhelm and humble even the proudest of courtiers. 
  242 Charisma, 4 Statecraft, 4 Dress to Impress Required 
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    “It’s already enchanted though,” I argued once I’d recovered from the shock. I was hesitant to touch the piece—afraid that my enchanting would ruin it. 
 
    The prince shook his head. “No, all of those stats are intrinsic. They’re a factor of the creation and the materials.” 
 
    “Well, I can try...” I honestly didn’t want to, though. “Are you sure you want to risk this on an experiment?” 
 
    “As I understand it, the Nova Servalis could deactivate at any moment and leave the castle vulnerable. What is an item compared to my family’s lives?” 
 
    Taking his point, I reluctantly accepted the item. Being Legendary, the crown was an order of magnitude more enchantable than the disc, matching the other item’s capacity before I’d enchanted my way through a tenth of it. The work was minute and painstaking, with the flows packed so densely inside the crown that only the mana crystals had more. It was good I had Varba’s mana regen to draw from, because mine alone just wasn’t enough to keep up. 
 
    I was nearly there when Barthel and Nurrem returned with their arms full of trinkets to enchant. After dropping his load on the table, Nurrem went to check the chassis, then called across the room to the rest of us. We could all see that the current crystal had shrunk. 
 
    “We’re almost out,” the dwarf reported. “We need to finish soon or we’ll lose it again!” 
 
    I looked up from the crown and cracked my neck. My eyes were burning from staring at the tiny flows. “I’m going to have to take a break, soon. This is giving me a headache, and I don’t want to mess it up. Hand me those rings, though. I can at least get a few of them working.” Barthel brought me the pouched items. 
 
    Maybe 15 minutes later, I set the newly enchanted rings aside and yawned. “Four should be good for a start.” 
 
    I was about to return to the crown when a commotion started outside the room. We all looked up to see a squad of guards clatter out of the hallway. 
 
    “There you are, Prince,” the lead guard panted, leaning on the doorframe to catch his breath. “Come with us. We have to get you to the Null Chamber!” 
 
    Ard’s gaze darted to the guard, then to us. 
 
    “What’s happening, Captain? We’ve a pressing matter here.” 
 
    The guard tried to straighten. “The king has been attacked, Your Majesty—by a spirit of some form. His guard couldn’t stand against it. It’s rendered them all senseless!” 
 
    “And Captain Garinold has the Ego Shroud...” The prince’s face darkened. “Take me to my father!” He started toward the door, but the guard blocked his way. 
 
    “No one knows what’s happening up there, sir. People are just collapsing!” 
 
    “Are they drained of mana?” It all sounded too familiar, and the guard’s look was all the confirmation I needed. 
 
    Mimicking the guard, Phintin put herself between me and the door and then grabbed me, as if that would keep me in my body. Then she pinned me with a warning look for added effect. “Don’t you dare, Zen. We need you here. If we don’t get this thing fixed, we’ll have more than that to worry about!” 
 
    I looked at the enchanter, at the prince, at the chassis. 
 
    “Oh, for crying out loud!” I snapped, and then expressed every single one of my mana crystals. 
 
    “Will this hold it over for a while?” I asked Barthel, who haplessly held out her hands to accept the bounty even as she forgot to hold her mouth shut. 
 
    “Fucking Zen,” Varba groaned. Meanwhile, Phintin’s face turned almost purple, and then she delivered a right hook straight to my jaw. 
 
    I flinched back to avoid most of the blow. Though I knew I deserved it, I didn’t have time to let Phintin extract her pound of flesh. She followed up with a flurry of slaps, and I fended them off while looking over her head at the guard. “Point me to the king!” The man’s brows drew together and he pointed back out the doorway. “No, like, straight to him.” 
 
    I sat down and then abandoned my body to be beaten by Phintin, ignoring the distant sensations of her starting to kick instead of slap me, and shot through the hallways. At least she wasn’t putting too much heart into it. I had to imagine me not “being there” took some of the satisfaction away. 
 
    Due to the recent mana drain, my ethereal form might not have been at its biggest, but it was enough to spread over a broad section of wall. I found every crack and crevice that allowed me to move forward. I couldn’t technically move through walls, not without denaturing the mana inside them first, but I could distend my form to travel through fissures as easily as any ant. 
 
    It was obvious when I entered the right room. There were spells flying haphazardly through the air and collapsed people everywhere. A man, who I assumed to be the king, was backed against a wall with his final two mages shielding him with their bodies, though even as I watched they both went down. Casting spells to try and defend their king had actually weakened them to the spiritual assault. That left the king alone. He looked around frantically for an assailant that was invisible to him, but not to me. 
 
    The entity looming over the king had no form, per se, but had several blade-like protrusions. It was using them to harry the king, striking directly at his mana pool to try and provoke a response. Like his son, the king was a Water seed, and he tried valiantly to protect himself with shields and blades of ice, but it wasn’t enough. Nothing even touched the form, and instead it flowed right around whatever it met. The king was doomed. 
 
    At least, he would have been if I weren’t there. 
 
    I formed a blade of my own and jumped across the room to slash at the form. Surprised by the unexpected attack, the cloud… turned, and for a moment I saw a face form within it—an elven face. 
 
    This was another spirit walker! 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    The elf didn’t give me any time to process the information, and instead turned her blades on me. Her ethereal form was bigger than mine was, which meant her Mana Capacity was larger, and with each slash she did more damage. That meant her Intellect was higher too. I’m not going to win this, I thought as we traded blows. She’s stronger than Varba and I put together. In addition, attacking her using Substance actually cost me 2 Mana Points for every 1 I took from her. 
 
    The elf realized the same thing after a moment, and instead of bothering with me, she moved to wrap her entire form around the king, which kept me from blocking her attacks. Again and again she drove her spectral blades into him, until the man finally fainted and slumped to the floor. The elf didn’t stop, however, but continued her assault. 
 
    She’s going to kill him! Knocking him out isn’t enough. She’s going to destroy his ethereal form! 
 
    I flailed against the cloudy mass, mustering every attack and skill I knew, but like the mages before me, my attacks were counterproductive. The king was going to die. 
 
    Before I could lose all hope, Water-flavored mana blew through both me and the elf and struck the king, encasing him in ice. I turned, expecting to see that one of the mages had recovered. Instead, I saw Ard, bursting into the room with Phintin, Varba, and the guards, one of whom had my body in a fireman’s carry. 
 
    “It’s an elf!” I shouted, jumping back into my body for an instant. The guard carrying me jumped and dropped me, startled by my sudden return to consciousness. I hit the floor hard. “She’s using Ethereal Form to attack the king!” I groaned, using the last of the air in my lungs. 
 
    Varba knelt over me. “So what do we do, Zen?” 
 
    Since I was gasping for breath, it took a few moments for me to respond. “I don’t know. She’s a lot stronger than me. Ard, you have to stop casting! It’s only wasting your mana.” That was only mostly accurate. The mana contained in the ice surrounding the king was preventing the elf from doing more damage, but only momentarily. 
 
    The prince glanced down at me for only a moment before returning his gaze to his father. “How do we fight her, then?” 
 
    “I have to do it in spirit form, but she’s got more Int, and more mana regen. She’ll kill me.” 
 
    Ard looked at the room, over the bodies strewn everywhere, to his unconscious father. Then he reached into his satchel and once again withdrew the crown. “Is this ready to be used?” He held the item gingerly, as if it might explode. 
 
    I saw where he was going. “Yeah, maybe.” I didn’t bother standing. Instead, Varba helped prop me up against a wall. 
 
    Ard began barking orders. “Then let’s everyone put on a ring. Captain, your two with the most Wisdom. Hurry!” 
 
    “That’d be Pentalary and Macuse.” The captain waved the named troops forward. 
 
    The prince handed them each a ring, and before I could stop him, he plunged his finger into a ring of his own. 
 
    “Wait, that’s—” I cried, but miraculously didn’t die. Apparently the Veriter had judged I wasn’t working against Cogneid’s interests. 
 
    Ard swayed for a moment, and so did the guards, then Phintin took a ring of her own and donned it. I pulled, feeding my own mana pool from the crown and the disc simultaneously. With six individual mana pools feeding me, I didn’t waste any time reengaging the elf. 
 
    She could tell the difference as easily as I could. She was still bigger than I was, but less resilient, then. What had been a one-sided fight had shifted into a losing battle for her. With her higher Int she might have still emerged victorious, but it would give our side time for reinforcements to arrive. Time wasn’t on her side. 
 
