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      Dragon Web Online: Dominion follows hot on the heels of the first book in this series, Inception. If you need a quick refresher on what happened in that book, check out What Came Before, at the end of this book for a summary!
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      The merchant’s home looked like it had dropped out of a Disney fairytale. It was a quaint cottage, complete with a smoking chimney and an even white blanket of pristine snow covering its roof. The shuttered windows leaked a warm and welcoming light onto snowdrifts surrounding the home, which would’ve been great if Bastion and I were here to pay a social call.

      But, because we’d come to rob the rich bastard, that golden glow pissed me off. It not only reminded me of just how cold it was out here on the windswept hilltop we’d picked for our stakeout location but showed me my target was still up and about. Probably stuffing his fat virtual belly with virtually smoked virtual ham and slaking his virtual thirst with flagons of virtual mead while I froze my virtual ass off in the virtual cold.

      Why couldn’t he just go to sleep and let me get on with my job?

      And it was a job. The Prove Your Loyalty quest nagged me every morning when I logged into Dragon Web Online. “What have you done to prove your loyalty to the Society of Shadows today?”

      The message first popped up three days after I’d robbed Frosthold’s pawn shop and killed my first, and only, in-Game friend. The message stayed plastered to the lower right-hand corner of my vision, blinking red, until I’d visited the Grandfather and paid the Society of Shadows ten percent of my take from that robbery. That earned me a day’s reprieve and a very narrow sliver of green in the quest’s progress bar.

      Apparently, proving my loyalty was going to be an extensive and arduous affair.

      Great.

      Two days later, the red prompt had re-appeared, and it brought a fancy exclamation point prompt along with it. Checking the quest log revealed an update to my area map and the following task.

      
        
        PROVE YOUR LOYALTY, CONTINUED

        The Society of Shadows has uncovered a merchant who is selling information about our operations to the Church of Hoald.

        Travel to the merchant’s home, rob him blind, and leave this sealed envelope on his pillow.

        He’ll get the message.

        WARNING: The merchant must not be harmed while you’re engaged in this quest. You’re there to send a message, not start a massacre.

        REWARD: 1,000 XP, 50 silver pieces

        DIFFICULTY: Novice

        

      

      And that’s how Bastion and I ended up on the top of a hill, waiting for a merchant to doze off so we could take his stuff and scare him into line.

      We crouched in the cold and watched the house, praying for the lights to go out. We’d been up there for most of an hour, and we were both getting irritable and impatient.

      Bastion shifted next to me, and I was glad we were far from the merchant’s home. My brother wore enough armor to protect a battleship, which meant every time he moved it sounded like someone throwing the silverware drawer onto a marble floor. He caught my annoyed glance and gave me an exaggerated, extra noisy shrug in return. “Not all of us can hide when the shit hits the fan. I need my armor for when things get messy.”

      “Things won’t get messy. This is a burglary, not a home invasion. Try and be quiet. We don’t want to attract the guards.”

      Not that I thought there was much chance of that. Frosthold was growing quickly, and construction had become a haphazard affair. There wasn’t room inside the city walls for any more homes, which meant the new merchants arriving every day were forced to claim real estate outside the territory patrolled by Frosthold’s guards.

      Bad luck for my target, good luck for me. Until the city could expand its walls, and its protection, to encompass these new homes, they were ripe for the picking.

      “How’d you find out about this place?” Bastion asked for the third time that evening. “It’s not like you get out and do much exploring.”

      Bastion didn’t know where I’d gotten this information or what we were really there to accomplish. I did my best to keep the Shadows separated from my brother. Bastion was eager to become a knight-in-shining-armor paladin, and I didn’t think he’d approve of my slumming with a gang of thieves and ruffians.

      I kept the story simple. It’s the complicated lies that trip you up. “Heard about this place from some guards I was tailing.”

      My brother thought about that for a second. “Why were you tailing guards?”

      Ever since I’d become a thief, Bastion hadn’t let up with the questions. He was grudgingly pleased I’d earned enough money to take care of our real-world rent and other expenses for the month with my first robbery. But not knowing how I’d earned all that cash drove him nuts.

      The Grandfather of Shadows, my boss and sometimes mentor, had never forbidden me from discussing the organization of thieves with anyone else, but they wouldn’t have their headquarters hidden underground if they wanted their existence to be public knowledge.

      There was also the little matter of the Thieves’ Bounty to worry about. My brother probably wouldn’t turn me in to Frosthold’s guard, but if he thought he could turn over a bunch of NPC thieves and collect a fat stack of gold coins in return?

      He was my brother, but I didn’t have any illusions about how fast Bastion would turn on my allies if it would earn him a quick buck.

      It was safer, by far, to keep my secrets and lie to my brother. And it was getting easier all the time.

      “Practice. I like to trail the guards to build up my sneaking skills and learn their routines. Stuff like that is useful for thieves.”

      Fortunately, the light in the windows went out before Bastion could pepper me with any further questions. He nudged me with his elbow and pointed at the dark windows on the side of the house facing us. “Looks like our guy went to sleep.”

      I held up a hand to keep him from rushing down the hill and kicking in the front door. “Give it a bit. We want him to have time to actually go to sleep before we start rifling through his house.”

      Bastion nodded. “Good point. No sense attracting any unnecessary attention.”

      Though Bastion was just a fighter, his ambition was far grander. He wanted to become a paladin. That meant keeping his nose clean, more or less. He seemed fine with robbing the place, but killing random folks was a step too far. At least, that seemed to be how my brother’s code of ethics worked. Maybe he knew something I didn’t, but it seemed pretty hypocritical. Then again, my only exposure to a priest in the lands of Invernoth ended with my being blackmailed. Maybe they were more into the letter of the law than the spirit.

      Whatever. I’d figure out my brother’s quibbles with random violence later.

      It was time to move.

      Bastion followed me down the hill, doing his best imitation of a low-speed car accident. Every clank and clang made my jaw clench. A tension headache had taken root behind my eyes by the time we reached the bottom of the hill.

      
        
        SUCCESS! You have increased your mastery of the Spot skill. (Rank 2)

        

      

      Paler shadows emerged from the deep darkness among the trees beyond the merchant’s home. They scrambled through the snow-covered forest, red eyes too low to the ground to be humans and too high to be animals. There were at least ten of them, though it was hard to get an accurate count through the underbrush.

      My fingers found Bastion’s shoulder and pulled him back to put the house between the creatures and us. “We’ve got a problem. There are monsters moving toward the house.”

      Bastion snorted. “Let’s kill them. Maybe we can get a reward instead of robbing this place.”

      Pinching my fingers to the bridge of my nose didn’t push my headache back. When I found the programmer who thought we needed that much realism in-Game, he was getting a punch in the snout. “Stop. Think about it. We’re still in the newbie zone. The only monsters we should run into out here are rabbits and a few overgrown rats. Something’s wrong.”

      “Then we should check it out. Maybe it’s a special event.” Bastion rubbed his chin, and his hand strayed to the hilt of his sword. “There could be unique loot.”

      That was the Bastion I was used to. Cocky and so full of himself he couldn’t see the danger staring him right in the eye. “What if we die?”

      Death in most games wasn’t a big deal. You’d go down, have to sit out the excitement for a few minutes, and then you’d respawn somewhere safe and sound.

      But Bastion and I were playing Dragon Web Online for money. We converted our loot to cold, hard cash, which we used to pay for our mother’s medical bills and keep our shitty apartment’s lights on. We’d paid a hefty fee up front to start together, but if we died before we got to level 5, we’d lose our characters and end up being assigned to random new hometowns. All we’d done so far, all the work we’d put in, would be gone. We’d have to start all over, and we wouldn’t have each other to rely on.

      I wasn’t ready for that.

      But Bastion was never one for caution. “We have to take some risks. If we want to build a reputation in Frosthold, we need to do something people will notice.”

      My tongue was in motion before my brain could stop it. “You mean you need to earn your hero stripes if the church is ever going to make you a paladin?”

      His armor-plated finger jabbed me in the sternum hard enough to leave a bruise. Leather armor just wasn’t much protection in Invernoth. “Why does that bother you so much? I didn’t make you change characters when you ended up as a thief, did I? Even though you were supposed to be a damned cleric.”

      I’d gone and kicked his sore spot. It didn’t bother Bastion that I was a thief, it bothered him that I hadn’t followed his plan to the letter. Reminding him of my inadvertent rebellion didn’t help matters. “That’s not what I’m saying. But there are a lot of monsters—”

      Bastion hefted his sword. “And I’m going to go over there and kill them. You can hide over here like a baby if you want.”

      He marched toward certain doom, sword at the ready.

      More than anything, I wanted to hightail it back to town and get help. The monsters weren’t supposed to be here. My gut insisted something bad was about to happen.

      And my brother and I were going to be right in the middle of it.
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      Blue fire dripped from Bastion’s longsword as he stomped through the snowdrifts on the east side of the house. Writhing shadows flickered away from the weapon’s uncertain light to dance across the snow.

      “Come and get it,” he shouted at the monsters.

      “So much for being quiet,” I groused. I clambered up the side of the merchant’s home to get a better vantage point for the battle to come. The brick walls offered so many footholds it wasn’t a challenge to climb, even for a newb like me.

      From the roof, I got a better look at our enemies and wished I hadn’t. They stood three feet tall with gangly arms that hung down to the snow and crooked legs that bowed out at the knees. Their eyes glowed a demonic red, and their weapons glistened like oiled coal under the starlight. What the hell were they?

      After staring at the approaching creatures for a few seconds, I was rewarded with a system message.

      
        
        SUCCESS! You have learned the rudiments of the Lore: Nightspawn skill. (Rank 1)

        

      

      Name tags and health bars as red as their eyes appeared over the creatures’ heads.

      Goblins. And more of them than I’d first thought. Fifteen. Maybe twenty of the deformed humanoids poured out of the trees and raced toward Bastion with weapons waving in the air.

      A frontal assault on that many foes was suicidal, but Bastion’s overconfidence carried him straight into the fray. If he had any chance of survival, it was his brute stubbornness to live and my bow.

      Given that I had no ranks in archery, I hoped my brother was feeling very stubborn that day.

      My shortbow was all that remained of my dead friend, Lyra. She’d taught me how to craft my own arrows and what little I knew of archery. She’d paid the price for that virtual kindness with her life.

      During our time together, she’d learned I was a thief. Rather than risk her going to the authorities to claim the Bounty and end my run in DWO, I’d killed Lyra.

      I wondered if she’d respawned somewhere else and if she carried a grudge. Then I was out of time to wonder anything as my brother met the first monster head-on.

      Bastion’s sword ripped the pointy nose from the lead goblin’s face before the wiry little monster realized it had entered melee range. My brother followed up the brutal slice with a spinning elbow that crushed the humanoid’s skull and knocked its leather helm skidding across the snow in a spray of greasy green blood. Just like that, one goblin bit the dust.

      Too bad for us there were plenty more of the bandy-legged little bastards screaming out of the trees, hungry for our blood.

      Bastion deflected another goblin’s clumsy strike with his longsword, then tilted his shoulder to let another slash skid off his pauldron. He was a hell of a fighter, but my brother wasn’t paying attention to how many foes were lining up to take a shot at him.

      A horde of goblins was almost within fighting range, and it wouldn’t be long before Bastion was overrun. Even his fancy armor and flaming sword wouldn’t be enough to keep a lucky goblin blade from finding its way into his flesh.

      It was time for me to even the odds.

      A quick pull and release sent one of my handcrafted arrows sailing toward the combat. The missile flew straight and smacked one of the goblins in the back hard enough to drive it into one of its angry buddies.

      
        
        VERBOSE COMBAT MESSAGING ON

        WEAPON (BOW) SKILL CHECK:

        UNTRAINED

        1/2 Dexterity (8) + d100 (73) + Ambush (25) = 106

        vs

        Dexterity (12) + Evade (0 Surprised) + d100 (64) = 76.

        Skill Check Result = 30

        Degree of Success = 2

        (Missile Weapon Piercing Damage 15 X Degree of Success (2)) + Dexterity Damage Modifier (15) = 45 points of damage - Ratty Leather Armor (5) = 40 Total Damage

        Attack Time: 5 seconds

        Stamina Cost: 1

        SUCCESS! You have learned the rudiments of the Weapon (Bow) skill. (Rank 1)

        

      

      Interesting. The system provided more detailed information as I spent more time in-Game. It must have some sort of adaptive learning mechanism in place to ease players into the simulation without overwhelming them with thousands of mechanical details right out of the gate. As interesting as this new information was, I blinked the status window away to focus on the task at hand.

      There’d be time to look at all that juicy detail after the goblins were dead.

      The goblin I’d hit had just a sliver of red left in his health bar, but he was still trying to get at Bastion. Without a critical injury to slow him down, the little bastard would keep on fighting as if he were in the prime of his right up until the moment he died. Unlike the real world, a mortally wounded foe could be just as deadly as a fresh one.

      Before my attack timer wound down to zero and I could fire again, Bastion slashed the head off another goblin and drove his fist into yet another’s guts hard enough to wipe out half its hit points. I’d have to ask Bastion how he was getting two attacks to my one when this was over.

      Doubling up like that could be awful handy.

      My timer disappeared from the lower left corner of my vision with a faint hum I felt more than heard, and I unleashed another shot at the first goblin I’d wounded.

      The verbose combat message wasn’t necessary to let me know I’d fucked up.

      My arrow glanced off the goblin’s shoulder and then plowed into Bastion’s cheek. My misfire carved an ugly red line from the corner of my brother’s mouth up to his temple.

      Bastion swore and jerked away from the unexpected injury. Distracted, he dropped his guard, and one of the goblins got in a lucky stab with a crude spear. The weapon’s tip slipped between the armor plates protecting Bastion’s left leg and punched through the layer of chain mail beneath. Blood splattered the snow, and Bastion struggled to stay on his feet with the goblin’s weapon jutting from his thigh.

      Waiting five seconds for my next attack was excruciating. One goblin after another slashed or stabbed at Bastion with frenzied gusto. For every attack he deflected with his longsword, or let his armor absorb, two more slipped through his defenses. The wounds weren’t serious, yet, but he was limping, and the damage was piling up. Less than thirty seconds into the fight and his hit points were down by a tenth.

      My timer vanished, and I fired again. This shot flew straight, and the goblin I’d wounded went down with an arrow through the back of its skull.

      
        
        CRITICAL HIT!

        Opponent’s brain skewered by your arrow!

        You have slain a Goblin Scout!

        You have increased your mastery of the Weapon (Bow) skill. (Rank 2)

        

      

      The house lights blazed to life. The front door flew open, and a portly man in expensive robes burst out into the snowy night. “What is this madness? Alarum! Guards! Someone! Help!”

      Great, the merchant was awake. His panicked shouts echoed through the winter air like the cries of a frightened bird. It wouldn’t surprise me at all if they could hear him all the way back in Frosthold.

      Bastion took advantage of the merchant’s alarm to skewer one distracted goblin and kick another one to the ground.

      An arrow from me killed a third. If we could keep it up, we might just get out of this alive.

      The merchant kept on hollering. His voice cracked with terror as he called for someone to rescue him.

      But, instead of getting the attention of some kind-hearted guards, the fat man drew some curious monsters to his location.

      Half of the goblins turned to the house, deciding the chubby man wearing fancy pajamas was a less challenging opponent than the heavily armored warrior with a burning blade.

      The merchant doubled down on bleating like a wounded lamb. His voice spiraled into a scream as the goblins stalked toward him with their nasty weapons at the ready. “Help! Guards!”

      A goblin broke from the pack and charged the merchant. He made it three steps before he went down with one of my arrows jutting from his throat. It was a nice shot, but it wasn’t enough.

      The rest of the marauding goblins were mere yards from the house. The merchant screamed again and slammed the door before the runty killers could drag him into the house and gut him like a pig.

      The door held, for the moment, but it was only a matter of time before the bow-legged maniacs hacked their way through the barrier and poured into the cottage like a pack of rabid rats.

      Even worse, my shot into their ranks had attracted unwanted attention. A few of them broke from the pack and scrambled up the far side of the house.

      My ambush was about to turn into a straight-up fight, and I was terrible at those.

      Great, I thought, this can’t get any worse.

      “Saint!” Bastion shouted a warning.

      My brother stabbed his sword toward the woods as more goblins poured from the trees.
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      The goblins were going to kill Bastion and me if something didn’t change.

      “Get to the house!” I shouted to my brother.

      It wasn’t much of a strategy, but it was all I had. If we were going to die, at least we could die fighting side-by-side.

      And death seemed more likely by the second. There were so many goblins, and just the two of us to fight all of them.

      A flash of fire and the rolling rumble of thunder nearby made me flinch. My shot missed the goblin it’d been aimed at.

      What the hell was that?

      The flash had come from the Frosthold’s direction, but it was too close to have come from within its walls. Even though its source couldn’t have been more than a few hundred yards away, I couldn’t see any signs of fire in the direction it’d come from.

      My timer vanished, and I popped off another shot at a goblin near the cottage’s door. I was still preoccupied with the fireball I’d seen, though, and my shot went wide. I didn’t even get a system message telling me I’d improved my abysmal archery skill ranks for my trouble.

      The shot did attract the attention of yet more goblins, however, and they decided to join the rooftop party.

      Bastion’s burning sword light up the night as it carved a path to the cottage. Goblins fell before him, their heads and torsos split wide open, but there were so many goblins swarming toward Bastion I had to look away for fear I’d see him go down with a pack of stabbing monsters on his back.

      Besides, I had plenty to worry about myself. More goblins reached the rooftop by the second. My hands were full.

      The merchant bleated for help from inside the house. “Won’t someone do something?”

      Why don’t you get off your fat butt and lend a hand? I thought as a pair of goblins clambered onto the roof.

      The bow was useless at this range, so I skipped back a few steps from the oncoming foes, slung it over my shoulder, and drew a stiletto with my free hand.

      The roof was too narrow at its peak for more than two of the goblins to come at me, which was a blessing. The first pair glared at me over their crude weapons and licked their lips. The larger of the two jabbed his short scimitar in my direction and commanded, “You die, now!”

      How rude. Close quarters battle didn’t leave me with much brain power for witty rejoinders, so I shot back, “No, you die!”

      The goblins unleashed outraged shrieks and came at me with blackened swords flailing.

      The first attack swooped toward my face. I twisted to the side, and it whistled through the cold air an inch from the tip of my nose.

      The second goblin tried to skewer my kidney with his crooked spear, but I was too fast for him. A quick sidestep on my part sent the little bastard skidding past me.

      Just like that, I’d slipped behind the charging goblins.

      
        
        SUCCESS! You have increased your mastery of the Evade skill. (Rank 2)

        

      

      With their backs to me, the goblins were defenseless. I hooked an arm around the smaller goblin’s throat and yanked him onto his tiptoes.

      I drove my stiletto into his kidney, then ripped it up into his lungs.

      At least I’m pretty sure it was a him. Hard to tell with these greasy little monsters.

      The goblin went limp in my arms, and I shoved him at his buddy before the survivor could figure out I’d slipped behind him. The pair tangled together for a moment, and I hoped they’d take a fall off the snow-covered roof, but my luck wasn’t running that hot.

      The surviving goblin let his pal’s corpse slide away and attacked with a flurry of wild swings that drove me back toward the cottage’s chimney. His blade flashed through the air again and again, but my frantic dodging kept me just out of killing range.

      Then my attack timer vanished, and I responded with a lunging stab of my own. Unlike the goblin, I connected with something other than air. My foe’s throat opened like a second mouth and vomited steaming blood into the cold night air.

      My victory cry became a strangled yelp as something pointy punctured my back. My hit points took an alarming dive, and I realized I wasn’t the only one who could launch an ambush.

      I stumbled away from the attack and drew my second stiletto as I turned to face the next set of goblins. This pair was a little taller than the others and carried spears tipped with jagged blades. No wonder that attack hurt so much.

      A quick glance at the battle below showed me Bastion was faring about the same as me. He’d made some progress in moving my direction, and the ground was littered with dead goblins, but more poured out of the forest with every passing moment. Bastion was a lot sturdier than me, but his opponents were chipping away at his health bar. Individually, the goblins weren’t a threat. But, if we didn’t do something to stem the tide, their sheer numbers would wear us down.

      A spear-wielding goblin wearing a ragged leather helm thrust his weapon at me, and I slapped it away with the flat of my dagger. The spear’s tip grazed my shoulder, leaving a nasty cut through my cloak and a deep gouge in my leather armor. Clearly, the gear the Society of Shadows supplied wasn’t meant for this kind of abuse.

      I counterattacked, but the second goblin stepped in to parry my blow with his spear. My whiffed attack threw me off balance.

      Another blow glanced off my right hip, and I realized too late that the goblins had climbed up onto the roof behind me. More of them swarmed up the steeply sloped sides of the roof, weapons at the ready. I was surrounded.

      If I stayed put, they’d use me for a pincushion.

      “Coming through!” I shouted and plunged down the roof toward the narrowest concentration of goblins.

      Surprised by my sudden change in tactics, the monsters stared as I crashed through their midst and leaped from the eaves to the snowy ground below. My boots hit the snow and plunged through its icy crust with a dull snap. The ground was sloped, and my heels slipped on the frozen earth, pitching me backward in a graceless tumble. Snow stuck to my clothes and armor as I bounced and rolled downhill like the world’s sloppiest snowball.

      My personal avalanche came to a stop at the bottom of the hill, leaving me face down in the snow as jeering goblins rushed to the attack. A spear punched through the snow next to my head, which was all the motivation I needed to get moving.

      A quick roll to the left gave me the room I needed to get back on my feet and draw my second stiletto. On the plus side, my stunt had put me next to Bastion, which I hoped gave us a better chance at survival. “I thought you could use some help,” I said with a grin.

      Bastion responded by cleaving another goblin in half, sending the separated halves of its scorched torso tumbling into the snow even as its spindly legs quivered and tried to obey the missing brain’s last command to run. “Oh, I thought you were coming over so I could hold your hand. I know how scared you get in a real fight.”

      My clever return barb was cut short by the swarming goblins and their reckless attacks. My stilettos flashed to bat away a pair of attacks from goblins armed with hooked scimitars. I shifted my weight to the left to dodge a crooked knife before it could rip open my belly. A snarling goblin thrust his spear at my midsection, leaving me no option but to twist sideways to avoid being impaled.

      A rush of adrenaline flowed through me. Time seemed to slow as another goblin thrust his spear at my ribs. Despite the pitched battle raging around me, I felt no rush to act. In the eye of the storm, I had the time I needed to see what was happening and save myself.

      My right arm came up and deflected the incoming spear. The rough wood of its haft skidded over the heavy leather greaves protecting my forearm, and the spear rammed into the chest of another goblin as it reared back to hack at Bastion with a rusty ax.

      The two goblins stared at one another just long enough to realize what had happened.

      
        
        CONGRATULATIONS! You have learned the Friendly Fire talent and are now eligible to ascend to Level 3. See the in-Game help system for additional information regarding Talents and their use.