    The elf must have come to the same conclusion, and so she redoubled her efforts attacking the king, deteriorating the ice protecting him as she struck. I could only see one possibility, and so I reached through the elf and opened a flow from the crown directly into the king. While I couldn’t pass through her, my spell could, and I even managed to patch some of the king’s most severe Mana Bleeds. 
 
    The others lurched as the crown fed from them to sustain Leonald. He had some serious mana debt to pay back, and the crown’s MP dropped from around 100% to nearly 30%. I began to despair—we wouldn’t be able to hold out long at that rate. The elf would— 
 
    37%. 48%. 54%. Suddenly the crown began refilling by leaps and bounds. Baffled, I turned around. 
 
    Phintin had apparently seen the problem, and had lined the soldiers up to facilitate a solution. She moved down the line, plucking off a ring and then placing it around the next soldier’s outstretched finger. 
 
    Genius! She was using their full mana pools to supplement ours, transferring the mana out until the soldier was just shy of fainting before moving on to the next. It wasn’t a comfortable process for the troops, but since they weren’t facilitating the transfer themselves, I wasn’t worried about any lasting damage. 
 
    The king finally opened his eyes, and I began using the crown and disc to revive and repair each of the fallen mages, trying to offset their mana loss. It was a struggle to pull enough mana in to keep myself conscious. All of it was dizzying, and nauseating. 
 
    After a time the elf stopped attacking and simply hovered there, watching as I undid her brutal work and the mages regained their feet. 
 
    Then a pressure began to build in the manaverse, and I knew it was time to get out of spirit form. 
 
    While Ard helped his dad cross the room to the gathered soldiers, I watched the daemon form. There was no one in the room who couldn’t feel it though. Power swelled until it reached Lavis's new level of strength, and then it kept right on going. 
 
    “We have to get out!” I yelled, but no one needed encouragement. We all rushed for the door, the soldiers dragging the struggling mages behind them. 
 
    “Out to the front courtyard!” The king made himself heard over the commotion. “We’ll face it there!” 
 
    Behind us, I felt the power break into reality, and a wave of heat washed over us that I was sure would take my hair. A roar began to build at our backs as we raced down a large, grand hall with a regal blue carpet that was already starting to smoke. We broke out into the night air gasping for breath. I coughed, scraping my poor lungs raw. 
 
    “Summons! The strongest you have!” shouted the king, and several of the mages started chanting. The king did as well, and the air began to fill with even more impressive presences. One by one, they stepped out of the manaverse. 
 
    A ten-foot-tall man with two faces merged with reality. Made entirely of air, he would have been invisible to the others, but I could see him just fine. He took up a martial arts stance, his bare chest and thick arms ready for violence. A tiny frog was the next to join, hopping out of the ether to sit on its summoner’s shoulder even though the weight of its power seemed like it should have crushed the woman. From the ground below us rose one stone golem after another, all about Katz’s size, until there was a whole army. In spite of the numerous forms, I could see through the manaverse that they were actually all one being. Another spirit gathered around its summoner instead of taking its own form and manifested as an armor made of ice. 
 
    Finally, the king’s summon arrived. It’s segmented body thundered into the courtyard on a hundred clawed feet. Foot-long spikes rose from the back of each legged segment, and from either side of its head grew a scythe that shot forward then raked back. Underneath the blades was a single compound eye that wrapped from one side of its head to the other. 
 
    Ard still stood beside me. “Tantagrap,” he breathed. “She’s amazing!” 
 
    We didn’t have time to admire the summoned daemon though, because at that moment the doors to the great hall were literally blown off their hinges and we mortals were all knocked flat. Picking its way forward on stilted legs came a 25-foot-tall crane, feathered with flame. It paused on seeing the assembled spirits, and another head began to emerge from its body, then another, until there were five total: one for each opposing daemon, and each possessing a beak the length of a lance. We mortals scrambled back as best we could, ceding the field to the spirits. 
 
    The crane daemon's heads wove from side to side for a moment, framed against the flames consuming the great hall and looking for an opening, before the first head surged forward with a snap, hoping to spear a target. The other four heads attacked close behind, darting forward and back. 
 
    The Air-aspected daemon dodged the first attack, but by the time he’d landed a retaliatory roundhouse, the offending head had already retreated. Both spirits were fast, and neither seemed to be able to land a blow. 
 
    The golems appeared to be having a bit more luck. When a head darted down to pluck one of the creatures from the ground, it simply planted its feet and fused with the stone. In the moments it took the crane to realize the morsel wasn’t going anywhere, the other golems swarmed in. 
 
    Tantagrap had coiled like a snake and was fending off the crane’s beak with her scythelike horns. 
 
    For a moment I feared for the little frog, who was almost instantly snapped up by one of the crane’s heads, but seconds after it disappeared down the crane’s gullet there was an immense explosion of Water magic and the fiery head went sailing off. It landed, bounced, and began to unravel, igniting anything flammable as it went. 
 
    I hoped it was a mortal wound for the Fire daemon, but a new head grew almost instantly from the stump of the old. The frog held it at bay with cone-shaped torrents of water. 
 
    The summoner in ice armor was the first to go down, with his chestplate pierced by a fiery beak. The man inside the armor was thrown back and lay unmoving on the ground as the armor melted around him. 
 
    “Thank gods it’s after midnight.” Varba scowled and rushed off to help the man. I took that to mean her miracles had recharged. 
 
    Contractions in the manaverse behind us hinted to me that more daemons were coming, likely summoned by the residents and guardians of the palace. 
 
    Instead of facing them, the crane made one last flurry of stabs with its beaks, driving the other spirits back, and then it launched itself into the air with astonishing force, quickly rising high enough to start shrinking against the background of the night—and nearly high enough to touch the border of the Nova Servalis. Then the fiery form began to fall, plummeting back toward us and gathering speed before spreading its fiery wings and streaking like a comet back over the palace. Tantagrap launched herself into the air after the bird, leaving a vacuum in her wake that nearly pulled the king over. It was too late, however, to stop the rain of fire that trailed behind the crane daemon. With each stroke of its burning wings, more and more gouts of fire came free to fall onto the building. The flames continued to fall even as Tantagrap closed in on the bird, and it darted and weaved with the king’s daemon in hot pursuit. 
 
    Many of the flames sputtered out after hitting tile or stone, but there were enough of them that before long there were a dozen new blazes. 
 
    The king turned to his son. “Water seeds! Ardhanian, put the fires out!” 
 
    For once Ard didn’t bother with Static Casting, and he used both hands and feet to weave an elaborate spell. 
 
    Above the palace, rain burst into existence, falling in a cloudless sprinkle that glittered with reflected light from the palace. Ard could only channel the spell for a few seconds before it ended though, and so it never had a chance to grow. In the party UI, I saw his mana bottom out. The spell was too costly, and he hadn’t had enough time to regenerate what the crown had taken from him. Frowning, he snatched the ring off his hand and tossed it aside, severing his ties to the circuit. Instead, he grimly reached into his satchel and once again pulled out the crown, looking at it for just a moment before jamming it onto his head. 
 
    “That’s not how it works—yet.” I held my hand out for the crown. “Give it to me!” 
 
    Using what enchanting space there was left within the crown, I modified the enchantment with a single static flow that would feed directly into whoever wore the Legendary item, giving them access to all the mana contained within. Ard snatched the coronet up as soon as I was done and planted it once again on his head. His mana pool filled, pulling from each of us in the circuit. 
 
    “Get him the best mages!” I cast my gaze anxiously around the courtyard, looking for anyone available to help. “Everyone with the best regen come to me!” 
 
    While Phintin organized the casters and distributed rings, I made more of the enchanted items, using the extra space provided by the Fine-Quality materials to make up from my sloppy work. I enchanted until we ran out of rings, and then I started working on bracelets. Soon ten of us in the courtyard were connected, all our mana regen feeding into the prince. The rain didn’t fade anymore, but rather it moved from place to place, slowly growing in strength and putting out the fires where it could. It wasn’t very fast, however, and some of the bigger fires didn’t even seem bothered by the shower. Before long the king caught on to what we were doing. He looked away from the daemons battling above. 
 
    “My turn, son.” He gestured for the crown, and Ard reluctantly removed the item and handed it over. The king’s eyes widened as he settled the crown into place and realized the extent of the mana he had at his disposal. Then he cast. 
 
    Instead of focusing on the castle, he targeted the bird daemon, willing a sheet of water into being in front of it. Unlike Ard’s light spray, the king’s spell quickly grew to become a legitimate downpour. 
 
    The crane attempted to dodge around the water, but the torrent moved faster than it could. Before long the bird was trapped in a steady downpour, and its fiery body hissed, spat, and began to shrink. The daemon also slowed down, which finally allowed Tantagrap to catch up. She wrapped around the bird and dug her claws into the blazing form. Together, the daemons tumbled to the ground and out of sight. 
 
    The king began to move the cloudless cloudburst around the palace then, a mobile deluge that literally crushed anything in its path. I saw one running woman get knocked to the ground, but at least she was no longer ablaze. Varba went to help her, regardless. 
 
    It was at that moment that the NS finally failed again, blinking out of existence as one of my crystals ran out. Within moments I saw a streak of spirit shoot away from the palace and to the east. Toward Halmilibranth was my bet. 
 
    The crane daemon took the opportunity to disembody as well, dispersing into the ether now that it could traverse it freely. We could feel the enormous presence fade. 
 
    Phintin took over at that point. “We’ve got to get downstairs!” she shouted. “Before any other spirits get inside! Anyone with a ring on, follow me! You too, Your Majesty!” 
 
    All together we rushed back into the palace, past the charred and sodden remains of what had once been luxurious. There were still sporadic fires burning, but there was enough standing water around that the barrenborn residents of the palace could use it to put them out. 
 
    Once in the Nova Servalis’s chamber, the king seemed reluctant to relinquish the crown. I didn’t blame him; having access to the mana of ten different people had to have been an insane rush. Still, after a moment he lifted the coronet off and lowered it into the chassis. Berthel and Nurrem stepped forward to make sure it was snug. For a moment nothing happened, and then mana began to drain from everyone in the circuit. The pull grew, and grew, and grew some more—until I started to worry that I’d killed us all. Then there was an audible snap, and a hum, and our collective mana began to recover. It came back more slowly than it should have, which was a good thing. It meant the NS was active. 
 
    I looked at Phintin and grinned. “I think it’s working.” 
 
    Phintin looked anxiously at the king, who nodded his approval. “Good work, Master Phintin. I’ll need my mages back though. See who you can spare and then send them above to secure the palace. Danaralin, see to the wounded. Ardhanian, let’s go!” 
 
    As everyone started filing out of the room, I tried to go with Varba. I figured I could help with extra mana for healing. 
 
    “Oh no you don’t, Zen.” Phintin grabbed my arm, spun me around, and slapped me full across the face. 
 
    “Oh Ze-en,” Varba sang as she exited the room, leaving me rubbing my stinging cheek. “You’ve got some ‘splainin to do.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Phintin glowered at me and cracked her knuckles. “You’ve got some ‘splaining to do.” 
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    Before long, the entire palace had been swept using the Ego Shroud, ensuring there were no more uninvited spirits. Two nervous mages had been assigned to the task, feeding the Palladium Disc to power the artifact that had once run on mana crystals. The rings that fed the crown had all been reclaimed by the enchanters in charge of the NS, and everyone who knew about them was sworn to secrecy as to how they’d been made: state secrets and all. 
 
    Phintin eventually stopped hitting me long enough for me to explain why I’d kept the mana crystals a secret from her. She’d understood, but she hadn’t been happy about it. To her mind I could have saved her all those sleepless nights and kept her from committing borderline treason. She considered it secondary that I would have lost a bargaining chip for my negotiations. 
 
    Ardhanian wouldn’t allow me to go back to Phintin’s after that night, and instead “invited” me to stay in the palace. I would have taken it as an honor, but the two mages posted outside my door with the active Ego Shroud made it feel a little less like one. Although my mood was lifted a bit by the Aephid finally leveling its Crop Size to 25 MP, it was actually pretty lonely for that first morning. That was, until Varba came bustling into the room. 
 
    “Hey, they let you visit?” I’d been sitting in a chair by the window, gazing out over the city, so I jumped up and gave her a hug. “It’s good to see you!” 
 
    She gave my back a perfunctory pat, then frowned and moved across the room, flopping into a chair on the other side of the window. Her eyes were in constant motion, never quite meeting mine. “Nope, I’m here to stay. I’m officially part of the prisoner party now.” 
 
    I jerked my head back. “What about the Danaralins? Don’t you have immunity?” 
 
    She snorted at the mention of her sect and looked aside. “They revoked my immunity after I told them they could go fuck themselves, along with the god they rode in on.” 
 
    “What?!” I was having trouble processing all the negative implications of what she’d said. 
 
    The goblin’s eyebrows lowered and her nose wrinkled. “You know how I helped in the palace yesterday? Well, just like in the market, I ran out of miracles and had to use my own spells. That’s a biiig no-no. It wasn’t ‘by His blessing,’ or ‘for His glory,’ or some shit like that. I figured they’d be understanding and restore the rep I lost for it, but all they would do was talk about how Danaral was ‘so forgiving,’ and ‘allowed for second chances,’ as though I had done something wrong by healing people! Which I had, according to their fucked-up logic!” 
 
    Unable to contain her indignation, she nudged herself off her seat and began to pace in front of the room’s large window. 
 
    “According to them, using my own mana was ‘taking what was not freely given.' " She threw her arms wide. “Apparently I should have waited around like a helpless maiden until their god decided it was okay for me to heal someone!” Clasping her hands to her chest, she spun and fell back onto the bed. 
 
    She searched the bed’s canopy for a tick before sitting up, and gave me a look that was only slightly apologetic. 
 
    “Anyway, now I’m ‘Hated’ by one of the most influential religious sects in The Boundless. And get this: even after I told them where they could stick it, they were still trying to tell me that I could ‘repent and be welcomed back into the fold!’ Can you believe that shit?” 
 
    She didn’t wait for an answer. “It all makes sense now, though. You know there are people there who have been Initiates for twenty years? I thought they were just idiots, but now I think they’ve just bought into this whole ‘My mana is Danaral’s!’ bullshit and have decided that getting something back for themselves is actually a bad thing—forget that they could use it to help others!” She scoffed and pushed back to her feet, then stalked back to the chair. 
 
    “Here’s the real laugh riot: to top it all off, I’m still not ‘allowed’ to talk about any of this. Since the initiation I've had a strict gag order. In fact, my reputation with them is going down even as we speak!” 
 
    She looked into the air and raised her voice, enough that I worried the guards outside would hear. “You know what, Danaral? Fuck you and your little pyramid scheme! I don’t need you to wipe my ass for me! I can wipe my own ass! Nnngh!” She thrust both her middle fingers into the air and spun a slow circle. “How do you like that, you sorry excuse for a god!” 
 
    She almost seemed disappointed when nothing happened, but I wasn’t. We had enough on our plate already without angering gods. “What does that mean, then?” I tried to keep my tone neutral, cautious of inciting more anger. “Now they could re-enslave you.” 
 
    Varba gave me a toothy grin. “That’s where you come in, isn’t it? If anything happens to me, krrrk”—she drew a finger across her throat—”you send yourself for a respawn. They need you, Zen. You know that, right? First with the”—she waved a hand, searching for the word—“sharing mana thing, but especially now they know you can make mana crystals. They don’t have any time to waste, either. The elves have brought the war right to them, so they can’t afford to go to New Hearthstead and pull you back. They have to keep you alive and even, dare I say it, happy.” 
 
    I considered her words. “So, what does that mean?” 
 
    “Zen, that means you should press your advantage while you have it! The mana crystals are all but priceless, and you have the mana crystals. Use them as leverage to get us out of here!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Leonald couldn’t have liked that I was demanding a meeting, but he didn’t turn me down. 
 
    “See?” Varba grinned smugly as I was escorted out of the bedchamber. "Leverage." 
 
    The guards led me to a room and took up positions by the door as I peeked inside. We were far enough away from the great hall that there was little to no fire damage, and inside the room, King Leonald sat at the head of the table with his black-bearded chin in one hand. Prince Ardhanian sat to the king’s right and Phintin to the king’s left. A small man with a pen and paper waited attentively on a chair in the corner. 
 
    No one said anything as I shuffled into the room and helped myself to a seat. Not knowing any of the formalities put me on edge, so I sat in silence while the three of them just stared at me. Finally the king spoke. 
 
    “Don’t toy with us, player. You asked for this meeting.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Sorry, I thought—” I cleared my throat and tried to sound official. “I’d like for us to come to a set of mutually beneficial terms. For Cogneid and for—for Hearthstead.” 
 
    The king sat back and fixed me with a piercing stare. While he wasn’t wearing a crown, his dark hair was held back by a circlet of gold. “Terms… What standing do you have to offer me ‘terms’?” 
 