        

      

      Time lurched back into motion, and the chaos of battle forced me to blink away the status message. That trick was cool as hell, but I had no idea how I’d managed it. I had a lot of reading to do after this battle.

      Bastion lopped the upper third off a goblin’s skull, splashing me with brains and blood. “Keep fighting!”

      The goblin who’d just speared his friend gulped and met my eyes. A straight-armed thrust drove my weapon through his left eye socket. Bastion unleashed a victorious whoop, cheering on my murderous onslaught, but I knew things were not looking good for the two of us.

      Even if I killed one goblin every five seconds, the math was not in our favor. There were ten goblins just in our immediate area, and the yips and shrill battle cries of at least twenty more echoed through the cold air around us. Bastion could attack twice every five seconds, and I could get one stab off in the same time, but we’d get three times that many attacks coming back at us. Even if only a quarter of those attacks hit and did just five damage each, we were less than a minute from being human pincushions.

      Stamina was going to be an issue soon, too. The yellow bar beneath my health was dropping steadily. Every attack I made brought me closer to exhaustion.

      Unless I could figure out how to even the odds a little, things were about to get very ugly for my brother and me.

      Thunder rolled, and a pillar of fire shot up from the forest less than fifty feet away. Hot wind rolled across the battlefield, kicking up a gossamer veil of melting snow.

      What the hell was that?

      The goblins didn’t give us time to ponder that question. Parry, parry, dodge, counterattack. There didn’t seem to be any limit to the number of attacks I could defend against, as long as I could see them coming, but I still had no idea what triggered the Friendly Fire talent.

      Bastion kicked a goblin so hard its whole chest caved in around his foot, but his longsword missed its mark. He was getting tired and sloppy. Just as I’d feared, the goblins were wearing us down with raw numbers.

      We were in trouble.

      More goblins piled into the fray, slashing, stabbing, and screaming at me. I was a parrying fool and was very glad defensive maneuvers didn’t eat up my Stamina, but all the blocking didn’t leave me a second to go on the offensive.

      Then it hit me. I knew what I had to do.

      I sheathed my stilettos.

      “Are you nuts?” Bastion shouted over the din of battle.

      Dodging kept me too busy to respond. Without the daggers to bat aside attacks, my side of the fight turned into a high-stakes game of limbo. Up, down, side, twist, jump—

      Time slowed to a crawl again. A goblin’s arm flashed past my nose, and I snared its wrist and elbow between my gloved hands. A slight adjustment of the arm’s angle forced the goblin’s scimitar to rip open another goblin’s throat.

      Time resumed its frantic pace, and the goblin watched in horror as he killed his friend.

      It wasn’t a sure thing, but every dodge gave me a chance to trigger my sneaky new talent. If it went off every third or fourth attack, and I was getting poked at eight times every five seconds, that was double the damage I could inflict with my stiletto. And if I got lucky…

      A second stretched into ten, giving me time to suck in my gut and let an impaling spear thrust plunge past my belly and into the back of a goblin fighting Bastion.

      This was going to work. I just had to keep moving, keep dodging, and the goblins would kill themselves.

      Bastion howled with fury and severed a goblin’s leg with a backhand swing of the longsword. Fire flew from the weapon, and I revolved with my brother to keep from getting my face burned off. We came to rest facing in opposite directions, confusing the goblins and giving us a moment’s breathing room.

      “What are you doing over there?” Bastion demanded.

      My words slurred as time dilated and a spear thrust that should have plunged straight through my guts whiffed by and buried itself deep in the ass cheek of the goblin to my right. “Staying alive,” I shouted as time whirled back to full speed, “and killing goblins!”

      We were winning. Against all the odds, it was happening. Half of the goblins, even including the ones who’d joined the fight after it began, were dead. Blood leaked from their scattered bodies and transformed the snow into crimson mud that sucked at our boots and steamed in the winter air.

      Then I saw the source of the fiery flashes and crashing thunder.

      She stood on the same hilltop Bastion and I had used to stake out the merchant’s home. Her golden hair flowed in the winter wind, and a cape of white feathers fluttered from her shoulders. A blazing orb of light shot from her hand. It streaked toward us, growing larger and brighter.

      Thunder rolled, and the world exploded.
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      The fireball smashed into the mass of goblins attacking us. It exploded on impact, shaking the earth and hurling flames in every direction. Dead goblins flew through the air and crashed into the snow. They left bloody smears where they landed, and none of them moved.

      Bastion leaned into the explosion and braced his sword against the muddy earth to keep from getting blown off his feet.

      I, on the other hand, was tossed into the sky like a rag doll. A pile of dead goblins broke my fall. I was lucky none of their weapons had stabbed me in the gizzard when I landed on them.

      Smoke and steam obscured my vision. I struggled to my feet, unable to see or hear anything. My head felt like the fireball had gone off inside it, and it took me long seconds to realize I wasn’t dead.

      “What the fuck was that?” Bastion shouted.

      It took me a few more seconds to clean the mud and blood from my eyes. My ears were still ringing, but I could hear. A little. “I don’t know,” I shouted back.

      The blond woman with the feathered cape glided down the hill toward us. She flicked her fingers at a whimpering, wounded goblin, and a dart of fire put the thing out of its misery. “I didn’t know—”

      Bastion wasn’t in the mood to hear her out. She’d come within inches of blowing us straight to hell along with the goblins. “You almost killed us!”

      She held her hands up, palms out. “There were so many goblins, I couldn’t tell—”

      Bastion stomped through the mud and waved his sword in her face. “Who did you think they were fighting?”

      The woman’s temper rose to meet Bastion’s accusation, and flames crackled from her fingertips. “It was a calculated risk. If I hadn’t done something, you’d both be dead!”

      Getting into the middle of the fight between Bastion and the stranger looked like a worse idea than battling the goblins, but leaving Bastion on his own wasn’t an option.

      Best case, he’d knock this lady’s head off. No laws governed player-on-player violence outside of Frosthold’s walls, but killing someone who’d only tried to help us seemed like a good way for Bastion to lose his shot at becoming a paladin.

      There was also a very real possibility she’d just flash-fry us both if it looked like the argument wasn’t going her away. We were pretty good in a fight, but she was throwing around serious firepower.

      “Thank you,” I said. My words sounded fuzzy and indistinct to my damaged ears. “I think we would have been all right, but thanks for the help.”

      Bastion glared at me, jaw clenched. “She almost killed us.”

      A shrug was all I had to offer in her defense. “I didn’t lose any health from the explosion. I’m pretty sure this deafness will pass. It was close, but no blood, no foul, right?”

      An uncomfortable silence stretched between us. Even the goblins stopped whining and chose to die in peace rather than gain the attention of three very pissed off adventurers. A muscle alongside Bastion’s jaw jumped as he ground his teeth. I was sure he was about to skewer the woman.

      I braced myself to run, but something shocking happened.

      Bastion sheathed his sword and extended his hand. The rage leaked out of his face, and he forced a hard, but apparently sincere, smile. “My apologies. The heat of combat made me rash. I am Bastion, and I am at your service.”

      Then he freaking bowed.

      This paladin business was really going to his head.

      But, I had to hand it to Bastion. His apology worked.

      The fire dancing across the woman’s fingertips died, and she returned his bow with a smile and a delicate curtsy. “And I apologize for my carelessness. It takes much of my concentration to harness the power of fire, and it is difficult to hold it for long. Had I waited, I feared the spell would dissipate from its pattern, or I would have been too late to be of any use.

      “My name is Indira, and I humbly beg your forgiveness.”

      My hands never strayed from the hilts of my stilettos during the exchange. I was no veteran of online gaming, but I knew this was not how gamers talked to each other after a near-death experience. Bastion was holding back because murdering another character wouldn’t play well with the paladins, but what was Indira getting out of this?

      She turned her sharply angled eyes in my direction. They were a startling sapphire blue shot through with fine threads of glowing crimson. “And you are?”

      Mumbling a half-assed apology seemed like a worse offense than skipping the mea culpas altogether. Plus, I hadn’t blown anyone up or threatened any lives, so I jumped ahead to the introduction. “My name is Saint. Thanks for not blowing me up. And, you know, for killing some of these goblins.”

      That earned me a stiff nod from her. The motion shifted her hair to reveal the tapered tips of her pointed ears. Neat. She was an elf. “I am glad to see you both survived. Were you also here to rescue the merchant?”

      Bastion and I froze. My brother said nothing, which was a nice change of pace. “We, uh, were just heading back from hunting and stumbled into the goblins attacking this house.”

      Her eyes narrowed as she weighed my words. “Intriguing. Did you have any luck in your hunt?”

      Words caught in my throat. This was the farthest I’d been from Frosthold. I had no idea what kind of hunting lay beyond the newbie areas.

      Bastion jumped in and saved me. “Not much. Saint got nervous once we left the newbie area and wanted to head back. Then we ran into these goblins.”

      Indira grinned. “That was quite the invasion. I’m surprised you didn’t get the message warning you it was starting.”

      That was weird. Why wouldn’t we have gotten the warning about an invasion when we were in its path? “We didn’t get any message.”

      Indira’s eyebrows lifted. “No message at all? Curious.”

      “And what were you doing out here?” I can get prickly when people act suspiciously toward me. “Out for a midnight stroll?”

      The elf waved away my question with a laugh. “No, not at all. I was on a quest to, well…”

      She gestured toward the cottage.

      It was in ruins. The goblins had busted through the windows, kicked in the door, and even burned away part of the roof. The merchant was dead in the mud, his throat slit and his eyeballs missing from their empty sockets. The goblins had stripped him of his fancy robes and ostentatious jewelry but hadn’t gotten far with any of their loot. Indira’s last fireball had burned them to a crisp.

      “You were sent to save the merchant?” I asked.

      “Of course. I thought you might have received the same quest.” She shrugged like it was no big deal.

      Except it was a very big deal. If the Shadows sent me here to rob the merchant and deliver a message about how ill-advised it was to give information to the Hoaldites, then the priests must have sent someone to protect their source.

      And that meant they knew someone was coming to give him trouble.

      Which meant someone inside the Shadows was feeding the Hoaldites intel on our operations.

      My stomach rolled over, and my heart skipped a beat. This was not good.

      “No,” Bastion said, jumping into the uncomfortable gap in our conversation. “Just hunting. Shame about the merchant.”

      Indira shrugged. “On the plus side, we all earned some great experience from that fight. We should split up the loot and head back to town before the goblins come back for seconds.”

      There wasn’t much loot to split. The goblins had only a few copper coins each, wore crappy armor, and wielded even crappier weapons. I let Bastion gather up our share while I watched Indira from the corner of my eye.

      Whether she knew it or not, she’d outed herself as a potential enemy. No one trying to save the merchant I’d been sent to shake down was playing for my team.

      And that made me very curious about the power she’d thrown around. “If you don’t mind my asking, what kind of spell were you using against those goblins?”

      She smiled, and a faint blush touched her pale cheeks. “It wasn’t all my power. I had this.”

      A circlet of gold, surrounded by a veil of scarlet fire, appeared in the palm of her outstretched hand. She held it close enough for me to get a good look at it.

      
        
        FOCUSING LENS OF PRIMAL FLAME

        Object Class: Primary

        Object Power: Unfettered

        Rarity: This is a quest item.

        The magi who dares to embrace the Primal Flame may gain ultimate power, but none may enter that cauldron and leave unchanged.

        This Lens allows the magus to exceed their normal limits when harnessing mana to power spells based on the element of fire.

        As long as the item is held in your main hand, and you remain motionless, there is no limit to the number of mana points you may harness for casting a spell.

        Beware, magus, for while there are no limits to your power when wielding this item, its use may attract the attention of powers greater than your own.

        

      

      “Nice,” I said. “I take it you’ll lose it when the quest is over?”

      “Yup. Wish I could keep it, but it’d be more than a little overpowered if every starting magus got one of these just for taking a low-level quest. It has to go back to the guild master as soon as I’m finished here.”

      She slipped the Focusing Lens of Primal Flame back into the belt pouch on her right hip.

      “Well,” I said, trying not to stare at her pouch, “I guess it was nice meeting you. Have a safe trip back to town.”

      “Not yet,” she said. “I need to go check out the merchant’s home and get proof of his death.”

      Bastion wrinkled his nose. “Kinda grisly for a quest.”

      Indira waggled her fingers at my brother and shot me an impish grin. “The ways of sorcery are dark and mysterious. It is not for the faint of heart or frail of stomach.”

      Bastion grunted his disapproval, but I saw a chance and took it. “I’m pretty good at spotting things. I’ll take a peek with you.”

      She hesitated, and I felt the opportunity slipping away. “It’s the least I can do, seeing as how you saved us from a messy end at the hands of the goblins.”

      Flattery did the trick. She swelled with evident pride at my words. “Oh, now the truth comes out.”

      Bastion puffed up to defend his honor, but I didn’t give him a chance to blow it for me by telling her we’d almost beaten them by the time she showed up.

      “I admit,” I said, “it was getting a little sloppy there at the end.”

      With that, I took her arm and led her away from my brother.

      The merchant’s home was a disaster. Every room was thrown into disarray. We searched the entire home but found nothing and no one.

      We returned to the merchant, who lay outside the front door with a halo of blood leaking from a gaping gash in the back of his skull.

      Indira hiked up her white robes to keep them out of the blood seeping through the snow and crouched down next to the merchant.

      The snow made her unsteady, and I reached out to brace her with one hand on her shoulder.

      “Careful, wouldn’t want you to get gunk on your robes,” I said.

      “Thanks. I’m not quite as nimble as I’d thought, I guess.” She pulled a small dagger from her belt and snipped off a locket of gray hair from the side of the merchant’s head. “That should do it.”

      She stood, and steadied herself against me as she did. Perfect.

      “Thanks for your help,” Indira said as we returned to Bastion. “Though I didn’t actually need it. Unlike the favor I did for you.”

      Ouch, that stung. Bastion bristled, but we still needed to get back to town without raising Indira’s hackles. “We’ll return the favor one day, I’m sure.”

      “We shall see,” she said. “And now, I must be off to inform my guild master of my disappointing failure.”

      When we parted ways, I forced myself to hide my nervousness and shake Indira’s hand. She stared into my eyes as we said our goodbyes, but didn’t try to light me on fire. If she knew why I’d really come out here, she didn’t seem inclined to push the issue.

      And if she knew I’d picked her pocket, she didn’t mention it.

      Sometimes, even now, I wish Bastion had pushed her just a little harder. Maybe he could have goaded her into a duel or something.

      Winner takes all. Two adventurers enter one adventurer leaves.

      Sadly, that didn’t happen.

      Indira walked away from me and into the snowy night, feathered cloak fading into the darkness, never knowing how hard we were going to screw each other over in the coming days.
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      After Indira had left, my brother and I picked over the goblins to make sure we hadn’t missed any hidden treasure. All we earned for our trouble was more stinking goblin blood staining our armor.

      Bastion clapped me on the shoulder. “Well, that could have gone a lot better.”

      He didn’t know the half of it. A blinking red icon in the bottom corner of my vision demanded my attention. The quest log message added to my woes.

      
        
        PROVE YOUR LOYALTY, CONTINUED

        Setback! You failed to deliver the message to the merchant. Even worse, the merchant is now dead which will surely alert the Hoaldites. They’ll know we discovered their informant and will be out for revenge.

        Even worse, you were unable to gather much-needed funds from the merchant. To make up for this operational shortfall, please return to the Grandfather of Shadows and pay a penalty of 500 silver pieces.

        You have twenty-four hours to return to the Society of Shadows and face the consequences of your failure.

        

      

      Instead of earning money from this mission, I’d racked up 500 silver pieces in new debt. Things just kept getting better.

      I wondered how much the Lens I’d stolen from Indira was worth. Maybe I was wrong, but it seemed powerful enough to make any magus drool. If I could find a newbie with the cash, maybe this trip wouldn’t be a complete waste.

      Bastion nudged me with his elbow. “What are you thinking about?”

      I frowned and decided to keep my little heist to myself. “Something doesn’t feel right about this. Why would the game give Indira a quest opposed to mine?”

      Bastion steered me away from the battlefield and toward town. He carried the treasure we’d looted on one shoulder in a motley bundle bound together with scavenged leather cords the goblins had used for belts. “You’re thinking too hard about this. It was bad luck we came when we did. The elf was probably here to deal with the goblin invasion.”

      “Maybe.” Bastion and I hadn’t received a warning about the goblins, but Indira had. But something still felt off about the whole mess. The timing was too coincidental for my taste.

      My brother nudged me with his elbow. “Let’s pick up the pace a bit. I don’t want to still be out here when Goblin Invasion Round Two kicks off.”

      The walk back to Frosthold felt much shorter than the hike out to the merchant’s cottage. After the shenanigans with the Friendly Fire talent, I had to wonder just how much DWO messed with our sense of time and place. Sure, it was a virtual reality, but the details were so precise and the sensations so convincing Invernoth felt more real than the waking world.

      Still does, to be honest. Even after all that’s happened since those early days.

      The gate guards eyeballed us as we approached their post. Instead of their usual gruff demeanor, they greeted us with surprisingly friendly smiles and hearty cheers. “Welcome home, heroes.”

      Bastion and I exchanged confused glances. Frosthold’s guards were, at the best of times, kind of jerks. When we’d left town, these same guards had warned us not to come back too late because they might mistake us for monsters and shoot us full of arrows. Now they were calling us heroes and welcoming us to the city?

      Bastion sketched a lazy bow. “It’s good to finally be recognized for what we are.”

      The guards fidgeted as if embarrassed by their earlier arrogance. “You know how it is, right? Town’s full of braggarts with swords who think they’re going to be the next big thing. But you two beat back an invasion of goblins. That’s something to be respected, yeah?”

      I guess Indira wasn’t pulling our leg about the invasion. If the news of our victory had gotten back to Frosthold so quickly, it must have been some scenario built into a quest line.

      Maybe there was a follow-up if we talked to these two jackasses. “I should say so. Perhaps a reward is in order?”

      The guards appeared even more uncomfortable at that suggestion.

      “I don’t know about all that,” the guard on the right said through his violently twitching mustaches.

      When he spoke again, he addressed Bastion and pointedly did not look at me. “Saving the town was kind of in your best interest, isn’t that right?”

      Well, screw you too, pal. This was a perfect place to put a quest, and the designers had dropped the ball. Maybe it had something to do with my being a thief.

      I nudged Bastion to get him talking. Maybe the guards would open to a goody two-shoes paladin in the making.

      Bastion coughed and cleared his throat. “Perhaps we should speak to your captain about any further tasks he might have related to the goblins?”

      The guard on the left scratched behind his ear and nibbled on whatever he’d found. This guy wouldn’t make eye contact with me, either. Instead, he addressed Bastion like I wasn’t even there. “Maybe he would like to see you. But, he’s awful busy these days. And I hear the town coffers are mighty empty. He’s probably so busy fretting over the books he won’t have the time to congratulate you men for your brave work.”

      We tried to get more information from the guards, but they kept pushing us off. After another few minutes of them pointedly ignoring me and treating Bastion like he was their long lost king, we moved along.

      A couple of blocks from the gate, Bastion elbowed me in the ribs. “Well, they don’t have anything to say to you that’s for sure.”

      The words stung, but they were true. If the guards knew I was a thief, they’d have thrown me in irons straightaway. It was great that I wasn’t in prison, but they had treated me like dirt. Maybe they sensed my wicked ways, but couldn’t act on their suspicions without proof. “Yeah, yeah. Everyone loves the mighty Bastion.”

      He grinned. “Of course. Especially the ladies. There’s probably a follow-up quest to the invasion. But…”

      When I didn’t respond to his raised, wiggling eyebrows, he blew out an exasperated sigh.

      Two could play that game. There’s no one more frustrating than family. “What is your problem?”

      “Fine, I’ll spell it out for you. You heard those guards talking about the town’s money woes. The captain is going to want a bribe.”

      “But you’re a heeeeero.” I exaggerated the words and batted my eyes at Bastion like a lovestruck teenage girl. “Why wouldn’t he just fall over himself to give you whatever quest he has in his pocket?”

      Bastion considered what I had to say for a moment before continuing. “Nah, the captain will definitely want a bribe. Those guys back there made it pretty obvious.”

      I did not like where this was headed. “We don’t have any cash to spare for a bribe. If we’d saved the merchant from the goblins, the reward might have been enough to give us some breathing room. But that didn’t happen, so pretty much every dime we’ve got is spoken for. There’s enough in the bank to get us through the month. But that’s only if we don’t spend a cent on anything we don’t absolutely have to. No bribes.”

      Bastion adjusted the bundle of loot slung across his shoulders. “I can sell this crap. Use whatever I can scrape up to pay the bribe and get the next quest in the chain. There has to be a reward at the end of the quest line, right?”

      Stabbing my brother in the neck and selling his armor seemed like a better idea. He didn’t know much about the Shadows, and he especially didn’t know I was now 500 silver in debt with them. Appealing to Bastion’s generosity was never a sure thing, but it was the only chance I had. “I need that money.”

      “For what?”

      I hedged, even though I knew it was going to irritate my brother. “Training…stuff.”

      Bastion hated the fact I was in with the Shadows at all. Being a thief put a stain on me that made it impossible for me to move openly through polite society. If anyone ever found out my real profession, they could turn me in for a handsome reward. That complicated Bastion’s life and put his paladinhood at risk. We didn’t know the priesthood of Hoald would frown on holy warrior applicants fraternizing with shadowy underworld types, but it was a safe bet it would make his interview process tougher than it needed to be.

      My big brother frowned down at me. “You’re going to have to do better than that.”

      “It’s like union dues. I owe some money to these guys.”

      Bastion frowned and had himself a few moments of internal deliberation. Then he shrugged and said, “Sucks to be you, I guess.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I protested. “I told you I need that money.”

      “And I told you I need it to bribe the captain of the guard. It’ll lead to some new quest line, I’m sure of it. That’ll get us some kind of reward, and you can take however much you need from that.” Bastion patted me on the shoulder in a way that told me the conversation was over unless I wanted to get my ass kicked. “That’s what we’re doing.”

      “Can we at least see how much we get for this garbage? Maybe there’ll be enough for both of us.” It was my only chance at getting any of the cash from tonight’s misadventure. I needed to stick with Bastion as long as possible and whine and cry until he gave in or knocked me unconscious.

      I was okay with either outcome, really, because I was terrified of what would happen if I couldn't pay off the shadows.

      Bastion was terrible at negotiating because he grew too impatient with the whole process to get the best deal. He would never admit it, but bringing me along would help him put more money in his pocket. “Fine. You haggle, and we’ll see what you can get for us.”

      As we headed to the market, Bastion smacked me on the shoulder hard enough to make me skip a step. “And don’t get any ideas about taking off with the cash, bro. I’ll decide what you get.”
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      As more and more players dropped into the game, DWO had to put them somewhere. The message boards were filled with people complaining about how crowded the main cities had become and begging the always-silent developers to please, please add more instances of the starting metropolises.

      Those cries for more space fell on deaf ears. As far as anyone knew, DWO only had a single server, and there seemed to be no chance that was going to change.