    I swallowed before answering. “I have the trust of the orcs of Hearthstead, and I can get word to them of any proposals. We have… goods and services that could be valuable to Cogneid.” I was so nervous I could barely even find the words. What had happened to everything Varba and I had planned I should say? 
 
    "Goods and services in an enemy’s hand may as well be a weapon. Are you an enemy?” 
 
    “N-no, sir.” 
 
    His dark eyebrows drew together. “And now a far more salient question: could you fall into an enemy’s hands?” 
 
    Varba and I hadn’t considered this line of questioning, and so I had to scramble to come up with an answer. Would I fall into an enemy’s hands? 
 
    “Honestly, Your Majesty, I don’t think so. My friends and I have been through a lot since we came to The Boundless, and we’re still here. We’ve escaped captivity multiple times, and come out victorious against forces much stronger than ours.” 
 
    I didn’t mention that in the majority of those scenarios, the “force stronger than ourselves” had been agents of Cogneid. It hung in the air, regardless. 
 
    The king considered me for a moment before nodding toward Ard. “My son has conveyed to me your perspective on your time spent in Cogneid. Honestly, it doesn’t paint you as very bright.” 
 
    I grasped for a good response, but knew the truth of it. “My party and I are learning every day.” I examined the table. 
 
    Leonald gave a single drum of his fingers before fixing his gaze on the wall behind me. “And that’s the crux of it, isn’t it. Due to your ignorance, you players are hard to predict.” He paused a moment, and then refocused his gaze on me. “That is, except for you. Master Phintin was a known quantity to begin with, but before long Prince Ardhanian had your actions timed to the minute. My agents have interviewed the Danaralins, Captain Garinold, Master Phintin, and even Dungeon Master Ondure, and each report bears witness to your… predictability. Honestly, boy, you could stand to pick up some guile.” 
 
    I watched him blankly from across the table, unable to tell where he was going. Was predictability good or bad? He leaned forward. “So, here is my guess. Our guess.” He gestured to the others around him. “Our guess is that you would take any deal that sees you and the healer back to Hearthstead and ceases hostility between us. Is that correct?” 
 
    I just swallowed, unable to answer. 
 
    The king’s eyes narrowed and he leaned forward still. “In point of fact, I would wager we could take you out of that equation and achieve the same result.” 
 
    My eyes widened in fear. They had me pegged, and it had screwed me. I should have been more clever—should’ve played my cards closer to the vest. I glanced at Phintin, but I couldn’t read her expression. That she would have helped them! 
 
    Of course, her first allegiance was to her family and to Cogneid, not to me. I hung my head in defeat. 
 
    “Yes,” I said to my lap. “If you let my friends go and I knew they’d be safe, I’d willingly stay.” 
 
    So much for leverage. Varba’s and my plans were out the window. All my exits were closed, save one. 
 
    “What if I attacked you right now?” I asked lamely after a moment, and Ard barked a laugh at my empty threat. So much for my “get out of Cogneid, free” card. 
 
    Leonald didn’t share his son’s humor. “That would be inconvenient, but you wouldn’t risk it. The goblin is still here, and even should you return home, there would be the continued threat of Cogneid attacking. It might not come in the next week, or the next month, but it would always be a threat hanging over Hearthstead—over your friends” 
 
    “So that’s it?” I looked up and tried to straighten, but I had little success. “You’re keeping me here?” 
 
    Leonald’s eyes bored into me from above a finger he had crooked over the bridge of his nose, and a long silence followed. I glanced around the room for a hint of what was coming, but everyone was focused on the king and what he would say next. Finally, the monarch sat back again in his chair and spoke. 
 
    “The trouble is that I’ve put a lot of effort into having you returned to Cogneid, and while I no longer consider you a threat, you are an asset. Even as Cogneid’s nominal enemy, you harbored Master Phintin through a long recovery, saved my life, secured my palace… Ondure says you’ve even accepted a quest to repair the dungeon you damaged. Keeping you here would be sensible, yes, but I’m not entirely certain you would be any more beneficial to us while under our thumb than you have already been. In fact, it might have the opposite effect. 
 
    “You see, we have gathered more than four thousand players to us. A great army! The best of them have outmatched our expectations; however, there is a growing contingent among them that have, for lack of a better word, given up. They languish in the dungeons, putting in the bare minimum of effort and stalling their progress. 
 
    “You and your friends are an anomaly, and while you may not have reached the levels the most motivated among the other players have, you have accomplished things none of them could. I hold no illusions that this is because you are more clever or skilled, but rather because you have had the opportunity and the will to do it.” 
 
    I stared at the king warily, unsure where this was going. 
 
    “And so,” the king finally said, “I want to continue this test we’ve made of you. This ‘experiment.’ You will be far enough away from Cogneid to provide a safe testing ground, but still near enough should we need to... access you.” 
 
    He’d caught me flat-footed. 
 
    “You’re letting us go?” I all but squeaked, half afraid that I would jinx it by saying it aloud. 
 
    The king narrowed his gaze as if trying to see through me and into the future, and spoke deliberately. “For now. And with ‘terms.’ “ He glanced at the scribe and held up a finger, and the man began scribbling notes, and then the king’s gaze was back on me. “You will provide Cogneid with mana crystals—two Brilliants per day, in perpetuity. You will also commit the players in New Hearthstead to side with Cogneid in the coming wars. Once you have considered it, I think you will see that securing Cogneid is to your community’s benefit. Finally, you will agree to all of this under an additional oath overseen by your Veriter contract. I am satisfied that you are no threat to us, but your original oath will remain as… insurance.” 
 
    I stared at the man. Two Brilliant crystals—that would be 200,000 MP per day, almost all of my mana! I would pay it though. I knew that. As for the second item... “I’ll have to take that back…” I lowered my chin and looked up warily, worried the king might expect an immediate answer. 
 
    Leonald waved that consideration aside. “It is a matter for the players only, to be clear. Not for the orcs. Regrettable though the loss of their warriors may be, you have already shown that a single player might change the tide of this war alone. Halmilibranth will pay dearly for this attack.” 
 
    His gaze sharpened again. “That leads me to the next issue: this ‘Spirit Walker’ class. Tell me everything.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    “Huth’Ga!” I cried upon seeing the war mother. She and several of her troops were gathered in a clearing beside the ancient highway, and had obviously been expecting us. The soldiers who had been our escort from Defrino had paused in the road upon seeing the orcs, and the two groups watched each other warily. Varba and I seemed to be the only two happy to have the groups meet. We thanked the soldiers for the escort one final time, and then we dismounted from our horses. For once we had actual luggage, and we hauled it across the intervening space as we stepped out of Cogneid and back into the unclaimed territory of the Boundless. The king had said he wanted space between us, and nearly two weeks’ of travel would be more than enough to discourage interaction. 
 
    “It is good to have you back, Player Varba, Player Zenzuck.” Huth’Ga nodded to us in turn as we approached. 
 
    I smiled in spite of the restrained greeting. “When am I going to get a ‘Brother’ from you, Huth’Ga? I’m a Hearthsteader for good now!” 
 
    The orc didn’t change her expression. “We shall have to see. Things have changed while you were gone.” 
 
    I grimaced but kept loading my things onto the entosect that would be my new mount. “Yeah, I’ve been getting the low-down from Gern. So Hen’Darl’s out?” 
 
    “She has been removed as mother, yes.” 
 
    “And how do you feel about that?” 
 
    Huth’Ga’s expression never wavered. “I serve the will of whomever the council elects to lead.” 
 
    “Sure, but you and Hen’Darl always had each other’s backs, right? It felt like more than just duty.” 
 
    “Pack your things, player, and let us be off.” The war mother’s face might as well have been carved in stone. 
 
    I let the subject drop. I wasn’t trying to sow discord, per se, but it seemed to me that Hen’Darl had gotten a raw deal, and returning to a community led by Juvalle significantly dampened my excitement to be back. Additionally, I didn’t like that the players’ status was back in flux. For a while there Hearthstead had been starting to feel like home. 
 
    It will be home, I decided. We’ll make it be. 
 
    Riding into New Hearthstead less than a week later, I was shocked at the changes. Sure, I had been back multiple times a day in the manaverse, but seeing it in color was a whole different experience. We were met first by the river, whose water had begun to form a wide delta in the sand, intermingling with the Grey. Once the water had reached enough fields, I’d gone back to finish restoring the reservoir and the canal, so the water’s forward edge hadn’t been advancing nearly as quickly. The fields greeted us next: six of them, which were now meticulously planted with every crop available to the Hearthsteaders. 
 
    One of my parcels was a sack of seeds, which Brother Cranit had ordered to supplement what crops were already growing. 
 
    As we rode, I saw that households were being established alongside the canal, taking advantage of those spots where the restoration had spread far enough away from the water to include buildings. Now that almost everyone in Hearthstead had the contracts to restore soil, several houses had planted areas of their own. 
 
    At the head of the canal, my black willow tree had grown incredibly during the month I’d been gone, and it was taller than I was. I resolved to thank Cranit for that. 
 
    The dusty brown of sandstone structures spread all around the reservoir now, with a clear progression showing how Loz’Alan, Me’Almah, and my dad had iterated, starting from houses that were little more than lean-tos and progressing toward buildings that almost looked functional. There wasn’t much color aside from brown, but a vibrant scarf tied to blow in the wind here or a smear of ochre paint there showed that some folks were making an effort to change that. 
 
    I was excited for New Hearthstead, in spite of how it had treated Hen’Darl. There was so much potential there, and I had plans for how to supercharge it. I was eager to share the news with the other players, but they were off farming voidlings. 
 
    “I’m going to go join them,” Varba announced before we could stable our entosects, and I waved her goodbye. I had a serpent to find. 
 
    As the water in the reservoir had risen, visiting the waterfall had gotten harder, and so Dad and Me’Almah had eventually built a walkway leading from the edge of the cistern directly to the falls. It ended in a large, circular platform that Kula had immediately claimed. 
 
    “Gods, Kula, you’re huge!” I told the serpent once I finally made it out to the platform. Working with Varba while we traveled, I had fed the serpent until she was only a single crystal away from her next metamorphosis, and it showed. She preened under the attention. 
 
    I scratched her ruff with both hands—well, with a hand and a stump. If she had wanted two-handed scratches, she should have made different choices. “I wanted to make sure I saw you again before you went into your cocoon. Had to see my snake-girl.” For once she didn’t seem to mind the fawning tone. 
 
    Enjoying each other’s company, Kula and I watched the water fall and the afternoon sun glint off the full reservoir. It was good to be with her again and to take a moment to just sit. 
 
    Gern came by after an hour or so, and though I was happy to see him, his demeanor was grim. I watched him approach with trepidation. 
 
    “My apologies for not meeting you when you arrived.” He settled beside me. 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s alright. I heard there was a council meeting. Not good news?” 
 
    “Just more pointless argument. Why the Danaralins are allowed a voice in council is beyond me.” He stroked along Kula’s eye ridge. “Anyway, they’re meeting again tomorrow morning. The players are invited, though I don’t think it’ll be good.” 
 
    He moved his hand back, and suddenly we were touching, his hand on top of mine. I froze, unable to look at him, but Kula chose that very moment to shake her head free. She rose up between us and spread her wings wide, ready to sing her evening song. Her wingspan was wider than I was tall, and gone were the piccolo squeaks and whistles. Instead, she sang like a wood flute, low and throaty, until the sun went down. 
 
    Gern and I listened until her song was finished, and then I fed the serpent her final meal—at least final for her current form. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The Elysian Serpent has met the criteria for metamorphosis! 
 
      
 
    This would be the third time she’d undergone a metamorphosis, and if the past was any indication, she would be getting bigger. Maybe much bigger. Maybe big enough to ride. I immediately dismissed the idea. There was no way Kula would allow that. Not only was she a willful and vain little beastie, but she was fairly lazy as well. I gave her one final scratch, almost certain I’d find her cocooned away in the morning, and then left to find the others. 
 
    “We figured we’d leave you three to it,” Slynx said, welcoming me to the “fire” once I’d found them. The party had taken over one of the renovated houses near the lake and were lounging in front of it on stone furniture the Flintstones would have approved of. Slynx held up a matching sandstone bowl. “Plus, I was bloody starving. Fighting’s hungry work, especially once you’ve got your heals back.” He squeezed Varba to his side, and she didn’t seem to mind the PDA for a change . 
 
    “It’s good to have you both back.” Namara waved from what looked like a sandstone recliner. “Even if it feels like you never really left, things really slowed down without you.” 
 
    I grinned and took a seat on a bench near my equipment, grateful to the helpful girls who had unloaded my packs and set the bundles nearby. “Well just get ready,”—I pulled one of the bags over to me—“ ‘cause things are about to speed up in a big way.” Eagerly, I tugged open the string, and everyone perked up. “King Leonald said he wants to see how we do compared to ‘his’ players, but that it wasn’t really a fair match up with us out in the boonies, so he gave me a bit of money to go shopping with. Honestly, it wasn’t a lot, so I had to get creative, but...” 
 
    I grabbed the first item and held it up, letting the slightly stiff fabric unfold. “For Namara we haaave pants with Fire Resistance!” 
 
    The elf struggled a little to get out of the chair, but then she rushed over and snatched for the clothes. “Oh my god, Zen, these’ll save me, like, three Class Points!” 
 
    Mimicking a game show host, I pulled out the next item. “Then you’re going to love this matchiiing tunic!” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” She let out a whoop. “This is enough to keep me from ever lighting on fire again!” She grabbed me and planted a rough kiss on my cheek. I blushed but was grinning ear to ear. 
 
    I reached into the bag again. “And, finally, we have a… weird pair of sticks! They’re designed to drop free when you need to cast, but are supposed to be great defensively.” 
 
    “Like Wii controllers!” Katz added helpfully while Namara shadow-boxed using the batons. 
 
    “More like a policeman’s night sticks. Good for blocking.” I appreciated Slynx’s support. Leave it to Katz to make my presents look silly. I decided I’d rip the bandage off and get his over with next. 
 
    “As for you, Katz…” I rummaged around in the bag. “I have… boot… toe... spikes. For climbing!”  
 
    “Uhh…” The gnome came forward reluctantly. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “Hey, look. I searched the market for hours. Not every gift is going to be a winner. Plus, judging by the number of times I’ve seen you climb with your daggers, I thought they’d help.” 
 
    “Huh, well we’ll have to see, then. They’re very... unique." 
 
    “Fine, you want a boring present? Here. Some daggers.” 
 
    The gnome’s eyes widened, way bigger than was necessary. “Oh, wow! Thanks, Zenta!” He looked around expectantly. “You know, cause—” 
 
    “We all got it,” Namara called from inside the house, where she was already donning her new pants. “Sit down!” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at the gnome and returned to the pack. “Alrighty, so next let’s do… Almah.” The large woman looked eager, which was gratifying after Katz’s ribbing. “For you I got this really great shield.” The item was large enough it took a while to free it from the pack, and then I passed it over the fire to her. 
 
    “At first it’s nothing special, but if you pop one of these suckers into it...” I tossed her a mana crystal I’d saved just for the demonstration. She angled the shield in the firelight so she could see the backside clearly, and then snapped the gem into place. 
 
    “Now hold it really still.” I picked up a pebble and tossed it at her. The pebble missed the shield and looked like it was going to sail over, but instead the air above the shield shimmered for a moment, and the pebble dropped to the ground in front of it. 
 
    “Varba’s got one just like it, only smaller. Honestly, they took most of the money.” 
 
    “Thanks, Zen, this is great!” The orc started unbuckling the straps to try it on. 
 
    “Hold on, hold on. That’s not all. I also found you… this!” I pulled a thick book out of the bag and held it out. She laid the shield across her lap and rested the book on top. It had no lettering on the cover, so she flipped it open and read the title page.  
 
    "A Guide to Spirits to Aid in Plant Growth and Care." 
 
    “Look at some of the entries,” I encouraged. “The illustrations are gorgeous.” 
 
    Tears sparkled in Me’Almah’s eyes, reflecting the firelight, and she put the book and shield down to come and engulf me in a bear hug, though perhaps it might have been better named an “orc hug.” I wasn’t sure just then which creature was more dangerous to be hugging. Still, I was pleased at how well the gift had been received. 
 
    Once Almah had set me down and I’d recovered my breath, I continued. “For you, Dad, I got two books. This one is on charters and community building, and this one is all about rocks and minerals. I figured you and Almah could trade off with the shield depending on who’s tanking, so that one’s kind of a gift for you too.” 
 
    My dad accepted the books and thanked me, a little less excitedly than I had hoped. He started flipping through one, and for a second I was afraid I had made a bad choice. I shouldn’t have been worried though, because within seconds he’d found a heading that piqued his interest and became completely absorbed with what he was reading. 
 