      Maybe the devs liked things crowded. They certainly made a lot more money with a single overcrowded server than they would if they had to keep buying hardware and hiring maintenance staff to keep other instances running.

      And it wasn’t like there was anywhere else to go—DWO was the only game of its kind, and it would be years before it had any real competition.

      As a result of the population boom, Frosthold had outgrown the ‘one pawn shop and a smith’ economic model not long after I’d robbed its lone store. In the days since my  an ever-growing bazaar of merchants had taken root in the center of town. There were a dozen or so stalls there, not counting the various player-run auctions that filled the air with the monotonous barking of wares and competing prices.

      The free-for-all mercantile system had driven players to the forums to beg for some way to filter out the auction spam, but the developers didn’t respond to that hot topic, either.

      Unlike most other online games, DWO didn’t have separate channels for different kinds of communication. You could hear just like back in the World, and characters didn’t have the ability to filter out unwanted blabber. There was a price for verisimilitude, and it kind of sucked.

      There also weren’t any convenient ways to filter through the bazaar’s changing inventory of goods and services. Items went in and out of stock at an alarming pace, and the only way to see what was being offered was to go to each stall and paw through their inventory. This aggravated a lot of the powergamers who wanted the ability to quickly and easily see what was being sold in an effort to corner the market on hot ticket items, but the game’s developers were sticking with the realism over convenience aesthetic.

      If they were going for accurate simulation, they were almost there, but I had to believe a time was coming when they’d have to cave in and offer some playability shortcuts to the masses.

      Or maybe they’d let the irritation fester for a while, then offer premium add-on packages to give players a way around the game’s more offensive problems.

      Want a shopping filter? Twenty bucks a month.

      How about a faster way to travel between cities? Let’s make that a cool fifty.

      Just outside the bazaar, I put a hand on Bastion’s chest to stop him. “Stick close to me in here, all right? It’s going to get confusing, and I don’t want to lose you and find out later you sold all of our shit for a bag of magic beans.”

      “As if,” Bastion said, and pushed past me and into the bazaar.

      I braced myself for the chaos and followed him inside.

      It was worse than I remembered. Adventurers packed the narrow aisles between stalls, shouting at one another and jostling their way toward the merchants.

      “Fine rabbit fur, one silver piece, three for two silver pieces!”

      “Copper nuggets, five silver! Two for eight silver!”

      “Polished steel short sword, three silver!”

      Dozens of adventurers stood on the edges of the merchants’ stalls, shouting out their goods and the going rates. The merchants glanced at them with obvious discomfort, but no one was breaking any laws. They were, however, driving me freaking nuts.

      I pulled Bastion toward the back of the bazaar. There were armor and weapon merchants near the front, but they were so busy it was impossible to get a word in edgewise. Plus, the junk we were carrying was total garbage. It would be better to sell it to a scrap dealer who could break it down and sell off the individual components. Crafting was turning into another hot topic amongst the denizens of Invernoth, and there was a constant demand for raw materials.

      In fact…

      The salvage merchant was tucked away in the far corner of the bazaar. Rusted anvils, cracked wagon wheels, and mounds of scrap leather surrounded the rickety stall. A few adventurers browsed through her goods looking for the materials they needed to boost their craft skills. They roamed from pile to pile like locusts, sifting through worthless junk in search of useful garbage.

      “There’s never anything here,” a gnome grumbled. He had so many rings punched through the cartilage of his left ear the weight of the jewelry had folded it over until it almost reached his collar.

      The dwarf next to him rumbled in agreement. “Damned farmers are taking it all.”

      That tossed gasoline onto the fires of resentment.

      The crowd broke into two arguing halves. One half, near as I could tell, consisted of folks like the dwarf who were just trying to level up a craft skill so they could make their own equipment. Professional crafters, who wanted to monopolize the trade goods and set up shop to earn some cash, made up the other half of the fight.

      On the one hand, I sympathized with the adventurers trying to make cheap swords so they could go bash monsters. On the other, I understood the appeal of setting up a business in-Game and using that to generate healthy profits.

      If I had more spare time, that’s probably the side I would have ended up on. But with the Hoaldites and Shadows competing to see who could give me more missions, I didn’t have enough hours left in my day to become a crafting baron.

      The arguing gave me an idea, though.

      A few of the goblins’ dead coins had found their way into my pockets. Not many, but enough for what I needed. I pulled Bastion in close and yelled in his ear. “Wait here!”

      I pushed through the arguing crowd to the merchant. His crafting supplies and trade goods were wiped out, but he still had what I needed. We exchanged coins for goods, and I shouldered my way back to Bastion.

      It only took a few minutes for him to understand what I was trying to do, and less time than that for him to get to work. It was amusing watching his big, gauntleted hands fumbling with the tools I’d purchased, but I bit my tongue. It was better for Bastion to do the grunt work because I had a job of my own to do very soon.

      A few minutes later, Bastion shot me a thumbs up and raised his voice to be heard over the arguing craftspeople.

      “Leather straps for sale!” Bastion’s shouts stopped the arguments cold. All eyes were on him. “Steel shards for sale!”

      Rather than sell the junk we’d gathered off the battlefield to the salvage merchant for a pittance, I’d bought some essential tools and put Bastion to work. He’d reduced the gear to its core components, all of which were needed for crafting weapons, armor, and a variety of other goods. This crowd was so hungry for the salvage they didn’t even try to barter.

      Within moments, they were bidding against each other, offering more and more to my brother as his supply of components dwindled.

      Meanwhile, I went to work honing my particular skills.

      The bazaar was lousy with guards, but their eyes were glued to the merchants who paid their salaries. Stealing from those stalls was next to impossible—even if I had the skills, the risk was enormous.

      But no one was watching the pockets of the wanna-be crafters trying to snatch up some of my brother’s goodies. Not even themselves.

      While the crowd shouted and jostled to get the best bits no matter the cost, I moved through them like a mosquito among a pack of wolves.

      A burly human with a hammer strapped to his back and a bulging pouch on his belt shouted ever-increasing prices at Bastion. He was so engaged in trying to get his hands on scraps of leather he never noticed me slipping my hand into his belt pouch.

      
        
        VERBOSE PICK POCKETS SKILL CHECK

        Pick Pockets Skill (1) + Dexterity (16) + d100 (72) = 89

        Vs

        Spot (0) + Wisdom (10) + d100 (63) = 73

        Skill Check Result = 16

        Degree of Success = 1

        Situational Modifiers: Noisy (+20), Crowded (+20), Distracted (+50)

        Final Skill Check Result = 106

        Degree of Success = 3

        SUCCESS! You have stolen: 10 copper pieces, 10 silver pieces, and 1 gold piece stolen from target.

        Activation Time: 5 seconds

        You have increased your mastery of the Pick Pockets skill. (Rank 2)

        

      

      Well, then. That wasn’t bad at all. Not great, but it was a start. With all the confusion and noise surrounding Bastion’s impromptu auction, the modifiers were stacked in my favor. Someone would have to be very perceptive to catch me at this game.

      One after another, I fleeced the members of the crowd. I went after the loudest and angriest, guessing they had the most to lose and were the most distracted.

      It was a sad moment when I realized Bastion was done selling to the crowd, and playtime was over. I wouldn’t make any more money, but at least I’d maxed out my skill ranks for Pick Pockets for this level.

      Bastion motioned toward the exit, and I nodded. The crowd was too dense and still too agitated for us to try and force a path to each other. It was easier to meet outside.

      Bastion threw an arm around my neck as we walked to the tavern. “That was an excellent idea you had back there, bro. Most excellent.”

      A warm glow of pride swelled in my chest. Bastion wasn’t the best brother. He was kind of a dick to me, most of the time, but he was starting to show me some respect. He was still aggravated at me for screwing up his grand plan of the two of us teaming up as a paladin and a cleric, but I could tell he no longer doubted every decision I made.

      Too late, I realized I hadn’t tried to sell off the Lens. I’d have to come back to the market later, and see if there was either an NPC merchant or some well-heeled adventurer who’d take it off my hands for a fair price. I added it to my to-do list as Bastion pushed through the crowds and led the way to our home base.

      The tavern was packed—it wouldn’t be long before this town needed another one—but we found a table near the back wall and plopped down in the rickety chairs. We leaned toward the center of the small, round table.

      “How much?” I asked.

      Bastion pulled the pouch from his belt and loosened the strings. I cupped my hands on the table to keep any stray coins from rolling away, and Bastion poured the money out. “That much,” he said with a grin.

      There were a lot of coins there. But it didn’t seem like enough. It only took a few moments to arrange the coins into piles by type, and only a bit longer to count it all out. “300 copper, 237 silver, and 25 gold.”

      Bastion nodded. “Yeah. That’s 517 silver pieces, after conversion.”

      Our eyes met. “Where’s the rest of it?”

      Bastion rubbed his chin. “Huh?”

      “You should have close to a thousand silver pieces by my math. You were selling straps for five silver each, steel shards for 10 silver each, right?”

      “About that.” Bastion snapped his fingers. “Exchange fees.”

      Goddamnit.

      It wasn’t bad enough the game charged play-for-pay subscribers a hefty monthly subscription price, they also took a slice out of every transaction between pfp parties. A much bigger slice than I’d anticipated. “That sucks. Like, a lot.”

      But there was a bit of a silver lining hiding under this thundercloud. Bastion had lost almost half of his take to exchange fees.

      I, on the other hand, hadn’t lost anything. The money I’d stolen wasn’t charged any transaction fee, at all.

      The Thief’s Bounty and the general antagonism toward thieves was starting to make sense. If I could get around the Game’s transfer costs, what other financial shenanigans could I get up to?

      Bastion started gathering the coins and shoveling them into the pouch.

      Without thinking, I put my hand on the pile. “What about my share?”

      I’d stolen close to 300 silver pieces, but I still needed at least 200 more if I was going to pay off the Grandfather.

      But Bastion wasn’t in the mood to split anything. “I need the money to get the next quest.”

      “You don’t even know if there is a next quest.”

      Bastion shoved my hand away, and the rest of the money disappeared into his belt pouch with lightning speed. “Once we get the next quest reward, you’ll get paid.

      “Please. Don't take that money.” I begged my brother to listen to me. “We can't afford to gamble with what little money we've earned. We need to think about how we're using it.”

      “That's what I'm doing,” Bastion replied. “You're so tangled up in this secret society business, you're missing the big picture.”

      “And what is the big picture?” I asked, getting more peeved by the second.

      “We need each other. Now more than ever.” Bastion leaned over the table and lowered his voice so no one would overhear our conversation. “Sure, the legitimate money gets shaved by the transaction fees. Sure, you make more money by taking it than most folks do by earning it the old fashioned way.

      “But think about it. If you start rolling in the dough, maybe the local authorities will wonder where all that money came from. And maybe they’ll do some digging and not like what they found out about you and your sneaky little friends.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and frowned. “You’re saying I need a front to launder my ill-gotten gains?”

      “Something like that,” Bastion said. “Plus, if we do get a quest from the guards, that has to help your reputation with the law.”

      “Go on,” I grumbled. “You win. Take the money. Prove me wrong.”

      Bastion grinned and left me alone, sulking.
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      Being short almost two hundred silver pieces didn’t give me the warm fuzzies. Sitting in the tavern, counting and recounting my meager funds in the hopes they’d miraculously multiply, I mulled over my options.

      They were all pretty shitty.

      Going back to the bazaar and robbing more player characters was too risky without Bastion along to create a distraction. I was still very low level, so my skills and attribute scores weren’t high enough to give me an edge over other players. Without the significant positive modifier for the distraction, leaving my fate up to the Random Number Generator was like playing Russian Roulette with three chambers loaded.

      Robbing stores  also out of the question, too. My stunt with the pawnshop had been such a major score the rest of the merchants had stepped up their security to protect themselves. The only thing giving me breathing room on this month’s bills was that lucky move early on. If I hadn’t figured out a sneaky way to make a big score so quickly, my bank balance would already be zeroed out.

      But that money wasn’t going to last forever. Mom’s medical bills stacked up higher every day, and it cost a big chunk of our nest egg just to keep the lights and the Internet on. Add rent to the monthly vig, and the money I’d stolen wouldn’t last more than a few weeks.

      There was enough in the bank for food, but only if we stuck with ramen, fruit cocktail cups, and tinned mystery meat. Even living that frugally left us with nothing to spare for entertainment. Dragon Web Online was the only outlet for Bastion and me, and shit like this Prove Your Loyalty quest was turning this place into a pseudo-medieval fantasy version of flipping burgers at Mickey D’s.

      A tinny alarm chimed in my head, and a reminder message flashed across my vision. It was time to take my mom in for her appointment.

      I tapped the Log Out icon hovering on the far right side of my vision and emerged from the virtual reality of the toasty warm tavern to all-too-real reality of my freezing bedroom. It was winter in Brooklyn, too, and it was a hell of a lot less pleasant in the World than in-Game.

      The Control Interface Necklock peeled from my neck with a sticky rasp, and it left behind an even stickier residue. I snatched an alcohol wipe from the box on my nightstand, cleaned my neck, and levered myself out of the oh-so-comfy cradle of my bed. The stupid thing had burned up all the credit I had to my name, but it was the only way to spend gobs of time lying motionless without getting bedsores or coming out of VR with screaming muscle pain.

      I dropped the CIN into its sleek carbon fiber case on the shelf next to my door and headed to our dingy living room to get my mother ready for her appointment.

      She was awake, but only just. The combination of painkillers and the ravages of her disease left my mom weak and listless most days. It was a rare event for her to be awake and lucid for more than an hour or two, and that window was shrinking too fast for comfort. If we didn’t find some new treatment or get the cash together for better filtering equipment, it wouldn’t be long before we were keeping her body warm while her mind slipped away from us.

      Those thoughts didn’t help anything. I pushed them away, a task made easier by Mom’s warm smile. I bent to meet her, and she wrapped both arms around my neck in a tight embrace. Her arms were so thin, her frame so slight, it was like being hugged by a sparrow.

      I scooped one arm under her legs, and another beneath the umbilicals connected on either side of her cervical spinal column. My strength wasn’t any greater out in the World than in-Game, but my mom was so withered even I had no trouble lifting her. She folded against my chest and kissed my cheek as I helped her stand.

      Her legs wobbled for a moment as she released her grip on me to grab onto the chair next to her bed.

      I didn’t want to patronize my own mother, but I also didn’t want her to collapse on me. “You okay to stand up while I get you out of this thing?”

      Her other arm left my neck and found the chair. She shook from the effort. “I’ll be all right, but don’t take all day.”

      The machine that kept her alive was massive and reeked of lubricating oil. Its bulk was hidden beneath her bed, where it labored and wheezed day and night. Thick tubes ran from the machine up behind the head of mom’s bed to the backpack-sized control unit. Thirteen flexible umbilical tubes extended from the control unit to the ports on my mother’s head, spine, chest, and abdomen.

      The control unit disconnected from the machine with a hiss as positive pressure seals blew out quick blasts of nitrogen to keep contamination out of the system.

      A timer clicked to life on the top of the control unit. Red LEDs flashed: 02:00:00.

      A mechanical voice droned, “Untethered operations commencing. Battery power, maximum. Estimated duration, one hundred and twenty minutes.”

      We had two hours to get my mother to the doctor, through her appointment, and back home and reconnected to the machine. That’s how long the battery and portable filters in the control unit would keep my mother alive. The seconds ticked down on the counter’s display, and my pulse quickened. “Okay, mom, let’s get going.”

      The control unit had straps that I flipped over my shoulders. It clung to my chest like a baby in one of those fancy polymer slings all the surrogates used. It was bulky and uncomfortable, but with it hanging from my chest I could keep an eye on the display and make sure the tubes between my mom and I weren’t snagged or tangled.

      After adjusting the straps, I took my mother’s hand, and she held onto my arm for dear life. If I slipped or tripped, we’d both fall. A tumble wouldn’t hurt anything but my pride. My mom, on the other hand, would wind up very badly injured.

      Her bones were brittle from years of calcium leaching into the nanites infecting her. Her skeleton would shatter in a hundred different places the instant she hit the cold linoleum floor. If multiple fractures didn’t kill her, the umbilicals would tear loose and leave her at the mercy of the microscopic mechanical killers in her bloodstream.

      She’d be dead in seconds.

      I wished I was as nimble in real life as in-Game. Instead, I had to struggle with my usual clumsiness as I tried to support my mother, keep an eye on the control unit, and manage the umbilicals draped between us. We passed Karl’s room, and I peeked in to see if he could give me a hand. He should have been in-Game, bribing the Captain of the Guard to get us that quest.

      But he wasn’t. His room was dark, and the bed was empty. His CIN peeked out of the case on his pillow. As usual, when it was time to sack up and help out, he was nowhere to be found.

      My brother, the asshole.

      The walk to the subway was nerve-wracking. Brooklyn isn’t known for its polite and accommodating population. No one watches where they’re going and shoving people who got too close to me was the only way to make it to the subway in one piece.

      The train was its own fresh hell. The crowds pressing through the narrow doors didn’t care I had delicate machinery strapped to my chest and an even more fragile mom hanging off my arm. If I tried to walk us into the cars, it’d be a disaster.

      Instead, I backed into the crowd and threw elbows until people got the hell out of my way. “Coming through! Sick woman, coming through!”

      It’s not just that everyone’s a rude dickhead. We weren’t the only ones with places to go and people to see, and everyone was on a deadline. Gig workers were racing to get to the next job before another temp slave beat them out of their slot. Delivery people scrambled to get to restaurants before their rivals could snatch up all the food. The few lucky office workers rushed from one cubicle to the next, desperate to put in as many hours as they could to climb that corporate ladder to the promised land of seven figure salaries and Cadillac insurance policies.

      The world was a race, and though we all had personal finish lines to reach, the track was crowded and the competition fierce.

      My mother winced and sagged against me as the subway lurched ahead. “I need to sit.”

      There were no empty seats. None of the other passengers would meet my eyes. No one was going to give up their seat for my sick mom without a fight.

      I hunched over next to the handrail. “Lean against my back, mom.”

      She rearranged the umbilicals, so they wouldn’t tangle and draped herself over me, letting me support her slight weight. The mechanical disease devoured her a little more every day. All because of one simple slip.

      My mom had just finished a double shift cleaning massive organifactories when she’d  tripped over a loose grate and rammed an injector wand into the back of her arm. In the blink of an eye, millions of microscopic machines pumped into her blood and took up permanent residence.

      The industrial nanites living inside my mom were designed to clean bioengines. They chewed up any calcium or plaque they found and digested it to excrete oxygen and nitrogen. It was a miraculous process, really, and it worked great to keep the enormous refineries from choking to death on their own biological waste.

      But the same process that cleaned the machines consumed my mom. It devoured her bones, damaged her blood vessels, and threatened to reduce her to a gray ooze if the filters ever gave out.

      The company blamed her for the accident. The bastards even charged her for the cost of disinfecting the injector wand so the precious bioengines wouldn’t get sick from any of the viruses floating through her bloodstream. Inspectors classified the accident as negligence on my mom’s part and blamed her for working an unsafe number of hours in a day.

      They took away her insurance that day. She got fired, and my family joined the ranks of the chronically underemployed floating somewhere below the poverty line. Life had pretty much sucked ever since.

      “90 minutes remaining.” The mechanical alert on the control unit sounded off as soon as we entered the doctor’s office. That left hour for the appointment and thirty minutes to get back home. We could make it.

      We shuffled over to the receptionist. He wore a contamination mask that covered everything except his eyes, and those were shielded by graft lenses that gleamed like bulging mirrors. “Sign in.”

      He tapped the screen embedded in the desk in front of him. I lifted my mom’s medical tags from her shoulders, scanned them on the screen, then draped their corroded chain around mom’s neck.

      The receptionist glanced down at the monitor below my line of sight and motioned toward the waiting room. “We’ll be with you shortly.”

      I tapped the countdown timer on the control unit. “We don’t have a lot of time. The battery and filters are going to—”

      He didn’t even look at us. Just flicked his hand toward the waiting room. “We’ll call your name when the doctor is ready to see you.”

      “Please—”

      His fingers flicked again, and the conversation was over.

      The seats were filled in the waiting room, too, but my back was shot, and my mom’s legs were about to give out. I stared at a young woman reading a magazine. Only rich people bothered with paper these days, the rest of us got everything else on our phones. She was the only one that didn’t look like she needed to be at the doctor’s office. Bitch could stand. “Excuse me.”

      She fussed with her long blond hair, buried her nose deeper in the magazine, and ignored me.

      My mom leaned against the wall, gasping for breath. The control unit could filter her blood well enough to keep her alive, but the nanites made every second a struggle for survival. Standing up for a few minutes was enough to exhaust her. “It’s okay, baby.”

      It wasn’t okay. None of this was okay.

      “Excuse me.” I plucked the magazine from the blond’s hand and tossed it onto the floor.

      Her blue eyes flashed at me like daggers. “That is a very expensive—”

      “My mother is very sick. She needs your seat.”

      Those blue eyes sparked with indignant rage. The young woman stared at the control unit on my chest and traced the drooping umbilicals to where they disappeared under my mom’s baggy clothing. Her painted lips curled into a sneer that made me want to crawl under a rock. “Fine.”

      Without looking at either of us, she snatched her magazine from the floor and stood. We weren’t people to her. We were just annoyances that reminded her how much the world outside her privileged bubble sucked.

      It was awkward, with my mother sitting while I stood. The filter tubes curved over her shoulders to her spine, and the others dangled down between us. To keep the lines from tangling, I faced my mother and held my arms out so they’d have something to rest on. It was exhausting work, standing like that as we waited.

      And waited.

      The timer ticked down, one minute after another, and still, they didn’t call her name.

      “Henderson.” The mechanical voice echoed from the overhead speakers, and the blond smirked at me.

      She tucked her magazine under one arm and smoothed her skirt with the palms of her smooth, manicured hands. “Hope you’re not in a hurry,” she said with a venomous smile. “This might take a while.”

      My mother squeezed my hand. “We’ve got time. Don’t worry.”

      But we didn’t have time. Not much, anyway. We’d spent 45 minutes in the waiting room, which cut our time down to 15 minutes to see the doctor and 30 minutes to get back home before the control unit died.

      It wasn’t enough. The appointment was to calibrate the control unit and took at least half an hour. “Mom, we have to go.”

      Her eyes were wide and wet with pain. The control unit didn’t do shit to manage her meds while we were out and about, she needed the big machine for that. Not because the control unit couldn’t do it, but because the law made it impossible for companies to provide portable dosing units. We wouldn’t want any drug addicts getting their fix from granny’s pain control pump, would we?

      “But I need—”

      Grief and rage welled up inside me. Since the healthcare reforms a few years back, there were no private doctors. If you were ridiculously wealthy, there were concierge house call services, but otherwise, you had to come to the public providers and wait your turn with the rest of the poor. There were  that could help you jump the line, which I’m sure is how Henderson made it in to see the doctor so quickly, but those were out of reach for anyone not lodged firmly in the upper upper middle class.

      Which definitely wasn’t where we lived. So we waited our turn like patient little sheep, and after all that, we weren’t going to see the doctor today.

      I couldn’t tear my eyes from the exam room door. At that very moment, the blond was in there, getting a prescription for acne medication while my mother flirted with death.

      It was too much.

      Fantasies of kicking in the door and grabbing the doctor by his skinny throat flashed through the dark corners of my mind. If we were in-Game, I’d paint the walls of this place red. None of these dicks would stand a chance against Saint.

      But we weren’t in-Game. My rage became an aching knot in my throat. I couldn’t breathe.

      It took me a minute to swallow the anguish. “I know, mom. I know. But we don’t have time.”

      The receptionist watched us leave, a faint smirk twisting the corners of his mouth. How dare we come into his little bubble and flaunt our poverty and disease?

      Something had to change. It had to.
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      My brother still wasn’t home when we got back from the doctor’s office, which sucked because I could have used his help getting mom settled back into bed. The umbilicals were prone to tangling and disconnecting, and it was a pain in the ass to manage them with one hand while holding mom up with the other. I got her settled into bed with a minute to spare and turned my attention to the control unit.

      It ticked away the seconds in bright red numerals as I wrestled it back into its socket at the head of the bed. There were three prongs and four tubules to line up before I could click it into place.

      “30 seconds remaining,” the mechanical voice intoned without emotion.

      Half a minute until your mom dies.

      One of the tubules kinked and twisted around the edge of the socket. Beads of sweat popped out of the pores across my forehead and down my spine.  My left arm shook from the strain of supporting the control unit as I fished around to put the tubule in place with my right hand. The plastic slithered through my fingers twice before I got a grip on it and threaded it into the socket. “Got you,” I whispered, and eased the control unit into place.

      “Ten seconds remaining,” the alarm sounded. A pair of strobing red lights ignited on either side of the countdown timer. They painted the room with splashes of alarming color and made it hard to concentrate on what I was doing.

      I pushed down on the control unit, and the latches on its sides snapped into place.

      The big machine under the bed growled to life and continued the endless process of filtering rogue nanites from my mother’s blood.

      The battle for my mom’s survival took place all around and inside her, but she was just the battlefield, not a combatant. Without the filtering machine to fight for her, the nanites would kill her in seconds. Their rapacious appetite would tear her down and then transform her into something else faster than I could imagine.

      I was exhausted and yearned for my bed, but I couldn’t bring myself to leave my mom alone. The machines were in charge and there was nothing I could do if they malfunctioned. But it still felt safer, somehow, to be close to my mother after such a crappy day.

      I woke six hours later to find my mom still sleeping. The control unit beeped, and a series of green bars told me she was stable. A trio of yellow Zs in the corner of the display said the machine was keeping her sedated to ease the load on her body as it filtered the nanites from her blood. That trip out of the house to not see the doctor had cost her at least 24 hours in a medically induced coma. My mother didn’t have many days left in her life, and having one of them stolen by a wasted trip made me want to punch something. Or someone.

      For a moment, I thought about withdrawing some money and buying her a CIN. What would happen if she was logged into Invernoth while the machines worked on her?

      Would she just stay there forever, preferring a world filled with monsters she could fight with a sword or spells to one where monsters lived inside her failing flesh and left her powerless?

      Maybe that’s why I was spending so much time in-Game. It wasn’t just to earn money. Invernoth was a tough place to be a newb, but I wouldn’t be a newb there forever.

      In this world, I was an NPC to be harvested by players stronger than I could ever hope to be.

      I kissed mom’s cheek, went back to my room, and jumped back to Invernoth. Back to the world, I could change.

      Back to where I could make a difference.
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      The tavern was crowded, and someone had stolen the seat I’d been using when I logged out, so the Game picked a spot against the wall for my re-entry. The smoky warmth of the tavern replaced the grungy chill of my bedroom, and I returned to Invernoth as smoothly as if I’d never left.

      I don’t think I ever saw anyone appear in the game. The system blurred out the edges of reality, so you never experienced the immersion-breaking sight of folks poofing in and out of existence as they entered or left Invernoth. It was a little disturbing how cleverly the game masked the pieces of its reality it didn’t want us to see.

      What else was it hiding from us?

      Stop worrying about this crap and do your job, the angry voices of guilt and responsibility snarled from the back of my mind, goading me into action.

      My belt pouch was still light on coins, but there was nothing I could about that problem. The red exclamation mark down in the lower corner of my vision told me it was time to face the music for failing my assignment.

      Leaving the tavern, I hoped it wouldn’t be as bad as I feared. As far as I knew, there were no other thieves in Frosthold. That gave me hope the Grandfather wouldn’t slit my throat and dump my body in the sewers for screwing this up. Maybe he needed me as much as I needed him.

      Or maybe not.

      The snow had stopped for the moment, but the bitter cold had intensified. Winter wind whipped my breath into frosty streamers that trailed behind me as I forged a path through the crowded streets.

      Every time I looked around I was stunned at how fast Frosthold was growing. Just a few days before, the streets were almost empty. Now, the whole town looked like Black Friday at the outlet mall. Even the alleys leading away from the main streets were clogged with adventurers tromping through slushy alleys on their way to kill monsters or returning home with backpacks stuffed with loot they’d scavenged from their prey.

      The fact everyone was loaded down with weapons and other gear didn’t make things any easier. Sword hilts jabbed me in the gut and back, and bows slung over shoulders threatened to poke me in the eye at every turn.

      The crowded streets did give me a chance to lift a few more coins from the unwary. The crush of bodies was so thick in some places there was no way to tell who’s hand was in your pocket. Before I’d gone a few blocks, my sticky fingers netted me another twenty silver pieces. Not enough to pay off the Shadows, but something was better than nothing.

      After slithering through the crowd and relieving them of as much coin as I dared, I saw my chance to get away from the unwashed masses.

      A blessedly empty alley held a shadowed storm drain, which looked just the right size to accommodate a skinny thief. The crowd didn’t want to let me go, but I managed to slip through it like an eel through a reef.

      Five quick steps and a short drop later, I was in the sewer tunnels beneath Frosthold. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the gloom, but it was never truly dark in Dragon Web Online. The developers didn’t want us all trapped inside as soon as the sun went down, so there was always just enough light to see a few feet ahead of you, even when it would have been completely black in the World.

      Which is why I didn’t need a torch or a lantern to creep through the old tunnels beneath Frosthold. As long as I didn’t try to run pell-mell through the darkness, I could see well enough to get along. Of course, it was shadowy and gray beyond the edges of my effective vision, meaning I could still fall prey to a nasty ambush if I didn’t take care.

      I crept along, marveling at my surroundings. Whoever designed the place had gone overboard on the decor. As Frosthold grew, so did the tunnels beneath it. The last time I’d been down here, the sewers were just a few feet wide, and I had to duck down to get through the arched supports at the intersections.

      Now, the tunnels were more than ten feet across and at least that tall. The plain stone walls were gone, replaced by elaborately tiled surfaces displaying a mixture of strange symbols and stylized battle scenes.

      Even the floor had changed since the last time I’d been in these tunnels. The narrow trough running down its center was gone, replaced by a wide channel of seamless, polished green stone.

      Oddly, the channel wasn’t filled with stinking refuse. In fact, there was no water in the sewer tunnel at all. For a game that prided itself on realistic depictions of its fantasy environment, it seemed like an odd misstep. The lack of piss and shit didn’t upset me, but it was strange.

      Though there were no people in the tunnels, I wasn’t making any more progress than I had on the crowded city streets. The tunnels hadn’t just gotten bigger and more ornate, there were more of them, and they ran in complex circuits.

      As best I could tell, the largest tunnels formed concentric circles from the edge of the city to its center. Narrower, but no less ornate, tunnels crossed the circles in perpendicular lines and sharp arcs. Circular rooms occupied the intersections. There were symbols above the arches where the tunnels entered these rooms, but they made no sense to me.

      A hexagon split into two equal halves, one black, and one white.

      A green S that curled in on itself at both ends, almost, but not quite, forming a figure eight.

      Three red lines radiating from an inverted gold triangle.

      A white hourglass with four bent lines jutting from each side of its waist.

      Those four were the most common, but there were others scattered here and there. Their meaning hung just beyond the edge of my understanding, maddeningly familiar and frustratingly obtuse.

      An hour of wandering didn’t get me any closer to finding the Sanctuary of Shadows. Everything had changed since my last visit, and I didn’t know how I was going to find it now. “Goddamnit,” I muttered and crawled up through the next storm drain I found.

      A rough voice growled at me as I slithered back onto the street. “Lost, little boy?”

      The smart-ass comment I was prepared to unleash died on my lips when I turned and saw who was popping off in my direction.

      They were big men, pushing seven feet tall with shoulders so wide the two of them blocked the alley’s mouth. Their spiked helms hid all of their faces except for a T-shaped opening that revealed their eyes, the tips of their noses, and a shadowed sliver in the center of each of their mouths. Red tabards with a white ‘T’ emblazoned on the chest draped over their suits of gleaming plate armor. Flanged maces hung from their wide belts.

      Those weapons looked like they’d put a significant crimp in my day, and a matching dent in my head, so I decided to play it polite. “Things change so fast around here it’s hard to tell which way is which.”

      The one on the left gave me a surly laugh. “I guess that’s why they sent us to retrieve you.”

      This was not going in my direction. The two of them were big and well-armored enough to wipe me out in a fair fight, and the narrow alley didn’t leave me much room to run or maneuver. The trick I’d learned fighting the goblins might work, but if I screwed up, it’d only take one good hit from a mace to put an end to my shenanigans.

      Running had its own risks—there was a better than even chance the alley would dead-end unexpectedly, leaving me trapped with two angry mace-swingers on my tail.

      That left sweet-talking my way out of this mess. “I appreciate the offer of an escort, but I have some errands to run—”

      An armored forearm slammed into my chest and pinned me to alley’s wall. My ribs crackled and my spine groaned as the pressure mounted. The big guy leaned into me so hard I thought his arm would go straight through my lungs. “The Church requires your service.”

      Damnit. I’d almost forgotten about the priest of Hoald and his blackmail.

      I guess he hadn’t forgotten about me.

      “I’ll come by the church, but I need—”

      The big man’s eyes never changed, even when he drove his free hand up into my solar plexus so hard it lifted me off the ground.

      
        
        STUNNING BLOW!

        10 points bludgeoning melee damage!

        Stunned 5 seconds!

        

      

      I couldn’t breathe, much less talk.

      My hit points were down a quarter and if he got a hit on me while I was stunned it might put me down for good.

      Fortunately, I was too wrecked to make any sudden moves, so he didn’t have an excuse to finish me off. He watched me with cold eyes until I caught enough breath to wheeze, “Okay, okay. Let’s go.”

      Might as well get this over with, I thought.

      If only I’d known the trouble was just beginning, I might have handled things differently.
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      While the rest of the town kept growing up and out, the Temple of Hoald had remained the same rundown piece of crap it’d been the first time I stumbled through its rickety door. It was still the unassuming symbol of faith and humility that was the complete opposite of the imposing dickheads flanking me.

      I tilted my head toward the door. “Thanks for the escort, but I can take it from here. Your boss and I go way back.”

      Before I could take a step away from the armored jerkwads, the one on my right wrapped his metal-clad fingers around my bicep and squeezed until my eyes watered and my hand went numb. “We were sent to escort you to your assignment. That is what we will do.”

      The big guy hauled me up the crooked walkway to the dilapidated building’s front door. When they weren’t blackmailing hapless thieves, the Hoaldites took care of the city’s poor and weak. I wondered if the crappy building was the church’s way of making the less fortunate comfortable when they came looking for a handout or a place to crash for the night. If you were covered in dirt and didn’t have any shoes, this place was a lot more approachable than a spotless cathedral covered in expensive artwork and deep pile carpets woven from the golden hair of angels blanketing the marble floor.

      Not that the church’s hired goons seemed too concerned with whether or not they intimidated the faithful. The meatheads accompanying me, for example, looked like they’d stepped out of a cosplay convention celebrating the foot soldiers of evil empires. The thick, overlapping plates of their armor were stained a deep garnet and lacquered until they practically glowed. Curved spikes jutted from their elbows and knees and rose like antlers from their oversized pauldrons.

      And those helms, with spiraling ram’s horns and a harsh T-slot for the eyes and nose, did a great job of making them look like more like demons than servants of a humble religion.

      Their weapons were nothing to sneeze at, either, and played up the ‘badasses looking for trouble’ angle. Peaceful soldiers set out to defend the faith wasn’t the first thing that came to mind when you first set eyes on these guys, is all I’m saying.

      The goons shoved me over the church’s threshold so hard I almost lost my balance. An acolyte turned from the task of lighting candles above the altar to greet me with a bland smile. He wore the dusty robes and shaggy hairstyle of the less militant priests of Hoald. “Ah, Saint. The priest has been waiting for you. He’s quite eager for you to get to work.”

      I didn’t have time for this foolishness, but I couldn’t avoid it. The priest knew I was a thief and he had no problem holding that knowledge over my head. If I didn’t do whatever boring jobs he put in front of me, he’d report me to the guard and collect the Thieves’ Bounty.

      After the guards clipped my head from my shoulders.

      Dying meant losing this character, since I was only level two, and that meant I’d lose my ability to provide for my family and pay for my mom’s health care. I couldn’t let any of those things happen without a fight.

      Which is why I followed the acolyte into the temple’s depths and found myself seated in an uncomfortable chair at a small table getting lectured by the priest.

      “I’m not sure if you’re aware,” he intoned in the same voice I’m sure he used for sermons, “but the Church is searching for something of great importance. We have many hunters out looking for it, and they are bringing any promising finds to me. Most of what they find is contained in lockboxes or chests or other sealed containers.

      “Some of these containers we have opened ourselves. However, there are many others that need a more experienced touch.

      “You will need to spend some time opening these.”

      The priest wasn’t kidding about needing some time to get through all of the locked chests they had waiting for me. The walls of the little room I sat in were lined with all manner of boxes, chests, and trunks, all bearing locks of various sizes and shapes. My fingers were sore just thinking about how much work it was going to be to get them all opened. “There must be a hundred of these things. I hope you aren’t in any hurry.”

      “Yes, well, that is the issue. Recent events have deprived us of the luxury of patience. I’m afraid you’re going to need to open all of these before you leave today. And you’ll need to return in two days’ time to open more.”

      The priest spread his hands in a conciliatory gesture and continued before I could interrupt. “I understand this is an inconvenience for you. We will do our best to compensate you for your trouble.”

      A throbbing headache took root at the base of my skull and began stomping its way through the folds and wrinkles of my gray matter with a pair of size 12 boots.

      Past experience told me each attempt to pick a lock took 30 seconds. While I had the maximum number of ranks in the lock picking skill for my level, that was only 10 ranks.

      If a box came from a first or second level monster, it would take me one or two tries, on average, to get the lock open.

      But higher level monsters dropped boxes with locks that were harder to open, and those might take three, four, or even more attempts to open.

      A quick bit of math told me I was looking at three hours of hard work.

      If I was lucky.

      If I was unlucky, it could be much, much longer. I groaned. “I need to rest, I can’t just hang out here all day and night.”

      The priest waved his hand to dismiss my concern. “We need to get caught up on our search. Please, I don’t have time to fight with you. And you don’t have the option of refusing my request.”

      As if in answer to some signal I couldn’t hear, a door opened on the far side of the room and one of the thug priests who’d dragged me across town entered. The two holy men nodded to one another, and the punk took a box off the stack and dropped it in the middle of the table.

      He pointed at me, then at the box. “Get to work.”

      An ember of rage flared to life in my heart. I didn’t have time for this. It would be nice if the priest followed through on his promise to pay me, but whatever coins he tossed my way wouldn’t offset the time I’d lose dealing with this crap.

      I needed to talk to the Grandfather and convince him he shouldn’t kill me for not paying him his 500 silver pieces for screwing up the last mission. The sooner I did that, the better. Something told me the old man didn’t like to be kept waiting.

      Instead of doing an errand I needed to do, I was trapped in a little room opening locks for my blackmailers. I had a brief fantasy of drawing my stilettos and going to town on the brute across the table from me. He wouldn’t be so smug after I poked a few holes in his neck.

      A sneak attack would kill him before he could fight back, but then the priest would raise the alarm, and there’d be a bunch more just like him.

      Maybe I could fight my way out of the temple. Or maybe not. Even if I succeeded, though, the Hoaldites wouldn’t waste any time turning me in to the guards to get my ass hanged.

      So, instead of drawing my daggers, I drew the tools from the back of my gloves and went to work. Better a useful slave than a dead thief.

      The first chest was simple. I’d barely touched it with my tools when it gave up the ghost and its lid popped open.

      Before I could even glance inside the opened box, the armored thug snatched it off the table and placed it on the floor next to his chair. Then he plucked another box from the stack and dropped it on the table in front of me.

      The boxes flowed like that, one after another, from the shelves to the armored priest, to me, and then to the stack on the floor.

      My curiosity was killing me, but trying to sneak a peek inside the boxes was pointless. Before the activation timer on my Pick Locks skill expired, the box was long gone and replaced with another.

      With nothing to distract me from the task at hand, I let my mind drift. My senses focused on the task at hand, and I found the process almost soothing. Boxes came, I picked the locks, then a new box showed up. There was no thought, just a mental emptiness and the expert motions of my hands.

      The armored priest cleared his throat. For the first time since I’d started picking locks, I looked around the room and realized an acolyte had entered the room to help shuffle the boxes around.

      I needed to pay more attention to my surroundings. There was nothing more dangerous than being too focused on one task and ignoring obvious threats around you. I bet more than one thief died in the depths of the dungeon with all his attention on opening a lock while a monster sneaked up on him and stuck a knife in his gizzard.

      “You going to open that thing or just stare into space for a while?” The armored priest asked.

      I swallowed my anger and went back to picking locks. “Just needed a little breather. I’m sure you’re unfamiliar with it, but using your brain can be hard work.”

      The acolyte snickered despite herself, and the armored priest shot her a deadly glare. I imagined the helper’s life was going to get a lot less pleasant shortly.

      While I worked on the box with my hands, I turned my other senses outward. I wanted to see if I could work on locks without losing myself in the task.

      Turns out, I could.

      The acolyte’s stifled snickers continued, though the armored priest didn’t notice. The Templars breathing reminded me of an angry hound, huffing and puffing with barely restrained rage. He was so intent on hating me, he didn’t catch the acolyte’s impudence. That single-minded anger was a weakness, and one I wanted to remember. You never know when things like that might come in handy.

      There were other noises, as well. Not far from the door of my little prison, two people were having a conversation. I recognized one voice right away as belonging to the temple priest.

      The other voice I couldn’t place. It was a woman, though her voice was low and stern. They were arguing, voices not raised, but intense.

      My picks shifted in the lock, and I felt one of them bend just a tad. That was a close call. If I weren’t careful, I’d end up breaking one of my tools. There was no telling how much that would cost, or how long it would take me to get a replacement from the Grandfather.

      Multitasking was great, but focus was important, too.

      Which is why I slowed down and shifted most of my attention to listening and paid less attention to picking the locks. The idiot across the table from me wouldn’t know the difference, and hearing what the two arguing folks outside the door had to say seemed more interesting than flipping yet more tumblers.

      “…still nothing. The church can’t afford to keep paying these hunters when they aren’t producing results.” The woman’s voice was harsh and ragged. She sounded stressed, and I wondered how much heat she was taking from her superiors.

      The temple priest fired right back, sounding angrier than I’d imagined possible. He was such a roly-poly, friendly guy. Even when he was threatening me with blackmail, he was as nice about it as he could get away with being.

      I’d had no idea he could be such a badass when his back was up against the wall. “You’ve given us nothing to go on. We’re rooting around in the dark. We need better leads, more information. Something to help us guide their search.”

      “You must find the key to the Burning Throne before our enemies can locate it. What more can I tell you?” Her voice cracked with strained anger. Her boss must’ve been holding her feet to the fire for results. “It can’t be far from the city. It belongs here. It has always found its way back to its home. We have to find it before the others.”

      The temple priest sighed. “Surely you must know something else. Our people are turning the city upside down, and the hunters are slaughtering everything that carries any treasure within miles of Frosthold. You think it’s just sitting in some creature’s pocket?”

      The woman laughed. “I think that’s exactly where it is. After the Third Screaming War, the key was lost. The last Lord of Frosthold died a widower, and the city ransacked his home after his death to pay their debts to the Bank of the Bloody Coin. The records from that time say the Key was not found in his belongings or in his home. That means it was stolen before they looted his estate, or he never brought it back with him from the war, or he lost it on one of his many travels in the countryside around here. It’s out there, we just have to find it.”

      “But—”

      “Find. It!”

      The box in front of me opened with a click masked by her shout. Her footsteps approached the door, and I realized the flunkies in the room weren’t watching me.

      
        
        SUCCESS! Your hand dips into the box as smoothly and silently as if you were filching copper coins from a blind and deaf old woman’s purse. You retrieve a small item and slip it into your cloak, with no one the wiser.

        Your Pick Pocket skill is already at the maximum rank for this level.

        

      

      The door burst open to reveal a tall woman wearing deep red robes that covered her from neck to ankles. The tips of hard leather boots poked from beneath her dress’s hem, gleaming like a pair of black pearls. Her long, well-manicured fingers were laced across her abdomen, and her bald head rose above the cowl resting on her shoulders. Vivid red tattoos circled from her cheeks around her ears and across the top of her skull. The inky patterns were complex and tangled, giving her a mysterious, almost sinister appearance.

      My stomach ached, and my mouth went dry at the sight of her. She looked like the kind of woman who’d split your skull without a second thought.

      The last thing I wanted was to let her see my fear and gain the upper hand, so I stood and extended my hand. When you’re scared shitless is when you need to look like you’re not afraid of anything. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

      “Oh, I know you.” She smirked at me and perched on the corner of the table nearest my left elbow. She stared down at me with venomous green eyes. “You’re my new pet thief.”

      Her words crawled into my ears and down my spine like a swarm of terrified centipedes. I wanted to drop my tools on the table and run before she could sink her fangs into my throat.

      The best defense when you’re scared is to act like the baddest motherfucker in the room. “Does being your pet come with any fringe benefits? Belly rubs or something?”

      The smile on her face took on a life of its own, lips curling up toward her ears even as her eyes went cold. “We need to be clear, pet. I own you. From the top of your mangy little head to the bottoms of your scabby feet, I own you. If you step out of line, if you aren’t opening boxes for me every single day, you’re doomed.”

      Every word hit home like a nail driven into my guts. My mouth was too dry for any smartass responses.

      “As long as you do your part, you have nothing to fear. I’ll even pay you enough to keep you in kibble. But if you displease me...” She ran the point of her long-nailed index finger from the bridge of my nose to its tip. “Everyone will know what you are. I’ll watch as the guard strings you up for the grubby little thief you are.”

      She flicked the end of my nose hard enough to make my eyes water. My hands clenched around my tools, and my heart thudded in triple time. If she suspected I’d stolen something from one of the boxes, I was a dead man.

      I’d never been so afraid of someone.

      I’d never wanted to kill someone so much.