    Gratified, I turned to the final party member. “Finally, we have Slynx. Slynx, my friend, for you we have… a set of earplugs for Varba.” 
 
    The dwarf laughed with the rest of the group, but when I didn’t continue he started to look worried. I let him sweat for a bit before finally giving in. 
 
    “Okay, okay, fine.” I grinned, unable to contain my mirth. “I got you two more things. The first are these… war ribbons? The guy even showed me how to put them in. It sounds silly, but they’re supposed to up the success chance of Intimidation checks.” 
 
    He held the brightly colored strands in front of him, perplexed. “War ribbons? Like, for my hair?” 
 
    “For your beard, actually. The guy was a dwarf himself and swore by them. I figured since you want to be a Berserker…” 
 
    Slynx nodded sagely, though I didn’t think he was entirely sold. “You’ll have to show me how to use them later.” 
 
    I agreed, and then continued on to the final present. “Okay… a battle axe would’ve been too heavy, so instead I got you, well, I got all of us…” I grabbed the neck and pulled it out, holding it horizontally in front of me. “A real guitar!” 
 
    Slynx chortled with joy at seeing the instrument and reached across the fire to take it. “Aw, she’s a beaut, Zen. Thanks!” He plucked a few of the strings and none of us flinched, so that was a good sign. 
 
    “Varba got some awesome new healers’ robes as well,” I reported off-handedly. I didn’t want them to think we had neglected the goblin. 
 
    Namara had finished changing clothes and now leaned on the empty doorframe of the hut. “So what about you, Zen? What did you get?” 
 
    I smiled coyly. “I was hoping you’d ask. Leonald let Phintin give me a crap-ton of accessories to practice enchanting on, with even a couple Exquisite-Quality pieces for when I want to get crazy. And, I also got… these!” I held out a handful of rings, seven in all. 
 
    “Varba helped me work out the kinks on our way back,” I explained as I passed the rings out. “It’s a modification of the design we used to fuel the enchantment around the palace in Defrino. Go ahead, put them on!” I hadn’t told them the specifics of how we’d saved the NS, because I wanted what happened next to be a surprise. Everyone’s mana was full, so there was no risk of nausea. In fact, they looked around as if waiting for something to happen. 
 
    “Check your mana pools.” Uncharacteristically, it was Varba who failed to contain her excitement. 
 
    I looked at my own. 2,145/2,160 MP. In addition, my—our—regen was sitting at 649 MP per minute! 
 
    Namara’s eyes widened, first gazing into mid air, and then shifting to me. “Holy shit, Zen. Does this mean what I think it means? A shared mana pool?” She held the ring out in front of her and examined it lovingly in the light. “I could cast forever with this!” 
 
    I grinned and nodded. “Yup, but only if you guys want to do it.” 
 
    The elf jerked her head back and looked at me like I’d lost it. “What? Why wouldn’t we?” It was an understandable first response. Varba and I, however, had had some time to think through the ramifications. 
 
    “For starters, what if Zen wants to use it all on his snake?” the goblin said wryly. During the trip back to New Hearthstead, she hadn’t shied away from expressing her displeasure about helping to keep Kula fed. I’d had to tempt her with extra casting opportunities in pursuit of her fifth tier spells. 
 
    I flashed the goblin a look. “We’ll all need it at different times, and so we’ll have to agree on what to prioritize. Still, all of us will be able to take our rings off at any point and go back to managing our own mana if we want to.” 
 
    Katz looked at the ring and then at me, furrowing his brow suspiciously. “But you said this was something for you. I’m guessing you already have priorities in mind.” 
 
    “Not really,” I lied. “Having a shared mana pool just means that I’ll be able to help during fights rather than just standing there and moving mana around.” The gnome continued to look skeptical, and I could see from the others’ faces that his skepticism was spreading. 
 
    “Fine! Okay.” The stares made me defensive. “Of course I’ve thought about it! I’d kill to not have to sit there doing Lavis's dirty work eight hours a day. All together we could do it in two! And then there are the crystals I’ve promised to Cogneid. They’re expecting two Brilliant crystals every day, starting tomorrow—and that’s half my mana right there! And then there’s the mana for raising my Aephid...” 
 
    “And what about feeding the snake?” Katz was unrelenting. 
 
    “Kula’s going to be in a cocoon for who knows how long!” I’ll admit my dander was up, and I might have said that last at something close to a yell. 
 
    “Okay, okay.” Namara moved beside me to give me a gentle nudge with her shoulder. “We get it. You just got back, so why don’t we table this for now? Besides, while you and Varb have had lots of time to think this over, the rest of us will need to consider how it’ll work. I need to prepare for the council meeting too, so for now let’s just get some sleep.” 
 
    Admittedly, I was exhausted, and so I had Namara show me where I would be sleeping and zonked out, though I was still a little resentful. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    “Thank you all for coming this morning!” 
 
    It bothered me more than I had expected, seeing Juvalle leading the council. It wasn’t all bad news, though; council meetings had been moved from the floor of the reservoir to the tables, and I appreciated having a real seat instead of a dusty rock. 
 
     “Not doing announcements anymore?” I whispered to Katz, who was sitting with us for once. 
 
    “Eh.” He shrugged his disinterest. 
 
    Juvalle clasped his hands before him and stood to open the meeting. “I have asked you all here that we might discuss a proposal put forward by our respected guests, the Adherents of Danaral. Without delay, I shall turn the time over to them.” 
 
    The grumpy goblin man, Fedenarq, who was leading the goblins in the high priestess's absence, cleared his throat and stepped forward. “Thank you, father.” He nodded toward Juvalle before addressing the gathered crowd. “Citizens of New Hearthstead, truly you have been blessed by Danaral’s light. Your crops are healthy, the waters flow freely, and your community is beginning to thrive.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Varba muttered, loudly enough to be heard by the nearest orcs. “We did all that.” 
 
    Well, I did all that, but I wasn’t going to quibble with her. 
 
    Too far away to hear Varba’s comment, the Danaralin continued. “We adherents to his word, however, worry at the rot we see forming at the heart of Hearthstead. We see violence and greed taking the place of peace and prosperity. We see children being tempted into sham contracts with those playing at being gods. We see elders overcome with hubris and endangering their own community.” 
 
    “And what do you propose?” Juvalle looked very concerned, as though he hadn’t staged the whole thing. 
 
    Fedenarq drew himself up. “We propose that you cut out the source of the rot: excise it from your community and take the chance to heal! Remove the temptation for young and old alike!” 
 
    Juvalle nodded sagely. “And what do you see as the source of this rot?” I doubted anyone was confused as to what the goblin’s answer would be. 
 
    “The players, of course!” the goblin proclaimed to the crowd, eliciting an unsubtle scoff from Katz. “Their coming has brought this temptation to Hearthstead. Their coming has brought violence, and sacrilege, and greed! How long since life in Hearthstead has been safe, calm, and stable? And how long since the players came?” 
 
    Katz couldn’t contain himself any longer. “Eh, blow it out your ass, you old windbag!” The gnome’s amplified voice reached beyond the council area, and orcs going about their business beyond the tables turned to see what was happening. “We didn’t choose to come here, and even so we’ve bent over backward fighting for Hearthstead!” 
 
    “Indeed, the player is right,” the Danaralin agreed fervently, ignoring the gnome’s insults. “It is not the players themselves but the temptation they represent that is the problem. They represent a lust for power, a crude and brutish way of life, and a lack of contentment with one’s own fate! That lust for power is what brought the former mother of Hearthstead low, and it is what convinced her to shatter the peace of her community by inviting players in.” 
 
    “And what of your own lust for power, Danaralin?” Hen’Darl finally interjected. She stood to address the goblin, but she looked so, so very tired. She pointed an accusatory finger at the man. “You haven’t wasted a moment in seeking new contracts for your god. Tell me, how exactly have those contracts benefited Hearthstead?” 
 
    The goblin sniffed and turned up his considerable nose. “All benefit under his light, but we are not here to listen to your heresies. We are here to judge how Hearthstead will recover from the harm you have done him.” 
 
    “I saved him!” Hen’Darl rasped, sweeping the gathered councillors with her glare. “And you all know it. If I hadn’t done what I’d done, we would have been driven out of Old Hearthstead anyway.” 
 
    “We could have gone to Kalsip for refuge, or Grippe,” Juvalle responded blithely. “But through your treason, those options were denied to us! Instead you saw fit to lure us all into the Boundless, where we have lost lives, safety, and treasure.” 
 
    Hen’Darl turned back to the elder and curled her lip. “You mean you have lost treasure, old man. Still smarting about not getting the Aephids?” 
 
    Aephids, plural? What is she talking about? 
 
    Juvalle’s expression instantly darkened and his voice lowered to a hiss. “Those Aephids are the heritage of Hearthstead, not your personal property! Under your leadership we have lost three now. One due to the nefarious actions of the voidling,”—he pointed at me, spittle flying—“and two through your petty treachery!” 
 
    “They will be returned when my rightful heir takes his mantle,” Hen’Darl announced matter-of-factly. 
 
    “That is the council’s decision to make!” 
 
    “Ah yes, the council who you’ve brow-beaten and on whose fears you’ve preyed. Tell me, just how much work did you and your Danaralin friends put into that?” She turned her attention to those assembled. “And we must also ask, what do the Danaralins truly desire for Hearthstead?” 
 
    Fedenarq folded his hands in front of him and gave a beatific smile. “We desire nothing but his peace and prosperity.” 
 
    “You desire a monopoly on his deity contracts!” Hen’Darl shot back. “You are here for your god’s glory and nothing else.” 
 
    “The success of New Hearthstead will be to his glory!” 
 
    Hen’Darl spat to the side, and I silently took note for Me’Almah—apparently it could be achieved with practice. “What I have done, I have done for Hearthstead, and only for Hearthstead. You can remove me as mother, but you cannot remove me as his faithful daughter.” 
 
    The goblin’s expression stayed placid. “We have no need to. Now that your reckless leadership has ended, we hope you will work for his benefit with humility and grace.” 
 
    I ground my teeth. For this self-important little man to act like he cared more about Hearthstead than Hen’Darl? I wanted to punch him. Instead, the smug bastard continued, “Back to the matter at hand: the expulsion of the players.” 
 
    “If we are truly not welcome, then we’ll leave.” Namara didn’t bother to stand or even look at the goblin as she entered the conversation. “Gladly. If the number of times we’ve pulled Hearthstead and Hearthsteaders out of the fire isn’t enough to warrant some gratitude, then so be it. We’ll leave you here with the water we dammed for you, in the houses we built for you, on the land we restored for you, and under the peace with Cogneid we secured for you. Make your vote—and then choke on it.” The stare she leveled at the surrounding orcs was icy and imperious. 
 
    “Holy shit, Mara,” I muttered, surprised at her venom. 
 
    She turned her glare on me. “You haven’t been here, Zen. It’s been death by a thousand cuts. Every day it’s an argument about how terrible we are, about how we should have done this or that differently. Every day it’s been about how you stole everyone’s mana and tried to kill Eena—even that we’re eating too much of their food!” 
 
    “Not everyone feels that way though, right?” 
 
    “No, and that’s the only reason we’ve stuck around. It seemed like things might sort themselves out. Now though, with the goblins in hate with Varba and no threat from Cogneid, apparently we’re expendable.” 
 
    I gave a disbelieving huff. “I never really considered that having Cogneid as an enemy was working in our favor.” 
 
    Namara turned back to the meeting. “Just barely.” 
 
    I looked back to Juvalle, only to realize that he had been waiting for us to finish. All attention had turned toward our group, setting alarm bells ringing in my head. “Truly we bear the players no ill will, no matter the result of our vote.” The elder looked to have calmed, but his voice had taken on an unctuous quality that hinted at danger. “However, before ballots are cast, we must discuss one final issue.”  
 
    An incredibly smug look oozed over the man’s face, and he held up a ring. Behind the elder, I saw Gern’s eyes widen before he covered his face with a hand. 
 
    Holding the ring high, Juvalle paraded it in front of the seated council members. “One of our fathers found this among his son’s things. It is a ring, created by Player Zenzuck, that takes the mana from a person and delivers it elsewhere.” He paused for the revelation to sink in. “Yes! The very same sort of enchantment that injured poor Eena! Apparently they were never destroyed, or more were made, and the player convinced our young men to continue using them!” 
 
    I looked to Gern, surprised. He had told me he would gather and destroy them all! He made a truly miserable face in apology. Of course! That’s where all the extra mana for Lavis’s quest has been coming from! It hadn’t been residual at all—it had been a covert combined effort of Eena and his ilk, coordinated by Gern. It was a sweet gesture, but now… 
 
    “This is just the latest example of young Zenzuck’s greed, and his unwillingness to heed the decisions of the council.” 
 
    “And the grossest of sacrileges,” Fedenarq added. “We must remember this when we vote.” 
 
    *** 
 
    It was a narrow vote, but conclusive. The Orcs of New Hearthstead wanted us gone. 
 
    “Couldn’t you have fessed up?” I asked Gern as we walked away from the meeting. 
 
    “He would’ve just announced that I had ‘succumbed to temptation,’ wouldn’t he?” 
 
    I frowned. “I guess you’re right. So what now? I guess we’re leaving?” 
 
    Surprisingly, he gave a small smile. “Don’t worry too much. You’re not going far.” 
 
    I stopped walking and looked at him, uncertain. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “That means we’ve been planning for this eventuality for weeks now. It might even be an upgrade for you players, if a loss for Hearthstead.” 
 
    “So, where…?” 
 
    “The other players have already laid claim to rooms in the Hall of Champions. It’s outside the range of New Hearthstead’s charter, and so…” He stopped walking and accessed his UI. 
 
      
 
    You have been granted access to the Charter of New Sarvaal within the Ruins of Sarvaal! 
 
      
 
    Bewildered, I opened the UI. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  New Sarvaal — None — Tribal 
  
     
 
      
      	  Founded in the Hall of Champions at the heart of Old Sarvaal, New Sarvaal promises to serve as a haven for players amid threats from all sides. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Military 
  Tribal, mixed — Slynx — 26/1,000 
  Without enough members to field a fighting force, this metric cannot advance. 
    
  Agriculture 
  Hunter/Gatherer — Me’Almah — 4/1,000 
  With no arable land or suitable hunting grounds, this community is unlikely to flourish 
    
  Infrastructure 
  Itinerant — Samuel — 750/1,000 
  Even the mightiest of shelters is no substitute for access to food, water, and sanitation. 
    
  Spirituality 
  Animistic — Me’Almah — 67/1,000 
  With few contracts and none of any merit, New Sarvaal has no community-wide benefits from relationships with spirits. 
    
  
     
 
      
      	  Alliances 
  Cogneid — Trade agreement 
    
  Enemies 
  The Orcs of New Hearthstead — Undesired 
  The Adherents of Danaral — Undesired 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Eyes wide, I looked at Gern and his smile broadened. “My father and Me’Almah have ensured you have the proper seeds for planting, and have you looked at the northwestern canal recently?” 
 
    I was still at a loss for words, so I shook my head and he continued, ”It has been open for a week, receiving mana from your, and my”—he winked—“efforts. It has very nearly reached the basin surrounding the Hall, and once it does we expect it will flush out any remaining I Xalti, as well as provide ample water to the Hall.” 
 
    “So we’re essentially setting up a city. A city with seven residents.” 
 
    “You’re setting up a capital! A place to serve as a beacon for free players and anyone who cares to live with them.” 
 
    “Does that mean you?” I asked, hopeful. “Are you going to live there?” 
 
    Gern shook his head and set his jaw. “No, I still have responsibilities in New Hearthstead, but my hope is that someday New Hearthstead and New Sarvaal will merge. I have to be there in Hearthstead to try and make that happen.” 
 
    “Is that even possible? Won’t they be upset that we’re so close?” 
 
    Gern shrugged. “Let them be. They have no reason for conflict, and Huth’Ga wouldn’t allow it anyway. New Sarvaal will grow so fast they won’t be able to deny what you offer.” 
 
    “That means I won’t see you, though.” 
 
    “We can still write. I have the stylus and loupe, and once the northwest canal is restored there will be a safe path from New Hearthstead to New Sarvaal. Plus, I’ll have to come see Kula, of course.” 
 
    “If she doesn’t decide to stay with you.” It was a joke, but I was partly worried that she might. She did like that spot by the waterfall. 
 
    *** 
 
    When we left the meeting to prepare our departure, Kula was nowhere to be found. 
 
    “I’m sure she’s simply found a safe place to undergo her metamorphosis,” Gern assured me after I’d finished a sweep of the community inside the manaverse and found nothing. It was hard to take too much comfort though. 
 
    “What if she hatches and I’m not here?” I looked out over the water of the reservoir and imagined Kula searching for me there. 
 