      The priestess ignored me. She turned her attention to the thug across the table, who averted his gaze so quickly I thought he might have given himself whiplash. “He can finish today’s work here, but from now on I want him in the library. There’s no sense storing the boxes one place and their contents another. We need to hasten this process if we are to find it before the nightspawn can get their hands on it and destroy us all.”

      The thug kept his eyes locked on the floor. “Yes, Priestess Saryle.”

      She stepped behind me, ruffled my hair with her dagger-like nails, and scratched me behind my left ear. “Be at the library at sunup tomorrow, pet. Don’t be late.”

      
        
        REPUTATION ADJUSTMENT

        -5 with the Church of the Freehold faction.

        -5 with the Priests of Hoald faction.

        -10 with Sisters of Merciful Fortune faction.

        

      

      This just kept getting better.
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      The Hoaldites pushed me out of the church and onto the street not long after the Priestess left. Moving all those boxes from the temple to the library, wherever that was, was going to be a ton of work and I didn’t get the impression the boss was going to tolerate any lollygagging. I almost pitied the priests and acolytes who’d have to do the heavy lifting.

      Almost.

      Seeing as how I was already ridiculously overdue for my meeting with the Grandfather, I decided to risk pissing him off even more by delaying my visit a bit more. If I could get down to the bazaar and sell off the Lens I’d stolen from Indira, that might get me enough cash to pay him off. Surely showing up late with all his money was better than showing up on time with some of his money. Right?

      And I’d gotten out of the temple without any of the priests noticing I’d stolen something from them. Maybe that would get me even more cash. I sneaked a peek once I was well away from the church.

      
        
        BRACERS OF THE STRIKING SERPENT

        Object Class: Worn, arms

        Object Power: N/A

        Rarity: Rare

        Even the prick of a needle can kill if you suffer enough of them in quick succession.

        The Bracers of the Striking Serpent enable the wearer to attack much more frequently than would normally be possible.

        Whenever the wearer of these bracers makes a successful 1-H Piercing or Unarmed attack, they immediately make a second attack against any target within melee range. This second attack has no activation time.

        Additionally, for every successful 1-H Piercing or Unarmed attack the wearer’s Speed is increased by 50% for the next 10 seconds.

        

      

      Well. That was something. I slapped the bracers around my wrists and admired them for a few moments before heading down to the marketplace. They were made from supple green leather that had faded to an almost gray hue that blended in quite nicely with the rest of my armor. Shiny copper studs formed sinuous patterns on their surfaces, giving them enough flash to look impressive without drawing undue attention to themselves.

      The market was still packed with adventurers trying to find new equipment to replace the pieces they’d outgrown.  Both NPC and player merchants hawked their wares from dozens of stalls and makeshift auction platforms. Unlike the World, businesses in Invernoth were open all night and day to cater to the needs of gamers from all over the globe. Even in the middle of the night in Brooklyn, Frosthold was filled to the brim with players from all over the world. While the devs prized realism, even they had to draw the line somewhere. Shutting down most of the game for half the day wouldn’t make them any friends amongst the player base.

      I found an unoccupied crate, climbed up, and pulled the Lens out of my inventory. It didn’t blaze with fire the way it had for Indira, but the gold rim and flashing glass center made a spectacle just the same. Before I could speak, I’d attracted the attention of some prospective buyers. “For sale: One Focusing Lens of Primal Flame! Make me an offer!”

      A weedy little guy in black robes squinted up at the lens. He wrinkled his nose and shook his head. “Stop trying to rip people off.”

      That wounded my pride. I had ripped people off before, but I most definitely was not trying to run a scam right that second. I just wanted a fair price for an overpowered magic item.

      Which I’d stolen.

      But still! “What are you talking about?”

      He rolled his eyes. “It’s a quest item. You can’t even trade those, much less sell them.”

      Oh. “Are you sure?”

      That earned me a derisive snort. “Of course I’m sure. I’ve seen this scam a hundred times. You show the newbs a fancy magic item more powerful than anything they can get on their own, get them to hand over their money, then run off before your victim figures out what happened. Classic troll move.”

      Frowning, I stashed the lens in my inventory. “That’s not what I was doing. I just didn’t know.”

      He shrugged as the rest of the crowd dispersed. Now that there wasn’t some rare magic item up for grabs, no one cared what I had to say. “It’s a bad idea, anyway. The guards take that kind of thing seriously.” He leaned in close, and whispered, “They consider it theft.”

      Then he drew his thumb across his throat and made an annoying skkkkrrrrrt noise that sounded surprisingly unlike slitting someone’s throat.

      Trust me on that.

      What was the deal with everyone getting so freaked out over a few picked pockets? “Thanks for the warning,” I said.

      “Sure. Stay out of trouble,” the spoilsport warned. He threw me a smug little wave as he strolled off into the crowd.

      That guy was a little too chummy for my tastes, but he’d given me some solid info. I thought about tossing the Lens down the nearest storm drain but decided to hang onto it.

      Even if I couldn’t sell it, something so powerful had to have some use.

      Unfortunately, for Indira, that was truer than I knew.
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      Finding my way through the city still wasn’t easy, but it was getting easier. My brain was adapting to the ever-increasing scale of the city, so I only felt completely lost about half the time. The other half, I was just mostly lost.

      Score one for me.

      I found the Grandfather of Shadows kneeling in front of the Sanctuary’s altar with his lips moving in silent prayer and his hands clasped to his forehead. I sneaked in and eased into one of the stone pews, quiet as a mouse.

      A ninja mouse.

      “Still haven’t mastered the art of silence, I hear.” The Grandfather flowed onto his feet and joined me on the pew. The old guy moved like oil on water. “One of these days, that carelessness will get you killed.”

      The Grandfather knew everything there was to know about being a thief. He wasn’t very humble about his vast store of knowledge, either. The old guy could really get on your nerves no matter how much ancient wisdom he had to impart. “Today is a bad day to die,” I said. “I need more work.”

      The Grandfather unleashed a weary sigh. “You fail in your task and return seeking yet more responsibility?”

      So much for hoping the old guy forgive me for the failed quest. “I don’t have the money.”

      There. I’d ripped the bandage off, and it was all over but waiting for the hammer to fall.

      The old man said nothing. He stared into the darkness so long I considered waving a hand in front of his cold eyes to make sure he hadn’t croaked. When he spoke, I nearly jumped with surprise.

      “The Shadows are like a clockwork mechanism. All of our parts must work in concert. When you fail at an assigned, your failure impacts us all. Even now, other stratagems have been abandoned. While you were gallivanting about town, the rest of us have been working to regain the ground you have lost.”

      When he put it like that, I sounded like a total asshat. I untied my belt pouch and held it out to the Grandfather. “This is most of what I owe you. I can get the rest—”

      The Grandfather’s left hand lashed out and knocked the pouch out of my grasp, sending a rain of coins flying across the Sanctuary. “The penalty for your failure was 500 silver pieces. Not 400. Not 300. Five. Hundred.”

      His words stung more than my bruised fingers. The old man was a cantankerous bastard, but I didn’t want him thinking I was a loser. There were some pretty massive extenuating circumstances around my failure. “We went to the merchant’s house. We waited for him to fall asleep. I was doing everything just the way you wanted. Then these goblins showed up—”

      The Grandfather snorted. “That merchant was within a bow shot of the city. A goblin would never dare come so close to territory protected by Frosthold.”

      Now he thought I was a liar? “Maybe one wouldn’t, but quite a few of them did dare. It was like feeding time at the goblin zoo out there.”

      The old man rested his hand on my shoulder. His bushy eyebrows gathered like storm clouds over the clear gray pools of his eyes. “You’re not just making excuses for your failure?”

      Now he was pissing me off. Sure, the old guy could kill me without breaking a sweat, but he didn’t have to be such a dick about it. My tongue ran away from me before I could rein it in. “I didn’t shake down the merchant, that’s my fuck up, but I’m not a liar. There were a bunch of goblins, and then a wizard showed up and helped us fight them, but it was too late, and the merchant was already dead so I couldn’t deliver your stu—.”

      His face had wrinkled into an angry mask, so I killed the word before he killed me.

      “Before I could deliver your critical message.”

      I pulled the blood-splattered envelope from the pocket inside my cloak and slapped it on the pew between us.

      “Interesting.” The old man scooped the envelope up and turned it over between his fingers. He sniffed it and shook his head. He flicked his fingers, and the blood-stained envelope vanished as if it’d never existed. “The goblins attacked the merchant’s home and killed him?”

      Thinking back, that’s not how it went down at all. We’d been coming down the hill when I saw them. Then Bastion attacked, and we were losing the fight when Indira…

      “No, they weren’t coming after the merchant until after he started crying for help. They were heading for Frosthold. I know it.

      “The wizard who showed up was packing serious firepower and claimed her guild master had sent her to stop an invasion.”

      His bushy eyebrows shot up. “An invasion? That’s impossible.”

      “Are we back to the part where you call me a liar? Because that isn’t my favorite part.”

      The old man drummed his fingers on the back of the pew in front of us. “It makes no sense. There hasn’t been an incursion by the nightspawn since the Screaming Wars. The Dragon Web keeps them on the other side of…”

      His words tumbled around in my head like a bunch of croutons rattling around an empty bowl. I understood each of them, individually, but all together they were a syllable salad tossed with a nonsense vinaigrette.

      “…thanks to the Burning—”

      “Throne? The Burning Throne?” I latched onto the familiar words. “The Hoaldites were talking about finding the key to that while they made me pick locks for them.”

      The old guy was full of surprises. Before my brain registered his movement, I was lying in the aisle that ran down the center of the Sanctuary with a bruised skull and aching spine. He crouched on my chest and pushed all of the air out of my lungs with his bony knee. “What do you know of the Hoaldites?”

      Oops. Probably should have kept that secret a little closer to my vest.

      His eyes burrowed into mine. “What do you know about them?”

      There was something in his stare that made me bite my tongue before a lie could leak out. If I wanted to have any future with the Shadows, it was time to come clean.

      Besides, the Hoaldites were dicks and screwing up their plans could only help me get out from under their thumbs. “When I first came to Frosthold…”

      The Grandfather helped me to my feet as I unspooled the whole sordid story. How I’d stolen some crappy starting gear from the donation box at the Temple of Hoald and gotten caught red-handed. I spilled the beans on my little side trip to pick locks in the temple and the appearance of the evil priestess. “…and that’s why I didn’t come straight here and tell you about the invasion. You know how those priests are when it comes to thieves.”

      The Grandfather said nothing. His gaze burrowed into my skull and I swear he rifled through my thoughts as easily as I’d picked the pockets of the newbs at the marketplace.

      He helped me to my feet and clasped my shoulders. “This is all happening much faster than planned.”

      I guess it’s not happening too fast for more of your cryptic old man speeches, though.

      “Want to fill me in on what’s happening too fast?”

      The Grandfather motioned for me to take a seat at the front of the Sanctuary. He stalked back and forth before the altar, head bowed, hands clasped behind his back. He stopped for a moment, as if he about to speak, then dropped his head and went back to pacing.

      I’d had enough for one day. My hands hurt from all the lock picking. My stomach hurt from getting punched by a Templar with a bad attitude. My back and skull felt like someone had used them for heavy metal xylophone practice. I was exhausted, body and mind.

      “You’re going to wear a hole in the floor if you don’t stop pacing.” The old man shot me an annoyed look, but I didn’t care. I was sick of being bossed around and treated like an ignorant lackey. “Go on. Spill it.”

      There was a moment when I thought he was going to stick his finger in my eye, through my brain, and out the back of my head. I’m pretty sure he could have done it with about as much effort as it took me to stomp on a bug.

      I still think he wanted to do it.

      But he didn’t kill me. He laughed.

      “I’ll tell you what I can, but even I don’t understand everything.”

      The pews were uncomfortable, but I did my best to get comfy for a long speech. The Grandfather raised an eyebrow when I put my feet up on the altar rail, leaned back, and cradled the back of my head in my interlaced fingers. It was obvious he didn’t approve of my disrespectful posture, but he didn’t get snippy about it, either.

      He took a deep breath and dove into his history lesson. “At the end of the last Screaming War…”

      I cleared my throat. “The short version.”

      His eyes narrowed into angry slits, and then he shook his head and laughed. “I’ll see if I can compress this for your diminutive attention span. There have been three great conflicts between the nightspawn and the rest of us. The Screaming Wars, as they were known, devastated Invernoth.”

      If I was getting lectured, I might as well ask a few questions. “Why did they call them that?”

      Pleased for an excuse to dig deep into his bag of lore, the Grandfather nodded and plunged into an explanation. “Magic infuses all of Invernoth. It flows through hidden channels like great jade rivers beneath the earth. All magi and priests, though the so-called holy men deny this truth and claim their power comes from elsewhere, draw upon this magic when they cast their spells or perform their occult rituals.

      “This power is known as mana, and its manipulation requires implements of power, specific gestures, and incantations in secret languages.

      “During the Screaming Wars, the magi and priests of both sides drank deeply of this mana. Their incantations burst from them in roars and—”

      “Screams,” I finished.

      He nodded and raised a finger to add, “Correct. But it was not only their voices that screamed. The very world screamed with them until their spells shattered it.

      “At the end of the first war, the Spellswords of El-Aljaiha performed a ritual so mighty it entombed the entire army of the dragon Incaruloeth the Diseased.

      “But when the foul army sank beneath the waves, it took with it the kingdom of El-Aljaiha. At a stroke, the greatest heroes of man and the darkest enemies of mankind were gone from Invernoth.

      “And the war ended.”

      
        
        SUCCESS! You have learned the rudiments of the Lore: Screaming War skill. (Rank 1)

        

      

      The story of the second Screaming War was more of the same. Some asshole nightspawn kicked off a nasty tussle. Big heroes rose up to face off against even bigger enemies. They second time around the bad guys were led by a dragon named Harlugosk the Vile.

      The good guys won, natch, but a whole continent went missing at the end of that little dustup.

      Blah blah blah, three hundred years of peace.

      And then round three really got the party started.

      “After seeing the hellish damage caused by Harlugosk during the Second Screaming War, the immortal dragons vowed never again to participate in the endless conflict between the forces of light and the armies of the dark.

      “But as the Third Screaming War dragged on, they were left with little choice. The great forests of the elves had burned. The dwarven mines overflowed with horrors that shattered the minds of all who laid eyes upon them. The Kingdoms of Gold were torn asunder, and their temples were thrown down.

      For three days, neither the sun nor the moon rose into the skies above Invernoth.

      To save Invernoth from destroying itself, the dragons stepped into the fray.

      “They drew the territories of light and darkness and separated them one from another with veils of magic. They created the Dragon Web to contain these regions and prevent their inhabitants from crossing into the lands of their enemies.”

      With that, the Grandfather swept an arm toward the ceiling of the Sanctuary. There, hidden beneath years of cobwebs and candle soot, was an enormous map. A complex network of lines divided into distinct sections. At the center of each region, crouched on the vertices of the lines that made up the web, were pale circles.

      “Within each territory, the dragons placed a seat of power. The thrones were connected to the great lines of power beneath Invernoth’s surface. Whoever sat upon the throne ruled the territory, and held it safe against all invaders.”

      Which sounded great, but I knew there was more to the story. “Until?”

      “Until the dragons died.”

      There was something he wasn’t telling me. “How is that possible? If they were so powerful that they could divide up the whole world and keep people from fighting, what could possibly kill them all?”

      The Grandfather tapped his index finger against his chin. He paced. Tapped his chin. He paced some more. “That is a subject of some debate. No one knows what killed the great dragons. But we do know that all of the dragons are dead.”

      Something didn’t make sense. “If the dragons all got croaked, how is the Dragon Web still keeping the bad guys away from the good guys?”

      The Grandfather smiled at the question. “All things are built from magical patterns. The Dragon Web is no different. Though its creators have passed from this plane, their grand design remains. It is powered by primal threads woven from its pattern into the mana streams of Invernoth.”

      That was a lot to swallow all in one go. “Patterns? Threads? I don’t understand.”

      He leaned against the edge of the pew and asked, “Do you trust me?”

      There was something in his words that made me pause before I answered. He wasn’t telling me something, but I didn’t know what. He didn’t blink, and he didn’t say anything else. Fine. “Yes.”

      “Then it’s time you saw the world for what it really is.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen
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      The Grandfather’s ominous words faded away and a quest message swam into view.

      
        
        LEARNING TO DIE

        The Grandfather of Shadows has offered to show you the truth behind the world of Invernoth. Will you accept this quest?

        REWARD: 2,000 XP

        DIFFICULTY: Advanced

        

      

      That wasn’t very informative. The old man watched me with his hawk’s eyes until I cracked and accepted the quest. “Fine. Teach me, senpai.”

      The Grandfather reached out and pressed the first three fingers of his left hand against my chest. “Die.”

      A jolt of purest cold speared through me. My lungs seized up, and my heart shuddered to a stop. The edges of my vision turned black and shrank down into a terrifyingly narrow tunnel.

      The strength fled my limbs and I slithered out of the pew and onto the cold stone floor. The me inside my flesh tried to pry itself loose from the moorings of my body, eager to flee from the creeping numbness stealing through me.

      Son of a bitch.

      The Grandfather was killing me.

      I fought back against whatever he’d done to me. The Grandfather’s power pressed against my heart and clouded my thoughts with fear. Death’s bat wings fluttered around the edges of my vision, ready to embrace me and haul my ass off into the great beyond.

      And then, without warning, I was staring down at my body from the Sanctuary’s highest point. My body was shadowy and indistinct. But at the center of that motionless, miasmic mass glowed an effulgent pattern. Six spheres of fire joined together by crisscrossing lines of blinding energy, sat where my heart should be. Three smaller, but no less brilliant, orbs floated around the perimeter.

      Hair fine threads of glimmering energy flowed from each of the spheres of my pattern and into the world.

      What the hell is that? Curiosity was what had killed this cat, but my dying mind still couldn’t stop asking questions.

      “That’s you.” The Grandfather’s voice rang in my head. I didn’t know if I was more shocked that he was in my head or that he’d heard my thoughts. “At least, the part of you that matters. That part exists beyond life and interfaces with the truth behind the veil you’ve been trained to see.”

      Despite the panic brought on by my impending demise, I couldn’t tear my eyes off the what formed around me. It was like seeing the world for the very first time.

      Everything around me had a pattern, a glowing construct just below the surface that defined every aspect of its existence in this reality. Every person, every candlestick, every mote of dust had, at its heart, the same glowing spheres. The threads of mana flowing away from them connected them all to a great, throbbing network and through it to one another.

      That’s when I realized my pattern was different. The threads leaking out of my spheres had narrow gaps in their lengths. I wasn’t connected to anything.

      Another question bubbled up from the depths of my panicked mind. What is wrong with my threads?

      The old man chuckled. “You’re dead. As long as you stay dead, your threads are severed from the Dragon Web.”

      But if I was dead, I shouldn’t be able to think. Or look at my body far below me. Or hear the Grandfather’s words.

      All of this had to be a trick. My health bar was gray, but it was still full. The pain I’d felt had faded, and I saw no system messages alerting me to my demise.

      It couldn’t be real. It had to be another one of the old man’s sneaky tricks.

      The instant I realized I’d been fooled, my mind rushed back into my body. The world regained its colors, and the shadowed gray tones seeped away. The patterns I’d seen faded back into the objects they defined.

      A series of distinct snaps ran through my core. My threads were once again whole.

      And, just like that, it was over. I got back to my feet. Ha. Take that old man.

      The Grandfather frowned at me. “It’s as I feared. You’ve learned nothing.”

      My jaw dropped. A quick look at my quest log revealed the Learning to Die mission was still open. What the hell did he want from me? “Letting you kill me wasn’t high on my list of things to do today.”

      The Grandfather waved my protest away with a dismissive flick of his fingers. “You would not have died. At least not permanently. If you cannot trust me to guide you, what can I possibly teach you?”

      This old man was the most infuriating NPC I’d ever encountered. Why couldn’t he just hand over juicy quests and straightforward bits of game lore like every other trainer and guild master?

      That would be too easy. With this guy, everything had to be a riddle or puzzle for me to break my brain trying to decipher. “I’m getting a little tired of all the tricks and pointless parables.”

      “And I’m getting a little tired of trying to teach valuable lessons to an ingrate.”

      The Grandfather stalked away from me, his tattered cloak trailing behind him like a cloud of angry ravens.

      I called after him. “You won’t tell me the rest of the bedtime story because I didn’t play dead long enough for you?”

      The Grandfather looked at me over his shoulder. He seemed to consider my plea for a moment and then said, “If you can touch me with your stiletto, I’ll consider telling you the rest.”

      Great. We were back to the catching a fly with chopsticks routine. The old man was faster than anyone I’d ever encountered and twice as sneaky. There was no way I’d be able to walk up and stick him with my dagger.

      I shrugged my shoulders in defeat and headed toward the exit. “I’m not playing your stupid game.”

      I didn’t look back, but I heard the faint rustle of the Grandfather’s approach and felt his hand land on my shoulder. “You see? This is why—”

      Without hesitation, I spun on one heel and whipped my cloak up between us to conceal my dirty trick. My right hand followed the gesture, snatching a dagger from above my left hip and driving it up with all the speed and strength I could muster.

      The silver stiletto punched into his chest with a sound like cracking ice.

      
        
        CRITICAL HIT!

        Opponent’s lung is punctured!

        Your opponent is bleeding severely (50/second)

        Duration: 1 minute

        

      

      The Grandfather’s hand closed around the stiletto jutting from his chest, and he sagged to his knees. His face took on an ashen pallor. His lips quivered as they turned pale blue. He opened his mouth and staggered away from me.

      His legs folded up and he crashed to the floor.

      Holy shit.

      I rushed to the old man’s side. He’d driven me half insane with his rambling and his irritating tests, but I didn’t want to kill him. I hadn’t even thought it was possible to murder the old guy. That’s what I got for getting mad instead of just doing what he asked. What the hell was wrong with me?

      I grabbed him by the shoulder and flipped him onto his back, checking to see how severe the injury was. Maybe I hadn’t killed him. Maybe he was tougher than he looked.

      The Grandfather jabbed my stiletto under my chin hard enough to draw a drop of blood. “You see? The Shadow Death is a useful talent to master.”

      In my surprise, I was helpless. The Grandfather grabbed the front of my armor and flipped me onto my back. He straddled me and kept my dagger pressed against my throat.

      “You cheated,” I croaked.

      “Did I?” The old man asked with a grin. “I merely showed you why it is important to listen to me. The Shadow Death is no small trick.”

      He helped me back to my feet. Before I could pull away, he gripped my shoulders and pulled our faces close together. His voice dropped and grew stern. “This is one of the reasons they hate us, you know. What I just did breaks their petty rules. It moved me outside the unnatural prison they’ve built around your perception of the true nature of reality.”

      A hundred questions jostled inside my head, but none of them could make themselves heard before the old man shoved a scrap of paper into my hand. “If you want to learn more of the Dragon Web and the laws of Dominion, bring me the Burning Codex. Return to the Sanctuary with it, and we will discuss what comes next for you.”

      
        
        SECURE THE CODEX

        The Society of Shadows has tasked you with retrieving the sacred Burning Codex. Will you accept this quest?

        REFUSAL PENALTY: -10 Shadow reputation

        FAILURE PENALTY: -50 Shadow reputation

        REWARD: 2,000 XP, +100 Shadow reputation

        DIFFICULTY: Average

        

      

      It was nice to see the game could provide a decent amount of detail about quests when it felt like it. The penalties were new and gave me pause. If I turned the quest down, it would cost me a small amount of standing with the Shadow faction.

      But, if I failed after accepting the quest, the faction hit would push me into the negatives with the Shadows, and that seemed like an awfully big problem.

      The reward, on the other hand, was pretty sweet. The big boost with the Shadow faction had to mean bigger, better quests, which meant better loot and more money in my pocket.

      My luck had been pretty shit lately, though. If I failed at this, would the negative Shadow faction get me kicked out of the cool kids’ club?

      The Grandfather offered me a slight, sad smile. “The Shadows won’t force you to learn the truth. If you refuse this quest, there are other tasks for you. Less demanding, perhaps less rewarding, but safer.”

      Safer. That sounded good.

      And, yet, the idea rankled. Turning this quest down was turning my back on something bigger that just a single mission. If I wanted to find out why the Shadows were so hated, and what was going on with the Burning Codex, I needed to suck it up and see this through.

      Fine, I thought, I’ll do the damned quest.

      I took the parchment fragment the old man had pushed on me and read the details of my new assignment.

      
        
        RECOVER THE BURNING CODEX

        Lord Wenderly was the last known holder of the Burning Codex and the Burning Key. Though he lost the key while on an ill-fated expedition to purge the Corrupted Shrines from the Anthalor Range, the Society of Shadows believes the key is still somewhere within his estate.

        Though many looters have attempted to ransack the abandoned mansion, none have retrieved anything of value. There are those who claim the ghost of Lord Wenderly and his many lovers haunt the place, eager to seek vengeance on any who dare to defile its halls with their unwanted presence.

        QUEST OBJECTIVES:

        Retrieve the Burning Codex from the Wenderly estate.

        Return the Codex to the Grandfather of Shadows.

        

      

      A burglary. I could handle that.

      Before I could ask the old man how long I had to complete the task, a gust of wind ruffled my hair. The Sanctuary’s candles guttered, sending long shadows racing across the walls and floor. When the light steadied, the Grandfather was gone.

      Awesome.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen
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      The Wenderly mansion crouched on the north edge of Frosthold’s richest neighborhood like a crumbling gargoyle guarding the perimeter of a decaying church. It had sat empty for most of a hundred years, a relic of another age, abandoned since the death of Lord Wenderly. Some say the former ruler of Frosthold died of natural causes. Others claim he was killed by jealous merchants out to seize control of Frosthold for themselves.

      And some say the ghost of the last Lord of Frosthold still roams its halls, protecting his territory from invaders for all eternity.

      “That’s what the lore says about the place, anyway,” I whispered to Bastion after I’d read him the details for the Secure the Codex quest. He claimed there was a way to share quests with other players, but we couldn’t get it to work for this one. Maybe it was locked to the thief profession.

      “Hope no other thieves sneaked in here while the place was empty and stole your book,” he whispered back. “Be a shame if you’ve already failed this quest. Two strikes and all that.”

      I jabbed by brother in the ribs with my elbow. “Everyone thinks this place was already ransacked. When old man Wenderly went missing, the city fathers raided the mansion in search of fat loots. But they didn’t find what we’re looking for because they weren’t as smart as me.”

      We watched from our hiding place in silence as a pair of guards wandered by us. The poor bastards muttering to one another and huddled under their thin cloaks as they made their rounds. Life as a guard in Frosthold looked like it sucked.

      Bastion had logged in a couple of hours ago, and after I tracked him down and let him on the new quest we’d taken up position in the alley across from our target. Patrols had come by three times during our stakeout, regular as clockwork.

      “We should have thirty minutes before the guards show up again. I’ll sneak in, take a quick look around, then open the back door so you can come inside and help me carry out the good stuff.”

      “All right, then.” Bastion adjusted his armor and leaned back against the alley’s wall. “I’ll watch from here.”

      “See you in a few minutes,” I said and started across the road. Though a guard patrol had already passed, I kept my head low and looked both ways when crossing the street. If some noble out for a late-night stroll saw me, I could pretend I was doing something other than breaking and entering.

      The front door was a big old ironwood monstrosity. An enormous knob dominated its center, but there was no keyhole or other visible lock for me to pick. Dozens of deep scratches and gouges marred the door’s surface. Someone, or lots of someones, had tried to bust their way into the mansion and failed. Whoever had built this barrier had meant it to keep unwanted visitors on the outside.

      Good thing I hadn’t planned on going in the main entrance.

      Satisfied no one had seen my approach, I hustled around to the back of the mansion. There was a back entry, but it was a featureless slab of iron without even a knob to mark its surface. The door sat in grooves in the doorframe. Closer examination told me it opened up, not out. There must be a crank or a pulley system inside to raise the barricade for deliveries of wood for the fireplace or food to stock the larder. It wasn’t the most convenient system, but it was certainly secure. Old man Wenderly took his home defense very seriously.

      With both doors out of the question, I moved on to casing the windows. There were five of those on the ground floor at the rear of the house, but they were all barred and shuttered. A quick check confirmed the bars were inch-thick iron. The gaps were too narrow even for a skinny runt like me to squeeze through, and the hammered copper shutters were barred from the inside.

      So much for that plan.

      That left the upper floors. Ten windows ran across the back of the mansion’s second floor, but all of those were also barred.

      The third-floor windows were sealed up tight, too. There was a lot of space between the pinnacle high-peaked roof and those windows. Maybe the old man had an attic where he hid his illegitimate offspring.

      A quick peek around the far corner of the house showed me a square wooden grate set into the wall just below roof level.

      Bingo.

      The estate walls were originally smooth stone, but decades of neglect and crumbling mortar had created plenty of hand and footholds for a skilled climber such as myself. After a few moments tracking the path I’d take up the wall, I pressed my belly to the wall and clambered up it like a lizard.

      It was tougher than it looked. The stones were littered with decayed pockets that crumbled under my fingers and protruding jags that snatched at my stilettos. To make matters even more exciting, the winter wind tangled my cloak around my legs. What I thought would be a quick climb became a ten-minute ordeal.

      My fingers ached, and my knees were raw from scraping it against the stones as I climbed. Even my toes hurt from digging my soft leather boots into whatever gaps or crevices I could find.

      
        
        SUCCESS! You have increased your mastery of the Climb Walls skill. (Rank 2)

        

      

      That was something, anyway. Invigorated by my increased skill, I pushed on. Turned out I was good at climbing. Like, really good. One more push and—

      The stone block I’d rested my weight on picked that precise moment to say “screw it” and slide out of its place.  The rock plunged into the snow, and I was going to follow it.

      With its support gone, my left foot flailed in the wind. My right leg collapsed under the sudden load, bending in toward the wall. My knee banged off the stone and levered my toes out of the crack I’d jammed them into.

      The sudden drop popped the fingers of my left hand off the wall, leaving me hanging by three fingers on my right hand. A quick glance down told me I was twenty feet up. It might not kill me, but a fall from that height would bang me up, make a lot of noise, and probably cause me to fail this quest.

      Nope. Not gonna happen.

      The hole left by the falling stone block had to be close to my left hand. My fingers groped across the cold wall, searching for purchase.

      The ring finger on my right hand went numb and slipped loose from the wall. That left just two aching, almost frozen fingers between me and a very nasty fall.

      My fingers scraped across the mansion’s wall. A little lower.

      Where was the hole?

      My Stamina bar flashed an alarming shade of red, alerting me to imminent exhaustion.

      There you are.

      With the last of my waning strength, I lifted my foot to meet my left hand. The front half of my boot slipped into the hole in the wall. Sweat ran down my spine and dripped from my nose, but I wasn’t falling, and that was a good thing.

      Straightening my left leg took the weight off my right hand and let me reach up to find purchase with my left hand. Three points of contact were enough to stop my Stamina from draining out. Maybe I’d get up to the grate after all.

      
        
        SUCCESS! You have increased your mastery of the Climb Walls skill. (Rank 3)

        

      

      Every little gain made the climbing slightly, but noticeably, easier.

      The grate’s wooden frame was cracked and crumbling from long years of exposure to the elements and hungry insects. A quick tug pulled the barrier free, and I let it fall to the drifted snow below where it landed with a muffled thump. The attic’s shutters had long since surrendered to the elements, and their wooden slats lay discarded across the dusty floor like a child’s broken toys.

      Moonlight streamed through the now-empty space the grate had occupied and illuminated a patch of the bare plank floor. Holes in the roof let in more slanting bars of silver light, as well, revealing clusters of dusty, yellowing sheets covering what I guessed was furniture scattered around the attic floor.

      I took a deep breath and braced myself. While I clung to the stone wall, I was relatively safe. The worst that could happen was a fall, and I was confident I’d survive that.

      But as soon as I set foot in the attic, the danger would become much greater.

      The floor might be rotted, and I’d plunge through as soon as I put my weight on it. There could be a hidden alarm, a wire so fine it would be invisible to the naked eye. Old man Wenderly might have even left some sort of guillotine trap inside. Stick your head through the window, trigger the trap, now your head’s in a basket.

      Going in without being very certain it was safe could be suicide. I needed to check for traps. There had to be a skill for that, or being a thief would be the most dangerous job in the world.

      I closed my eyes, concentrated on finding hidden dangers, and opened them. It wasn’t quite the same as the visions of the patterns underlying reality that the Grandfather had shown me, but it was similar. I thought of it as my Thief’s Eyes, which showed me hidden dangers and treasures.

      The world became a dull, fuzzy gray. Wherever I looked, everything took on the same, monotonous shade. I searched along the attic’s wall as far as I could without sticking my head through the window. The floor was gray, the walls were gray, even the dust was a pale gray.

      Either I was terrible at finding traps and would soon be dead, or there wasn’t anything to find.

      I twisted my head a little to the left, and a flicker of color caught my eye. On the floor in front of the window, a single wooden slat glowed a dull red that intensified to a flashing crimson as I studied it.

      
        
        SUCCESS! You have learned the rudiments of the Detect Traps skill. (Rank 1)

        

      

      Ha! Take that, Lord Wenderly. Your devious security was no match for my skills.

      I reached up, found secure handholds on the roof’s edge, and eased my feet through the hole in the wall. It was a stretch, but I was able to step over the trap without touching it.

      Inside the attic, I froze and listened intently for any sign I’d been detected. I didn’t expect anyone to be waiting inside the manor, not even the rumored ghost, but better safe than sorry.

      
        
        VERBOSE LISTEN SKILL CHECK:

        UNSKILLED

        1/2 Wisdom (5)  + d100 (25) = 30

        vs

        Listen Difficulty = 75

        Skill Check Result = -45

        Degree of Success = 0

        Skill Activation Time: 5 seconds

        Stamina Cost: 0

        FAILURE! You hear nothing. Maybe there was nothing to hear. Or maybe you’re bad at listening.

        You have learned the rudiments of the Listen skill (Rank 1)

        

      

      Had I heard something coming from the floor below? Had I really detected a muffled thud, or was it just a shutter banging in the wind?

      Or maybe I was paranoid. I’d failed a Listen skill check, but that didn’t mean there was anything to hear.

      You don’t have time for this, I chastised myself.

      I turned my attention back to the red plank. The floorboard trigger was the same width as the window. Anyone not paying attention would throw a leg over the sill and stomp right on it. The pressure plate goes down, the trap goes off, and there’s one more burglar to plant in the pauper’s field outside of town.

      At least, I assumed the trap was deadly. Maybe it wasn’t, but I’d feel much better treating it like it could kill me than being careless and actually getting killed.

      If pushing down on the trigger would set the contraption off, then the smartest thing to do was pull it up.

      I fished a slender bar from inside my cloak, which apparently sprouted thieves’ tools on demand, and very delicately pried up the trigger’s left end to reveal the mechanism beneath.

      A trio of notched metal rods jutted from the bottom of the space beneath the plank. A complex series of gears surrounded the rods and meshed with three toothed discs rising from the floor like blunted circular saw blades. If the rods got pushed down, the notches would rotate the gears, and the gears would turn the discs. The rotating discs would do something below the floor, and that’d trigger the trap. What happened after that was a mystery, but I knew it wouldn’t be good for me.

      Maybe an alarm would sound and summon a bunch of guards.

      Maybe spears would shoot down from the ceiling and impale me.

      I licked my lips and took a hard look at the rods. They didn’t have notches below their resting positions. If I could lift them…

      
        
        VERBOSE DISARM TRAPS SKILL CHECK: UNSKILLED

        1/2 Dexterity (8) + d100 (53) = 61

        vs

        Trap Difficulty = 60

        Skill Check Result = 1

        Degree of Success = 1

        Skill Activation Time: 5 seconds

        Stamina Cost: 0

        You disarmed a Type 1 Pressure Plate Alarm Trap!

        SUCCESS! You have learned the rudiments of the Disarm Traps skill. (Rank 1)

        

      

      The rods slipped free of their places with ease. I stowed them in one of my cloak’s many small pockets. The trigger pieces weren’t valuable, but they might come in handy later.

      Plus, if they were in my pocket I didn’t have to worry about them somehow finding their way back into the trigger.

      The floorboard dropped back into its slot snug as a bug in a rug. With the trap disarmed, I wouldn’t have to worry about Bastion’s big metal boots setting it off.

      After a few minutes of investigating the attic’s supply of sheet-covered furniture, I found a chest of drawers that wouldn’t budge. No matter how hard I pushed against it, the thing refused to move even an inch.

      Perfect.

      The rope in my inventory, another thief’s tool just waiting for me to need it before it appeared, was thin and strong. It only took me a few seconds to slip its coils around one of the chest’s legs. It wasn’t perfect, but the polished wood made a reasonable stand-in for a pulley. Crossing my fingers, I carried the rope to the hole in the wall and tossed it out. It uncoiled as it fell, and I was pleased to see its end just reached the snow-covered ground.

      How lucky was that?

      I poked my head out the window after the rope and gave a low whistle, then another, followed by two more in quick succession.

      After a wait that had me convinced Bastion had gotten tired of waiting on me and logged out, my brother came hustling across the road. His armor jingled and jangled like sleigh bells as he jogged. I’d have to teach him to be a little stealthy if we were going to keep doing this.

      “Tied off?” He stage whispered up to me.

      “Nah, this is all part of my devious plan to trick you into falling to your death. Fear my unexpected, yet inevitable, betrayal.”

      “You’re such an asshole.” He grumbled.

      I wrapped my end of the rope around my waist and held onto it with both hands. I leaned out the window and said, “Just climb, ya big baby.”

      Bastion weighed a damned ton. As soon as his feet came off the ground, I skidded six inches across the floor. Bracing my boots against the wall helped, but my back ached from the strain of supporting his weight while he climbed. Bullets of sweat poured down my spine by the time Bastion appeared in the hole in the wall.

      He grabbed the windowsill and let go of the rope. “Little help?”

      I dropped the rope, grabbed his weapon harness with both hands, and threw my weight back.

      Overbalanced, Bastion fell through the window and into the attic.

      Right on top of me.

      It was like having an antique car dropped on my chest. His breastplate smashed my lungs flat, and the hilts of the weapons in his harness dug into my abdomen and legs. I slapped his back and gasped, “Get. Off.”

      Bastion pushed himself off me, smashing me even flatter in the process. Before I could catch my breath, Bastion grabbed me by the front of my armor and hoisted me onto my feet. “Not much meat on your bones, bro. You should hit the gym.”

      “Maybe you should lose a few pounds. You’re as big as a house.”

      He flexed and opened his mouth for another round of insults, but I held a finger to my lips to indicate we should probably shut the hell up before we attracted the wrong kind of attention.

      For once, Bastion nodded and kept his mouth shut.

      I picked our path across the attic carefully, testing every step to make sure the floorboards were sturdy and wouldn’t squeak too much under Bastion’s weight. It was a slow, tedious process, but it got us to the attic’s door without raising a ruckus or one of us falling through a rotten spot.

      The attic’s door was set into the floor. There was no latch on our side, because why would there be? The people inside the house were the ones who needed to be able to lock or unlock the attic door, not the raccoons who found their way in during the winter.

      I crossed my fingers and pushed on the door. It didn’t move. “Locked.”

      Bastion brushed me away from the door with the back of one huge hand.

      “Quiet—” I started, but my warning was too late.

      Bastion’s armored boot slammed down on the attic door on the side opposite the hinges.

      Wood splintered, and metal squealed. The door gave way with an unholy racket, swinging down into the house on its hinges, and slamming into the wall with enough force to rattle the whole manor.

      “I thought I asked you to be quiet?”

      My brother shrugged. “You couldn’t open the door. So I did.”

      “And told the whole neighborhood we were breaking in!”

      Bastion pointed toward the opening. “We headed down or what?”

      “Try not to knock the whole building down on top of us.” I snapped and dropped through the open trapdoor without a sound.

      The interior of the house smelled of dry rot and dust. The walls were thick and the windows sealed against the elements. The old man had been rich enough to afford glass instead of just shutters, and without fresh air moving through it, the whole house was as still as a mausoleum.

      Bastion dropped out of the ceiling with all the stealth and subtlety of a overturned china cabinet.

      “Next time,” I whispered, “toss down a bag of broken glass before you jump. It’ll be quieter.”

      Bastion threw a joking punch at my shoulder that landed with enough force to knock me into the hallway’s far wall. “You’re just jealous because I’m so massive.”

      “You are so right. My secret shame is that I can move around without sounding like a reject from the tin man auditions. Try and keep it down while we check this place out.”

      “Don’t be so paranoid,” Bastion whispered. “There’s no one here, and no one outside can hear us. The walls are too thick.”

      He was probably right, but I couldn’t shake the feeling there was something off. I held a finger to my lips to silence him and listened intently for the sounds of approaching guards. Nothing.

      “Let’s start digging around. I’ll take the north end, you go south. We’ll meet back in the middle.” I pointed in the direction I wanted Bastion to go because he’s never been great with directions. If he can see it, he’ll fight it, but otherwise, Bastion needs someone to keep him aimed where he needs to march.

      Maybe that was why he was so hip on becoming a paladin. Once he signed up as one of the church’s shining knights, there’d always be someone telling him what he needed to do to be the kind of hero he’d always imagined himself to be.

      Or maybe he just liked their fancy armor.

      We parted ways, and I headed toward my end of the house. I tried to calculate how long it would take us to search the whole place, and realized this wasn’t going to be a quick in-and-out job.

      Wenderly’s mansion wasn’t just the biggest house in Frosthold, it was the largest by several orders of magnitude. I hoped it wouldn’t take us much more than a couple of hours, but I had a sneaking suspicion it was going to be a long night.

      There were six rooms on my end of the hall, and judging by how big the place was on the outside, that was less than a quarter of the rooms on this floor. That didn’t take into account the two floors below us or any basement the place might have.

      There was no use crying about the job, so I walked to the farthest end of the hall and tried the last room on the left. The door wasn’t locked, and why would it be? These were bedrooms, not bank vaults, and anyone who might use them had died decades past.

      The bedroom was empty. Not a stick of furniture remained in the place. The walls were naked, save for curling strips of old paint. If every room was like this, searching the mansion wouldn’t take nearly as long as I feared. It also wouldn’t net us any sweet loot. I wasn’t sure what to hope for.

      I left the door open and headed to the next bedroom. This one faced the rear of the house, and the shutters over its two windows were cracked and broken. The glass was still intact, and I saw over Frosthold’s wall to the snowy forest and hills beyond it.

      There was furniture in this room, but it was ruined.

      Not from the ravages of time, but from brute force. The four-poster bed was torn to pieces. Its frame was wrenched apart, and the legs and posts had been tossed into the corner. The mattress was shredded and its stuffing scattered around the floor.

      A dresser was tipped over onto the floor. Its drawers had been flung against the wall so hard they’d broken apart and left deep dents in the plaster. The clothes it had once contained were shredded to rags and discarded in front of the ruined furniture.

      The next four rooms on my end of the hall were in the same condition. The amount of furniture left in each differed, but the condition did not. Someone had gone to great pains to completely destroy everything in those bedrooms. They’d splintered furniture into kindling. The clothes and bedding were reduced to tatters of filthy cloth.

      Whoever had done this was thorough and strong as hell. The whole place looked like someone had gone through it with a wrecking ball and an industrial paper shredder.

      Bastion was waiting for me in the hall when I finished my assessment of the last room on my end. “Anything?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing. Someone tossed the place. I hope they didn’t beat us to the punch.”

      Bastion tucked his thumbs into his belt and raised an eyebrow. “Why would the game give you a quest you couldn’t complete?”

      It was a good question, but recent experience told me this game was not playing fair. “Why did I get a quest that was interrupted by an invasion of goblins? And why did someone give a quest to that wizard to protect the same merchant I’d been sent to terrorize?”

      That earned me a frown from my big brother. “You’ve got a point there. Maybe that’s why my bribe to the captain of the guard didn’t work out.”

      Until that moment, I’d completely forgotten about Bastion squandering our goblin-killing money. Irritated, I poked him in the chest with the point of my index finger. “I told you that was a waste of money.”

      He raised his hands in surrender. “You’re right, you’re right. If you still need money to pay off your thugs, you get first cut from whatever we get out of this place.”

      My brother’s magnanimous gesture felt more than a little hollow to me. We’d just searched a third of the building and hadn’t found so much as a stray copper piece. “You’re right. But I also get first cut of anything else we ever find. You’re terrible with money, and we need to get smarter about this business.”

      And it was a business. Dragon Web Online was exciting and could be a lot of fun, but we were here to earn money. And that meant not blowing every coin we stumbled across on half-assed schemes.

      “We can fight about this when we get home.” Bastion hiked a thumb over his left shoulder in the direction he’d been searching. “But I want you to look at something.”

      He led me down the hall and gestured toward the open doors. “Notice anything odd?”

      I peered through the first door on my right. It was just as wrecked as the ones I’d searched. Maybe even worse. There were deep dents in the wall, and the plaster ceiling was cracked. Even the cobwebs had been shredded, leaving behind just a few wisps in the room’s corners.

      Then I saw it.

      The end of the hall I’d searched had eight doors. There were four on the left side of the corridor and four on the right. But Bastion’s end of the hall only had seven doors. There was a noticeable gap between the second and third doors on the hall’s west side. “Where’s the other door?”

      Bastion walked to the blank section of wall where the door should’ve been and banged his mailed fist against the wall. “That’s an excellent question. There should be a room right here.”

      I joined him in front of the blank wall and drew my handy dandy crowbar from my cloak’s pocket. With a little pressure, its toothed end dug into the plaster. I leaned against the crowbar, and it went in two inches before it met immovable resistance. “There’s something back there. Let me take a closer look.”

      My Thief’s Eyes revealed a golden outline the size of a narrow doorway. “There’s a door behind the plaster. But I don’t see any way to open it.”