    The orc placed a hand on my shoulder. “You may just have to trust her. And I’ll keep watch as well. She knows me and, judging by her past changes, she’ll be hard to miss once she emerges.” 
 
    Eventually, I had to accept the situation for what it was and go join the other players. We left New Hearthstead along the wide path the Cogneiders had left behind. 
 
    It was strange to be walking through the city without any threat of attack by void critters. Though the Hearthsteaders had seen fit to provide us with a few weeks’ worth of food, Entosects were too precious to spare, and so we’d be on foot for the foreseeable future. Without interruptions, it wasn’t a terribly long walk. Not even the creep gave us any trouble. 
 
    “Gern took the liberty of choosing your room for you,” Slynx said, setting his pack down by the entrance once we’d passed through the enormous gates. 
 
    I looked up at the gray—not greyed—tower across the bailey from me. Nearly a quarter of the front face had been restored, truncating in an arc that traced the curve of the wall. ”How did you guys restore so much of it?” I asked, impressed. 
 
    Why don’t you ask ‘ole fumble-fingers there?” Slynx thumbed in Katz’s direction. 
 
    The gnome looked guilty, or as guilty as I’d ever seen him look. “Hey, it all worked out for the best, didn’t it?” 
 
    I looked between the two men, confused. “What did?” 
 
    Slynx grinned. “Oh, remember that gem yer snake couldn’t eat? Gern gave it to us after you started toward home. I… might have figured it looked kind of like a baseball.” 
 
    I stared at him, astonished. “You threw it?” 
 
    The dwarf held his hands up. “Don’t get mad at me. Throwing it’s not the risky part. He’s the one who didn’t catch it.” 
 
    Katz just rolled his eyes. 
 
    That would have done it, I figured. Breaking a crystal containing 150,000 Mana Points would’ve filled the courtyard with a huge wave of mana that would seep into every greyed thing it touched. 
 
    The others led me inside the tower through ancient wooden doors. The ceiling above us arced up and away from the entrance until it joined a wide, hollow shaft at the center of the tower that was open to the sky. 
 
    Slynx gestured to a doorway set into the stone to our left and led me inside. Morning light illuminated the stairway through a window as we climbed to the second floor, and Slynx gestured again as we exited the stairwell. The hallway arced rapidly away and out of sight, following the curve of the tower. “It’s mostly just these front rooms that’ve been restored. Everything else is still full of nasties.” He stopped at the first door. “This here’s your room. There’s Katz’s. Me’Almah’s, Mara’s, and our rooms are on the other side. Your dad wanted to share a room with you, but we talked him out of it, thank god. His is farther down the hall, just past Katz’s. 
 
    I opened the door, which was somehow standing after 7,000 years, and was suddenly hit with an intense feeling of déjà vu. Already it felt like I had lived there for years. “Thanks, Slynx,” I said absent-mindedly, looking over my new home full of wonder. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “You.” Hadn’t I said Slynx? 
 
    “Oh. Who’s ‘Tor’?” 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Hen’Darl, former matriarch of the Hearthstead orcs, was tired. How many weeks had she been arguing against that fool Juvalle? It felt like a lifetime, though not really. If anyone knew what a lifetime felt like, it was Hen’Darl. 
 
    She’d lived so many lives, after all. 
 
    There was the lifetime she’d lived as a child in Hearthstead, having the run of the forest with her sisters, both blood-related and not. They’d played at war, knowing so little of what the world was really like, yet envious of their older sisters who’d gone off to see it. By the time she and the others were old enough to leave, however, the boys their age had started covering their ears, and suddenly Henica’s friends couldn’t bear to go. 
 
    At least, they played at not wanting to, because they at least had a choice. It was a choice Henica didn’t have. Her sisters would go gain honor and glory and return home from their time away with full purses and goods for the community. They’d sway the young men with their muscles and scars, and titillate them with tales of their battles. Meanwhile, Henica would stay and train in magic and management, like a little boy preparing to be a father. 
 
    That lifetime ended late one night when Henica left Hearthstead. It was before the other girls had planned to leave, and she made her way east and north, farther than she’d heard of anyone else going. There among the gnomes she’d made a dowry of her own, working as hired muscle, a bodyguard, and then as a sellsword in the skirmishes with Marempast. It was work no one in their right mind would hire a seedborn for, and so she eschewed her magic for years before stumbling onto her Insidious Class Skill. Still she used her magic sparingly, knowing that one false move would warrant charges brought against her. 
 
    She’d seen the back of that lifetime the moment she agreed to guard a caravan of refugees from Marempast on their passage through the northern plains and had laid eyes on their mother’s son. Suddenly there was nowhere else for Henica to be but by his side, and when he put his hands in hers and gave her his name, she saw beyond the fighting, and the dowry, and the glory, and she realized what really mattered was having the strength to protect. She would use it to protect this fragile, beautiful man and any children he might give her. 
 
    Her first daughter’s birth marked the beginning of the end of that lifetime. How could she teach her children honor and responsibility when she herself had run from it to chase glory? She had been afraid to take her thoughts to Darl, afraid he would say no—perhaps even more afraid he’d say yes. 
 
    He had said yes though, and that he was proud of her, and he’d traveled with her south, and west, farther than anyone he’d known, to begin a new lifetime. 
 
    Henica, now Hen’Darl, had been gone nearly twenty years, but the council of elders in Hearthstead had long memories. Still, Hen’Darl claimed no right to her former position. Instead she worked to show her sons perseverance and commitment, and her daughters the strength in family and community. Decades passed, and her children grew, and even when Hen’Darl joined the council of elders, she made no claim to the mantle she’d forsaken. She would serve Hearthstead the way she served Darl—out of love rather than vainglory—and she would shepherd her children and grandchildren with the wisdom she’d gained. 
 
    Darl’s death ended that lifetime, like a knife driven into its heart, and for a time Hen’Darl felt her life had ended too. Though friends and family tried to console her, she withdrew from them all. Darl had taken love with him when he’d left the world. In her despair, Hen’Darl quit Hearthstead again, unable to bear the sting of others’ care. 
 
    It was at a campfire one night when Hen’Darl was considering opening her veins to join Darl, that a stranger had come. They’d talked; rather, Hen’Darl had talked. The stranger only asked questions and listened. 
 
    As they talked, Hen’Darl’s pain began to ease, leaving just enough room for a glimmer of hope to take root. Thanking the stranger, Hen’Darl asked their name, and thus she met the goddess Kalvah. 
 
    It wasn’t a naïve hope that Hen’Darl found, and nor was it a superficial forgiveness she gave herself, and she brought both back to Hearthstead with her. Strong, and sharp, and as complicated as it needed to be, she shared her wisdom and her perspective, both with Kalvah’s aid and without. She became a sayer of hard truths, but gave absolution in equal measure. To some she had become heartless and a bully, but to others she was a sage and a guide. With time, she learned to blunt each edge, and with time her standing in the council grew. She was mantled with more than sixty years when the council asked her to be mother to Hearthstead, and after days of consideration, she accepted. 
 
    That lifetime ended, like others past, when she saw a boy. She hadn’t considered the players might be so young—younger than even her grandchildren. He was fragile in a way she recognized from her own fragile moments, and it awoke in her a familiar desire to protect. In that moment Kalvah had whispered to her, and joy and sorrow had filled Hen’Darl in equal measure. 
 
    It was that joy and sorrow that filled her as she lay herself down that night. She was no longer the mother of Hearthstead, and she was tired, but there was new blood in the world! There would be new love, and new loss, and through it all there would be growth. 
 
    When she awoke later she couldn’t see her assailant, but she knew they were there. She summoned Kalvah to her then, ignoring the silent attack, and she held the deity’s hands as they knelt together. Again in those bottomless eyes she found the joy of truths she’d come to know: the joy of knowledge, the joy of acceptance, and the joy of resignation. She saw each of her lifetimes in Kalvah’s gaze. They were good lifetimes, she thought. And then she collapsed to the side, and Kalvah was gone. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Thank you for reading
Blood of The Boundless: Crown & Crystal! 
 
    If you are enjoying the series, please leave a review. That helps others find it too! 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Wondering where Zen and his friends ended up, stats-wise? Visit www.WilsonABateman.com! There you can view character sheets, sign up to receive email updates, and view artwork from the world of The Boundless! 
 
    Get in touch at author@WilsonABateman.com! 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/WilsonABateman 
 
    https://www.patreon.com/WilsonABateman 
 
    @WilsonABateman 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    To find recommendations, news, and other great LitRPG and GameLit stories, visit the following sites. 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books/ 
 
   


  
 

 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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