      My brother brushed me back and took the crowbar from me. He pushed it into the wall until it would move no farther.

      Bastion threw his weight against it. There was a dull metallic clink, but the tool didn’t budge.

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “Hear that?”

      Knowing there was a metal door didn’t help us get through it. I took my crowbar back from Bastion before he could break it, and tucked the tool back into my cloak. “Let’s search the rest of the place. Maybe there’s a hidden lever or something that’ll open this up.”

      “Or I could just hack my way through the wall,” Bastion said and lifted a heavy hatchet from his belt.

      My brother had as many weapons as I did thieves’ tools. He was a walking arsenal.

      I shook my head at him. “Let’s not start demolishing the place. If we don’t find anything, we’ll come back, and you can knock yourself out.

      “But that’ll make a hell of a lot of noise, and there’s no telling what kind of attention it’ll draw. Better if we leave it until last.”

      “Fair enough. Let’s see what we can find.”

      A staircase branched off from the middle of the hall and led up to the second floor. A thick runner muffled our steps as we descended and, despite its age and neglect, the staircase itself didn’t creak or break even under Bastion’s armored weight.

      The second floor had a different layout than the third. The staircase ended in a short hallway running east to west with arched openings to the north and south. The upper floor must’ve held the residents’ bedrooms. This one was for offices and libraries and salons or whatever else rich fantasy nobles needed.

      I led the way to the north. The hallway was narrower than the one upstairs and ended in a T-intersection. A shuttered window dominated that end of the hall. There were two doors to the west and one to the east in this hallway.

      Thick iron bands reinforced the door to the east, and a massive lock held it closed. The door and lock were both scarred and dented but still held fast. Bastion leaned past me to shove on the door, but that had about as much effect as trying to move a mountain.

      He shrugged. “Must be locked.”

      I pointed a finger at the lock. “Ya think? Watch and learn, youngling.”

      The lock was impressive looking, but it didn’t seem too complicated. Especially not for someone who spent all his free time opening locks for asshole priests.

      
        
        SUCCESS! You open the lock with ease.

        

      

      The lock’s mechanism popped, and the hasp swung free. I lifted it away from the latch and tucked it into my inventory. You never know when a big ol’ lock will come in handy.

      A gentle shove swung the door open with a faint creak. The big door and heavy lock had saved this room from being ransacked, but it wasn’t exactly stuffed with furnishings.

      It contained a small desk and two bookcases built into its walls. A quill pen and matching ink pot rested on a stained blotter gone brittle with age. And that was it.

      I was halfway across the little room when something slammed above us.

      Bastion grabbed me by the shoulder. “What was that?”

      Icy dread settled in my guts like a ball of slush. “Sounded like the attic door.”

      “No way. We’re alone in here.”

      The slush in my guts hardened into a ball of ice. “I don’t think so.”
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      I spun around and grabbed Bastion’s arm before he could draw his blazing longsword and go looking for a fight.

      “Don’t move,” I whispered. “Don’t even breathe.”

      
        
        VERBOSE LISTEN SKILL CHECK

        Wisdom (10) + Listen Skill Ranks (1) + d100 (82) = 93

        vs

        Listen Difficulty = 75

        Skill Check Result = 18

        Degree of Success = 1

        Skill Activation Time: 5 seconds

        Stamina Cost: 0

        SUCCESS! You hear one set of footsteps on the floor above you.

        You have increased your mastery of the Listen skill. (Rank 2)

        

      

      I hooked my fingers around the handles of my stilettos and pointed at the ceiling.

      “Somebody up there just locked us in,” I whispered, “and we’ve already searched that floor anyway. We’re going to sneak through this floor, find the Codex, and get the fuck out of here without them finding us.”

      Bastion considered my plan for a moment, then nodded. My brother was always going to be headstrong but he was starting to listen to me as my skills improved. It was nice. “I’ll be as quiet as I can.”

      He stood motionless while I went through the small office. If we were careful, maybe we’d wrap this up without starting a massive fight.

      Maybe.

      The desk wasn’t huge, but it was solid, and each of its drawers housed a fancy lock. The thin, wide drawer below the top of the desk wasn’t locked, but it was empty.

      The top two drawers on the right side were unlocked and empty, as well. But the bottom drawer on the right was locked.

      Goody.

      I kneeled and retrieved the lock picks from the pouches on the back of my gloves. The slender tools nestled into the lock’s opening, and I adjusted the position of the tumblers by feel. The picks vibrated in my hands, transferring a sense of the lock’s innards to my fingers. This tumbler goes up, this one slides down, this one up.

      A quick twist of my wrist levered the locking mechanism around, and the drawer opened with a faint click.

      The drawer didn’t contain any shiny gems or piles of gold. A black book stuffed with vellum pages and bound in stained leather covered the drawer’s bottom.

      I eased the tome out of the drawer and uncoiled the thick black cord holding it closed. The unlined pages were filled with blue lines of regimented script. I flipped to the last page with writing on it, about halfway through the book, and read Lord Wenderly’s final journal entry.

      The vault is secure. At last, I can take my leave of this place without worrying those meddling fools on the Council will steal the Burning Codex and wrest control of Frosthold from me.

      The plasterer I hired from Arclithin assures me his work is without peer, and I must say even I cannot find any sign of the door he’s hidden behind the false wall on the third floor.

      Should anyone be so talented as to find it, the clockwork lock I procured from the traveling gnome will defeat any attempt to open the black steel door.

      The magus assures me the threadbound ward he’s placed upon the door will deal with anyone resourceful enough to get past the formidable physical safeguards.

      I leave on the morrow for one, final quest. Though my body aches, my spirit is willing.

      I pray the gods—

      Bastion shifted his weight from his left foot to his right. The armor plates on his legs clanged together, and the floorboard under his right heel creaked like a screeching cat.

      Footsteps hustled across the floor above us, heading toward the stairs.

      There was no point trying to hide or sneak. Anyone in the manor had to have heard that and knew we were here. Bastion couldn’t move without making enough noise to wake the dead, so unless he stayed put while I scampered away, we were screwed.

      The only way we were going to get out of the Wenderly Manor alive, and with the Codex, was to take the fight to them.

      “New plan,” I whispered.

      “Yeah?”

      “Let’s kill ‘em and take their shit.”

      A broad smile broke across Bastion’s face as he followed me out of the office. It was time for him to do what he did best, bust some skulls.

      When we’d almost reached the stairs, I heard someone moving around on the floor below us. I held up a hand to halt Bastion, but he’d already stopped. For as much noise as my brother made, he was pretty observant, I’ll give him that.

      While we held our position, the other burglars in the house kept moving toward the stairs. Whoever was on the floor above us was quiet like me, but whoever was closing in on us from the floor below didn’t care if we heard them coming.

      A gravelly phlegm-clogged voice came from below. “Jarissa found the way they came in and blocked their escape. We’ll wait here, and she’ll flush them to us.

      I couldn’t place the accent. It was thick and harsh, like the berserkers in the combat footage coming out of the Eastern European conflict states.

      The voice that answered was higher-pitched but jagged with harsh, clipped consonants. “We have to catch them. They may have found the Codex.”

      The first voice rumbled back. “If we couldn’t find it, what makes you think they have?”

      “We’re taking no chances. We find them, we kill them. If they have the Codex, then we take it from them. If not, we won’t have to worry about them causing us any trouble once they’re dead.”

      Screw that noise.

      Bastion leaned in close, careful not to rattle his armor, and whispered, “They’re split up; one above, two below. Let’s head upstairs and kick that one’s ass, then we can deal with the other two.”

      It was a sound plan, but it didn’t play to my strengths. “No. You wait by the stairs for the one above us to come down. You engage, I’ll ambush. Then we’ll do the same when the two below come to see what happened to their buddy.”

      Bastion looked a little dubious about any plan that didn’t involve a headlong charge into the teeth of death. I, on the other hand, wasn’t budging. A little stealth and surprise would go a long way to saving our hides, especially since we were outnumbered.

      Finally, he nodded and jogged toward the stairs, rattling with every step. His drawn longsword blazed with blue fire, filling the narrow hall with an azure glow. Whoever came down those stairs would only have eyes for my brother.

      And that was just the way I liked it.

      We reached the stairs before our enemies, and I pulled my hood down over my face and faded into the shadows.

      Bastion struck a heroic pose, legs spread, weapon poised to strike. The longsword dripped fire and sizzled in the cold air. My brother looked mighty impressive. I could almost see him as the paladin he so desperately wanted to be.

      He grinned and shot me a thumbs up. We had a plan. We were worked well as a team. We were going to kick some serious ass.

      We had no idea what we were up against.
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      The first arrow screamed past Bastion’s left arm and drove itself into the wooden banister, where it vibrated like a struck tuning fork.

      The second arrow punched through the armor covering his left shoulder with a sound like a ringing gong that echoed through the house.

      The third arrow passed so near to his skull its barbed head snipped a handful of his hairs.

      Bastion fell back, sword raised as a weak defense against the rain of arrows. My brother was always much better playing offense than defense.

      Shit. The intended victim of my sneak attack had turned everything upside down and brought the ambush to us. I held my ground and hoped Bastion had enough sense to try and lure the archer down the stairs where I could spring my sneak attack.

      Bastion ducked away from a fourth arrow, retreating from the stairwell and down the hall in the direction we hadn’t yet searched.

      Our opponent pursued him, leaping down the stairs with bow drawn. She wore a robe of sleek leather that covered her from the top of her head to just above her soft, gray boots.

      Her eyes glinted like green sparks inside her hood as she scanned the hallway for new threats.

      
        
        VERBOSE HIDE IN SHADOWS SKILL CHECK

        Hide in Shadows Skill (8) + Dexterity (15) + d100 (63) = 86

        vs

        Opponent’s Listen Skill Check Result: 64

        Skill Check Result = 22

        Degree of Success: 2

        Activation Time: 5 seconds

        Stamina Cost: 1

        SUCCESS! You skulk in the shadows, unseen by your foes.

        You have increased your mastery of the Hide in Shadows skill. (Rank 8)

        

      

      Bastion’s retreat had carried him down the corridor to the south and into the thick shadows. The archer, assuming my brother was the only enemy, stalked after him. Her bow was drawn, and I had no doubt she’d turn my brother into a human pincushion the instant she saw him.

      I wasn’t going to give her a chance. I concentrated on her for a moment, and a red placard appeared above her head.

      
        
        Jarissa, Adept, Level ??

        

      

      I’d hoped to learn more about her, but I guess I didn’t have the skill to accurately appraise my enemies. I added it to the running list of shit I needed to learn if I wanted to survive.

      Jarissa passed by my hiding spot. She was so close I smelled the wet dog scent of her sweat and the oily tang of the leather robe. My eyes swiveled in their sockets, tracking her movements as I held my breath and remained as still as a statue.

      Then her back was to me, and it was time to kick some ass.

      Springing from the shadows gave me the drop on the archer. My stiletto punched through her leather robes and scraped along her ribs. It wasn’t the deadly assault I’d planned, but then…

      
        
        BRACERS OF THE STRIKING SERPENT ACTIVATED!

        

      

      The bracers gave me an instant follow-up attack with no activation time. The stiletto in my left hand plunged deep into Jarissa’s body just below the ribs on her side.

      A barking gasp of pain escaped her as I wrenched the blade to the side. The blade ripped through her robes, splaying them open and spilling a curtain of blood from above her right hip down to her knee.

      I didn’t need to read the combat messages to know that was a critical hit.

      She didn’t stick around to let me follow it up with a coup de grace. Despite her wound, she was still quick on her feet and darted away from me before I could attack again.

      The instant my combat timer had ticked down to 0, I threw myself into the pursuit. With my speed enhanced by the bracer’s triggered effect, there was no way she could outrun me.

      And she didn’t even try to escape. When I’d closed to within ten feet of the archer, she executed a perfect shoulder roll and came up facing me with an arrow nocked.

      The arrow was too fast, and the distance it had to cover was too short, for me to try to dodge out of the way even with my magically augmented speed. The archer’s shot drilled through the toe of my boot and into the wooden floor beneath.

      
        
        CRITICAL HIT!

        A barbed arrow has impaled your foot.

        Damage: 10 Health

        STATUS EFFECTS

        PINNED: Unable to move until the arrow is removed from your foot.

        STUNNED: You are unable to move or take any other action. All defenses reduced by 50%. (Duration: 10 seconds)

        Status effects can be healed with proper medical attention, the correct healing herbs, or magic.

        

      

      I was in mid-stride when my right foot became one with the floor. Off-balance and unable to stop my momentum, I flopped onto my belly and slammed onto my chin. Pain rocketed up my leg and ignited a fireworks display of agony in my brain.

      The pain radiating from my foot in crashing waves made it impossible to focus on anything else. My eyes were clenched against the pain, and I found it impossible to make any sense of the sounds surrounding me.

      A dog barked. Bastion roared like a wounded lion. Heavy footsteps hammered across the floor below me. A crow cawed.

      After a few moments, the stunning agony caused by the arrow through my foot receded to a dull knife-edge of pain. It took every ounce of courage I could muster to rock the boat and risk stirring up more searing agony. But if I stayed where I was, the archer and her buddies were going to slaughter Bastion and then carve me up into bite-sized pieces.

      Clenching my teeth and holding my breath, I rolled over onto my back. It was a painful slow-motion gymnastics routine. Every time my foot flared with pain, I stopped and adjusted my approach.

      The sounds of battle continued. As did the sounds of approaching enemies.

      Finally, I worked myself around into a sitting position. I opened my eyes and almost closed them again at the sight of my injury.

      The arrow jutted from the top of my foot like a signpost. Blood welled up around the wooden shaft, not gushing, but bubbling steadily.

      My stomach rolled over and tried to climb up my throat.

      “Company’s coming,” Bastion shouted. In the short time I’d been out of it, he’d sprouted a third arrow, this one on the outside of his hip. The gleaming armor covering his leg on that side was streaked red with blood, and his health bar was below half.

      I wasn’t in great shape, myself. A third of my health was gone.

      If I didn’t do something, we were going to die.

      Before the smarter parts of my brain could convince me otherwise, I snapped the arrow off just above the top of my boot and lifted my foot off the boards.

      
        
        You are no longer pinned or stunned.

        Your foot is crippled. -2 Speed penalty.

        5 health damage.

        

      

      It hurt like a motherfucker, but the pain was a small price to pay to free myself.

      I hobbled toward my brother, who had seized the initiative despite his injuries. Bastion had his opponent backed against the wall at the far end of the hallway. He took another swing, aiming for her head, and she dropped almost prone to avoid decapitation.

      Before she could get back on her feet and shoot one of us, I darted in with a wild dagger thrust. She rolled away from my attack and regained her feet.

      Outnumbered, the archer opted for the better part of valor. She leaped into the air and tucked into a tight somersault. Her feet struck the wall, and she sprang off it, tumbling over our heads and down the hall like a damned circus acrobat.

      That was a trick I had to learn.

      Her bow was out, and an arrow nocked as soon as her boots touched the floor.

      I grabbed Bastion’s belt and dragged my wobbling brother through an open door. Arrows streaked through the space we’d just vacated.

      Bastion took up a position against the wall near the door, sword ready to lop the head off anyone stupid enough to charge in after us.

      The small room we’d taken shelter in faced the city streets. The bars were still in place on the windows, preventing any escape in that direction, but the shutters and glass were long gone. Snow had found its way inside and formed shallow drifts against the street-side wall.

      Light flashed through the windows from outside, accompanied by angry shouts.

      “The hell is that?” Bastion cursed.

      I scrambled across the room to get a look outside. “More company’s about to drop in.”

      “You think it’s arrow girl’s friends?”

      My heart sank as I recognized the shabby uniforms and crappy weaponry of Frosthold’s finest. “I don’t think so. It’s the city guard.”
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      The guards gathered at the front of the house with their torches held high. Their voices were raised, but I couldn’t tell if they were yelling into the house, or arguing with each other.

      They weren’t battering down the door to get into the house, yet, but it wouldn’t be long before they decided it was worth the damage to a nobleman’s house to apprehend some burglars.

      Bastion swung the bedroom door closed and dragged a heavy barrel from the corner to block it. Something inside the barrel sloshed as Bastion moved it across the room, and the stink of stale beer filled the room.

      “That’ll hold ‘em off for a few minutes, at least,” he said.

      With the door secured, for the moment, Bastion leaned against the barrel and turned his attention to his wounds. He looked down at the arrows lodged in his armor. “Can you get these out of me? I won't heal until they're removed.”

      The arrows had left clean round holes through his armor, which meant they were simple heads and not barbed. The archer must have different types of arrows for different targets. That was both intriguing and terrifying.

      Without warning, I yanked the first arrow free of Bastion’s body. Blood welled up through the hole the arrow had left in his armor. His eyes rolled in their sockets, and he bit down hard on a scream.

      “Sorry,” I muttered and plowed through the unpleasant task as quickly as I could. Bastion was a pain in my ass, but he was my brother. I didn't want to hurt him.

      “Thanks,” he gasped. “That's better.”

      I paced our improvised bolthole. There were some barrels along one wall, a small desk in the center of the small chamber, and a single chair stood before the desk.

      The only way out of the room was the door we’d just blocked. There were no other doors, and the windows were barred.

      And if by some miracle, I was able to slip between the bars I still wouldn’t be safe. The guard was gathered on the street below, and they’d brand me their least favorite kind of criminal as soon as I escaped the house.

      We needed another way out.

      Too bad there wasn’t one.

      Bastion carried enough weaponry to outfit a small mercenary force, and I realized he had the key to our escape hanging from his belt.

      “Give me that,” I said, pointing at the ax on his left hip.

      Bastion smirked. “It’s kind of big. You sure you don’t want to stick to your little prickers?”

      “Smartass,” I grumbled. I walked over to my brother and took the ax from his belt. “I hope I break it.”

      And there was an excellent chance that’s what was going to happen.

      We couldn’t go out to the window, and we couldn’t leave through the door. If we wanted out, we’d have to make another exit. Down was no use because that would put us on the ground floor and close to the guards waiting outside. But, if the mental map I’d made of the place was worth a damn, up could be very promising, indeed.

      It was a small hope, but a hell of a lot better than no hope at all.

      A heavy weight crashed into the door and Bastion’s heels skidded across the bare wood floor. He repositioned himself and leaned into the makeshift barrier. “If you’ve got a plan, you’re going to need to get moving on it. Our friends really want to pay us a visit.”

      The ceiling wasn’t high, which worked in my favor. I clambered up onto the desk in the center of the room, careful not to put too much weight on my injured foot. The old furniture wobbled under me but held my weight. I took aim overhead and swung the ax for all I was worth.

      Turns out, I’m not worth a great deal.

      The ax chipped plaster away from the ceiling but didn’t even make a dent in the wood behind it.

      I cleared more of the plaster away and swung the hatchet into the ceiling, managing to dislodge a few splinters in the process. After a solid minute of hacking at the wood, I’d created a hole almost big enough to fit one finger through.

      Meanwhile, Bastion was doing his best to keep the door closed. Someone on the other side kept slamming what sounded like a small car into it. It wouldn’t be long before the door shattered.

      This was not an excellent plan.

      Bastion grunted as the door jolted into him again. “Hurry it up! I can’t hold them forever.”

      Brute force wasn’t going to get the job done. I needed something that would work on the wood without my having to apply muscle to it.

      I hopped off the desk, wincing as my injured foot banged onto the floor. I stuffed Bastion’s hatchet back in his belt and pulled his precious sword from the scabbard strapped across his back. Blue flames lit up the inside of the room and crackled merrily along the weapon’s length.

      Bastion couldn’t take his weight off the door to stop me from making off with his sword. “No!”

      I ignored his protest and climbed onto the desk below the dinky hole I’d chipped in the wooden ceiling. “I’m not going to hurt your precious toy.”

      Maybe.

      I gripped the longsword’s hilt in both hands and raised it overhead.

      “By the power of Grayskull,” I intoned and rammed the burning tip into the hole.

      The wood around the edge of the hole blackened and smoked. Within a few seconds, orange embers flickered to life, and sparks bounced off my hood and showered the floor around the desk.

      “It’s working,” I crowed in triumph. “Just keep ‘em out, Hodor.”

      Wood cracked, and a blade emerged from the door in front of Bastion’s face.

      “Won’t be much door left, soon,” he growled. “Time’s just about up.”

      “Almost there,” I said.

      The blade had chewed through the wood, and half its length was through the smoky opening. Glowing coals as big as my thumb rained down around me and onto the floor, where they burned smoldering holes in the carpet.

      The door cracked again, and Bastion slipped an inch before he could shove it back in place. “Hurry!”

      The fiery sword chewed into the wood, but it was slow going. I twisted the blade through the wood with all the strength I could muster. The plan was to cut an escape hatch through the ceiling, but I didn’t know if there was going to be time for that.

      If the hole only had to be big enough for me, I was almost there, but Bastion needed a much wider gap to accommodate his armored bulk.

      “Wedge the door,” I said. “Stick a knife under it or something.”

      Bastion took my advice and ripped a dagger from a bandolier strapped across his chest. He dropped it to the floor and kicked the pointy end under the door’s edge.

      In response, whoever was on the other side of the door slammed their weapon into the door again. A chunk of wood fell away to reveal a single massive eye.

      Without hesitation, Bastion drove his fist straight through the hole in the door. The idiot on the other side stumbled away, howling in pain.

      Bastion took advantage of the respite to drive another dagger between the door and the floor. “Get us out of here before they chop the damned door down.”

      The flaming sword carved out another chunk of smoldering wood, but the hole still wasn’t big enough. “Almost there.”

      The door rattled on its hinges, and Bastion drew a knife and stabbed through the jagged hole. Someone yelped, but I doubted Bastion had been lucky enough to kill whoever was on the other side.

      Another chunk of the door splintered off. This wasn’t going to work.

      “Trade me places,” I said as I hopped off the kegs.

      Bastion left the door and clambered up onto the kegs. He snatched his sword out of my hand and went back to work on the ceiling. “This better not hurt my baby.”

      Wood wasn’t going to hold our enemies at bay, but we had something else that might.

      I kicked coals away from the desk and corralled them toward the door. Smoke rose from the bare floor as the embers smoldered.

      The barrels and kegs told me we were in the estate’s liquor cabinet. I hoped they had something stronger than beer on hand.

      Bastion sheathed his sword and grabbed the glowing edges of the hole in the ceiling. His heavy-metal gauntlets clawed at the weakened wood, ripping out chunks of it and widening the gap.

      A thick, armored forearm punched through the hole in the door and pulled away a chunk of wood.

      Great, dueling strong men. Just what I needed.

      A straight up fire had started on the floor near the door, but it wasn’t growing fast enough. It needed fuel.

      There was a rack of bottles against the wall to my left. I darted over and yanked one free, pulled the cork loose, and took a swig. It was a sour wine that tasted like old flowers and bruised apples. Gross.

      The arm jutted through the broken door again, clawing for purchase, and I ran back to the door.

      I rammed a stiletto between the armored plates covering the arm. My bracers’ magical effect triggered and the knife in my other hand immediately joined its brother. The arm’s owner howled as blood gushed from his arm. He tried to pull it back through the door, but he was too slow. I stabbed him again, and my bracers gave me yet another free attack. By the time the big guy had rescued his arm from my tender mercies, there was blood and gore everywhere.

      Score one for the thief.

      More burning wood crashed down from the ceiling, and Bastion kicked it toward the barricade, narrowly missing me as he added to our little bonfire.

      “Watch what you’re doing,” I snapped. There was a cabinet above the wine rack, and the rectangular bottles looked promising. I snatched one up.

      “Stop your whining and get over here.” Bastion dropped off the keg and made a stirrup from his interlaced fingers. “Time to go.”

      “One second!” I uncorked the bottle and balanced it on the top edge of the door.

      Bastion caught my left foot as I hopped up toward the hole in the ceiling. He heaved with all his might, and I shot toward the hole we’d carved.

      I probably should have made sure the hole was big enough for me to fit through before I made that jump.

      My head, right shoulder, and right arm went through the hole with no problem. My left side, on the other hand, hung up on a jagged edge of smoldering wood.

      I dug the gloved fingers of my right hand into the carpet on the floor for purchase, and Bastion shoved up on my legs with enough force to knock me loose. The wood clinging to my left hip cracked and broke away, leaving me with a few scratches and bruises as I burst into the third floor.

      The door to the room below crashed open. The barrel skidded across the floor, and my bottle fell.

      It shattered on the floor, and its contents spilled onto the fire.

      The high proof whiskey blazed to life when it met the embers and formed a barrier of hungry flame.

      Bastion leaped up through a cloud of smoke. His arms and head came up through the ceiling before he stuck fast. “Help,” he grunted.

      I grabbed the straps of his harness and dug my heels in, straining to haul him up through the hole. I grunted with the effort. “You get fatter every damned second.”

      “Something’s hung up,” Bastion gasped. Smoke billowed around where he’d wedged against the smoldering edges of our escape hatch.

      Flickering firelight reflected on Bastion’s armor, and the smoke would fill the room we were in before long. Time was not on our side.

      I braced my feet on the floor on either side of Bastion and threw my weight back. He punched the floor, hammering the scorched edges of the hole with both fists.

      Bastion burst free of the hole like a champagne cork popping from its bottle. We tumbled across the floor in a tangled heap, rolling over away from the flames lashing up through the opening.

      “How about that fire I built?” I asked, eyebrows wiggling.

      “Next time, keep it in the fireplace.”

      He had a point, but I wasn’t going to let Bastion get away with critiquing my fire building skills. “At least we don’t have to worry about anyone coming up through that hole after us.”

      Bastion helped me off the floor, and we looked around the room by the light of the fire.

      There were no windows in that room, and the door was an impenetrable slab of dark metal with a bulbous lock set into its center instead of a simple doorknob. A sinister design flickered in and out of sight across the door’s surface. I earned a headache just for glancing at the thing.

      An idea popped into my head. “We’re inside Wenderly’s vault.”

      “You sure?” Bastion asked.

      It all matched up. The door, the crazy lock, the arcane symbol. That meant the Burning Codex was in here with us.

      But where was the damn thing? “There should be a book in here. Help me find it.”

      The room was a little over a dozen feet on a side, with bookshelves on three walls. Hundreds of volumes, some thick, some slim, some tall, some short, filled those shelves in haphazard rows.

      Bastion let out an exasperated sigh and choked on the gathering smoke. “You have any hints as to what the thing looks like?”

      I racked my brain for any clue but had nothing to offer. “It’s important. That’s all I’ve got.”

      Bastion grumbled and pulled the first book from the shelf on the far right of the room. “We’re going to suffocate before we find this stupid thing.”

      The floor around the hole was no longer smoldering. Tongues of flame licked the air as the carpet caught fire and burned at an unsettling pace.

      If I was the Burning Codex, where would I hide?

      Any of these books could be the one, and I had no idea how I’d even tell if I had the right one. None of the books had titles on their spines, and every page was filled with row after row of indecipherable symbols instead of the clean text I’d seen in Wenderly’s journal.

      I guess it was too much to hope for the book to have Burning Codex stamped into its spine.

      My lungs ached for fresh air. My nostrils felt like a pair of overflowing ashtrays. If we stayed here much longer, we’d either get cooked or choked out.

      Frustrated, I tossed the books I’d already examined onto the floor. Their covers scorched, then burned. The leather curled as heat consumed it. The vellum pages crinkled and blackened, then became ash and floated into the air.

      The obvious solution to my problem smacked me right in the face.

      “Burn them.” I scooped up an armful of books off the shelf in front of me and tossed them all onto the growing fire without a second glance. “Burn them all.”

      Bastion looked at me like I’d grown a second head. “Are you nuts?”

      I tossed another armful of books onto the pyre. “Maybe. Just do it. Burn those books while I work on getting this door opened before we’re cooked.”

      The fire gave me light to examine the complex lock mechanism, but the smoke made my eyes water, and the lack of air made it hard to think.  It wouldn’t be long before smoke inhalation took its toll. I needed to get the hell out of the library before it was too late.

      Bastion threw books on the fire, and the flames grew at a frightening rate. The room was turning into an oven, and we were going to be roasted if this didn’t work.

      Fortunately, I’m one hell of a thief.

      
        
        SUCCESS! The nefarious lock succumbs to your wily skills.

        

      

      Spokes erupted from the lock’s outer edge, and brass arcs unfolded from their ends. In the blink of an eye, the lock had transformed itself into a wheel.

      It took three revolutions before it stopped and the bolt shot free of the door frame with a solid click.

      But it still wouldn’t budge.

      “That’s all of them,” Bastion said. The pile of books he'd created was almost as tall as he was and covered most of the floor.

      The tomes burned merrily, their covers burning away to reveal pages that blackened and curled like the legs of dead spiders.

      Flames roared through the pile of books at an unnatural speed. In the blink of an eye, all of the antique books had burned away to greasy black ash.

      Except for one.

      “Yes,” I hissed, pumping my fist in triumph.

      The Burning Codex, as its name suggested, wasn’t just any old book. Its cover was fashioned from scaly hide, which glowed bright red but didn’t burn.

      I kicked the book away from the fire, and the glow died at once. It didn’t even smoke against the unburned carpet. I tested it with one gloved finger, and it had already cooled.

      “Got it!” I shouted and shoved it into my backpack, “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      “Whoa, nice work figuring that out.” Bastion said with a glint of admiration in his eyes.

      I didn't want to admit it, but impressing my brother was the highlight of my day. “Thanks. Let's get the hell out of here.”

      Bastion shoved the door, but it didn’t move. “I thought you unlocked this?”

      “I did,” I said, and choked on a lungful of smoke. “It’s plastered over on the other side, remember? Bash it down, big man.”

      Bastion reared back, then slammed his shoulder into the center of the door—and the center of the arcane symbol on the door’s surface.

      Whatever arcane trap guarded the door, Bastion set it off. Thunder cracked inside my head, lightning coursed through my body, and everything turned white and numb.

      Then the pain set in, and I only wished I was dead.
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      I woke to the taste of blood and ashes. I felt like I’d been dumped in an ice bath and set on fire at the same time. My skin was too hot, and my bones were too cold. I couldn’t stop shivering, and if it weren’t for Bastion dragging me away from the hole in the floor, I would’ve fallen headfirst into the fire we’d started in the room below.

      My muscles wouldn’t hold still. They jittered under my skin and left me too unsteady to stand. “What the hell was that?”

      Bastion twitched. “Some kind of trap.”

      That was putting it mildly. The lightning blast left me with less than a third of my full health. I was also afflicted with a trio of negative modifiers.

      
        
        MANA ARC TRAP TRIGGERED

        DAMAGE: 25 health

        STATUS EFFECTS

        SHAKEN: -10 penalty to all skill checks. (Duration 10 seconds)

        SHOCKED: - 10 to all Dexterity-based skill checks. (Duration 10 minutes)

        BURNED: -10 maximum health. (Duration 1 hour)

        Status effects can be healed with proper medical attention, the correct healing herbs, or magic.

        

      

      Ouch, ouch, and really ouch. With no way to heal myself, those status effects stung. Shaken would pass soon enough, but having my Dexterity-based skills crippled and my health cut by a third was harsh. Bastion didn’t look like he was in any better shape.

      “Give it to us!” The woman’s jagged voice called from below. I could hear her over the crackling fire I’d set, but her voice was muffled, so she must still be waiting outside the burning room. The clear leader of our enemies, she seemed to think she could order us around, too. “You don’t have much time before the fire burns the whole house down. Toss it out the window and run for your lives.”

      Maybe I would’ve done just that if I’d had the option. But this room had no windows and the door, though unlocked, was still sealed by the same magic that had flash fried Bastion and me.

      I struggled back to my feet and tottered away from Bastion on stiff legs. I felt my way around the edges of the room for any breaks or openings we could escape through. The walls behind the bookshelves weren’t wood or stone, but the same dark metal as the door. The only way out of the smoke-filled deathtrap was through the hole in the floor or the door, and both of those options were as likely to leave us dead as not.

      “We don’t have it!” Bastion called down. “Whatever it is, we don’t have it.”

      It was a good bluff, but I didn’t think they’d buy it. The leader of their merry band had seemed convinced we had the stupid book even before we had it.

      “You lie! Give us the Codex, and you’re free to go. There’s no profit in killing each other.”

      My circumnavigation of the room complete, I crouched in front of the sigil engraved on the door. Tracers of electricity still sparked within its grooves, waiting to lash out at anyone foolish enough to attempt opening the door. I considered breaking the pattern somehow, but that seemed like a good way to set it off, too.

      “I don’t know how we get out of here,” I confessed.

      Bastion stared hard at the door. “I could take another shot at kicking it down, but we might not survive another round of shock the monkeys.”

      The longer I stared at the sigil, the more I sensed something hidden just beneath its surface. It wriggled at the edges of my vision but vanished when I tried to focus on it.

      It was a trap. A magical one, sure, but still a trap.

      I turned my Thief’s Eyes to the door.

      The arcane symbol snapped into sharp focus and revealed its underlying magical pattern.

      A central hexagon glowed vivid blue. Thick circles surrounded each of its six corners, and the one on the bottom left burned more brightly than the rest.

      The wiggling I’d seen at the edges of my vision resolved into a thin blue thread that was anchored to the pattern’s glowing circle by a sparking knot.

      I traced the electric blue line away from the door, across the room, to the northwestern corner. It terminated where the walls and ceiling met. Something glittered up there, and I clambered up the bookshelves to get a closer look.

      The flat head of a metal spike jutted a half-inch from the corner. The metal was blackened by years of neglect and the recent addition of soot to the room, but part of it still gleamed. A simple, jagged depiction of a lightning bolt stood out from the dark metal, shiny as the day it was made.

      There was a pattern underlying that symbol, as well, and it was connected to the pattern on the door by that same, electric blue line. Sparks gathered on the surface of the spike, then flowed down the thread to the door in steady pulses.

      The spike gathers up lightning and feeds it to the symbol on the door. The symbol stores up the juice. If anyone touches the door, the symbol discharges the power it’s stored up.

      “If I disrupt the power leading to the door, then the trap door won’t be able to shock the shit out of us,” I muttered, lost in thought.

      Bastion coughed. “What’s that?”

      “I figured it out,” I coughed back. Smoke filled the room, and my stamina was dropping at a slow, but steady, pace. My health wouldn’t be far behind it. “I’m going to try something. If it works, we’re outta here.”

      Bastion hacked up a wad of soot and spat it on the smoldering floor. “And if it doesn’t?”

      “Been nice knowing you.”

      I held my breath and extended my right index finger toward the thread.

      The hairs on my arm stood up, and a faint tingle ran through my hand. It was strange, but it didn’t hurt. Time for the next step.

      I closed my fist around the thread.

      My head didn’t explode, and a bolt of lightning didn’t blow me out of my boots. The thread pulsed and twitched in my hand, but it didn’t hurt me. It was nice to know the thread just transmitted the power, it didn’t conduct it into anyone brave, or stupid, enough to fiddle with it.

      “Here goes nothing,” I muttered and gave the thread a hard yank away from the spike.

      A shower of blue sparks spewed from the spike and into my face. Pinpricks of pain erupted across my cheeks and forehead, and my vision went white.

      
        
        FAILURE! Your attempt to tamper with the primal forces of magic backfires!

        You have damaged the thread you were trying to weave.

        Damage: 5 health

        STATUS EFFECTS

        STUNNED: You are unable to move or take any other action. All defenses reduced by 50%. (Duration 5 seconds)

        BLINDED: You cannot see. (Duration 5 seconds)

        You fail to master the rudiments of the Threadweaving skill.

        

      

      Blinded and stunned, I lost my grip on the bookshelves and tumbled to the floor. “Ow, shit!”

      Bastion grabbed me under my arms and hoisted me to my feet. He wheezed and coughed out, “I hope whatever you did worked, because we’re out of time.”

      My vision cleared as we reached the door.

      “Cross your fingers,” I said as I grabbed the wheel in the center of the door and threw my weight into it.

      The plaster on the other side gave way with a sound like tearing cloth. Air rushed into the vault, and the fire erupted into a fist of flame and pressure that shoved us into the hallway and bounced us off the corridor’s far wall.

      Stars danced before my eyes, and my ears rang from the impact, but I wasn’t dead.

      Smoke gushed out of the vault, but it couldn’t compete with the fresh air in the hallway. I gulped at the freezing winter air, and it soothed my scorched throat and aching lungs. “I can’t believe it worked.”

      Bastion patted me on the back, coughed, then sucked in another breath of fresh air before he could speak. “Don’t get too excited.”

      I followed his pointing finger down the hallway and my breath caught in my chest.

      The biggest, meanest warrior I’d ever laid eyes on was headed our way.

      And he looked pissed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen
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      The enormous warrior charged down the hall at us. He was so huge he blocked most of the corridor with his armored bulk. He carried a club as long as I was tall and wore armor so heavily fortified it seemed impossible for him to wear it and move. The plates were as thick as my fist and curving spines with blackened tips jutted from every joint. His helmet was a glowering metal skull with a pair of curved horns sprouting from the temples and spiraling down around the jaw line.

      He was an impressive hulk, standing a foot taller than Bastion and outweighing my brother by a solid three hundred pounds.

      This was going to be interesting.

      The big man’s club whipped through the air and missed my head by a handsbreadth. Bastion lunged below the attack and came up swinging his longsword, driving toward his opponent’s left side.

      The flaming blade hissed and spat fire when it collided with the thick armor plates. Sparks flew, and metal rang with the impact, but Bastion’s attack didn’t penetrate the bigger man’s armor.

      The attacker laughed and reversed his grip to drive a punishing backhand strike into Bastion’s left thigh. My brother’s already wounded leg crumpled under the abuse and forced Bastion into an ungainly retreat as the massive cudgel twirled through the air and came down for a blow that would’ve shattered his skull had it connected.

      I didn’t wait to see if my brother was going to counterattack because I was afraid to see him fall. Instead, I focused on a desperate attack of my own.

      Our opponent was big, but he wasn’t fast. His armor was thick, but that thickness created gaps where the plates couldn’t be formed around curves or joints. Where he wasn’t invulnerable, the big guy had weaknesses waiting to be exploited.

      After his awkward backhanded swing at Bastion, he was slow to recover. I darted inside his guard and drove a stiletto at the exposed back of his calf.

      
        
        VERBOSE COMBAT MESSAGING ONWEAPON (PIERCING, 1H) SKILL:

        UNTRAINED

        1/2 Dexterity (8) + d100 (90) - Precise Attack (40) = 58

        vs

        Dexterity (5) + d100 (45) = 50

        Degree of Success = 1

        (Piercing, 1H Damage 10 points of damage x Degree of Success (1)) + Dexterity Damage Modifier (10) - Brutal Ogre Plate Armor (0, avoided by Precise Attack) = 20 Total Damage

        Attack Time: 5 seconds

        Stamina Cost: 1

        SUCCESS! You have learned the rudiments of the Weapon (Piercing, 1H) skill. (Rank 1)

        BRACERS OF THE STRIKING SERPENT ACTIVATED!

        Attack missed!

        

      

      My eyes absorbed the combat message as I waited for the attack timer to wind down.

      What did we learn, class?

      First, it’s possible to avoid armor mitigation as long as you’re willing to accept a sizable penalty for aiming at an unprotected point. Second, this wasn’t a big guy, it was an ogre. Third, that free attack from the Bracers of the Striking Serpent wasn’t guaranteed to hit. And lastly, I’d somehow managed to never pick up a single skill point with the only melee weapons I owned.

      What the hell, Saint? You’re better than that.

      I didn’t stick around to see if the wounded leg would fail the monster but kept right on trucking. If I was going to survive, I couldn’t stick around in close quarters. If the ogre grabbed me, he’d squeeze the life out of me before I could escape. At the stairs, I skidded to a stop and turned to make sure I wasn’t swatted in the back.

      The ogre’s oversized club came at me, sweeping in a diagonal slash aimed at my neck. Instinct screamed for me to raise my weapon in defense, but I knew better. My slender stiletto would never be able to parry a weapon as enormous the ogre’s cudgel. If I tried, best case he’d break my weapon, and worst case he’d drive the little blade through my skull right before he crushed my melon.

      I went low, instead, dropping flat to the floor as the bludgeon ripped through the air above me.

      The monster followed through with his attack, spinning on one heel and looping the cudgel around in a wide circuit. The heavy weapon smashed through the plaster on the walls as it circled around. The club obliterated the unlit candelabra overhead as the ogre raised it high above me.

      For a moment, the ogre and I stared at each other, and then the club came screaming down at my face.

      In that second, I saw how my life would end. The cudgel would bash in my face and leave a bloody crater in the floor where my head had been.

      Then Bastion saved my life.

      He launched a two-handed swing at the exposed back of the ogre’s calf. My attack had left a bleeding wound in the ogre’s leg. Bastion’s golf swing of a slice ripped clean through the muscle and sprayed the wall with a steaming red arc of blood.

      The ogre’s leg gave out. His body twisted toward his vulnerable side and his balance deserted him. The massive club plowed into the wall, instead of my head, sending crumbling shards of plaster and splinters of wood in every direction.

      Taking advantage of the ogre’s collapse, I rolled to my feet and jumped up the stairs. The attic was above us, as was the rope I’d left tied to the furniture up there. If we could get the trapdoor open, we could escape the mansion the same way we’d come in.

      “Come on!” I shouted down the stairs at Bastion.

      He elbowed the stunned ogre out of the way as he raced to follow me. Smoke chased Bastion, and firelight cast flickering shadows down the hallway. The house was burning, and it was burning fast. If we didn’t get out of there, and soon, the place would become our crematorium.

      I helped Bastion up the stairs. He was limping, but his leg wasn’t completely useless. He just needed time to rest and heal. Time we didn’t have to spare.

      We coughed and hacked as the smoke returned to plague our noses and lungs. I sneezed, and a glob of black mucus splattered on the floor. I’d be short of breath for days after this little excursion.

      We reached the trapdoor, but heavy footfalls were already on the stairs. The ogre had recovered somehow and was coming for us.

      Bastion was reaching for the attic door’s handle when it fell open, and another of our enemies appeared above us, bow drawn.

      The archer threw back her hood, and my jaw dropped.
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      I don’t know what I expected to see under Jarissa’s hood, but it wasn’t what she showed me.

      For a moment, all I could do was stare as she nocked an arrow to her bow and pulled the string back to her furry, pointed ear.

      Her eyes were a vivid emerald green that glowed with an inner fire. Her lips were thin black lines peeled back along a wolf’s fanged muzzle. Tawny fur, short and speckled with dots of dark auburn, covered her face and neck. Her ears were sloped and sharply pointed, jutting from the top of her head like a feral predator’s.

      Before I could recover from the shock of seeing Jarissa’s face, she released her shot.

      I’d be dead if Bastion hadn’t knocked me out of the way with one armored elbow.

      Thanks for the broken rib, I thought.

      Pounding footsteps rattled the landing, evidence that our grotesque friend had reentered the fray. Either whatever damage Bastion had done to the ogre’s leg was healed, or the monster was good at ignoring damage. My money was on both.

      My brother wasn’t waiting for another arrow to puncture his hide. He leaped at the wolf woman and grabbed her boot with his left hand.

      She shouted and swung her bow at his head, but Bastion wasn’t letting go. With a roar, he yanked Jarissa out of the attic.

      They tumbled to the floor, the wolf woman rolling away and springing upright as Bastion muscled his way to his feet.

      The archer swung her bow at Bastion’s head again. She was fast, but her weapon wasn’t meant for that kind of attack, and she didn’t have the strength to bring it around in time to connect with her target.

      Bastion ducked his head away from the scything blow and brought his longsword around in a crackling arc of blue fire.

      The archer’s back was against the wall, leaving her nowhere to dodge. She held her bow in front of her, one hand near each of its horns, in a desperate attempt to block my brother’s attack.

      Bastion leaned into his swing, and the blazing longsword split the archer’s bow in half with a resounding crack.

      Jarissa’s desperate gamble had destroyed her weapon, but the tactic deflected Bastion’s longsword into the wall over her shoulder.

      The missed attack shattered plaster and bit deep into a wooden beam. It stuck fast in the wood, defying even Bastion’s strength to tear it free.

      The wolf woman slipped around Bastion’s left side and charged straight at me.

      Well. Shit.

      She shouted something in a language I didn’t understand and flung the halves of her broken bow at my face.

      I swatted the shattered weapon away and realized my mistake too late. Jarissa wasn’t trying to hit me, she wanted to distract me.

      A fist the size of a Christmas ham smashed into my back, dead center between my shoulder blades. The impact jarred my spine from the base of my skull to tip of my tailbone. My teeth clicked together, and the end of my tongue bounced out of my mouth on a little squirt of blood.

      Somehow, that minor injury hurt worse than getting smashed in the back.

      “Ugh,” I grunted and fell to my knees as the strength deserted my legs. My health dropped to a thin red sliver. Any attack at all would be enough to take me out of the fight for good.

      Jarissa was waiting for me with her curved short sword drawn. She stepped to the side, caught my cloak with one hand, and swung the curved blade at my midsection with the other.

      My only defense was to throw myself down, away from the swooping sword.

      My desperate move threw her off balance, and her weapon scraped along my leather armor.

      Her attack had failed to gut me, but I wasn’t out of the woods yet. With her hand tangled in my cloak, the archer still had the upper hand. She twisted the cloth and yanked me back, choking me with my own gear.

      Survival instinct forced me to drop the stiletto and grab the collar of my cloak with both hands. It stopped Jarissa from choking me to death but left me exposed to a sword stroke to any number of vital organs. If she stabbed me when I was preoccupied like that, I was a dead man.

      One of my stilettos was on the floor, well out of reach. The other still rested in the sheath on my right hip. Drawing that weapon would force me to let go of my cloak with one hand, which might give the wolf woman enough of an advantage to choke me out. Weapons were out of the question.

      Good thing I didn’t need a weapon to fight.

      Clinging to my cloak, I rolled forward. Jarissa was fast on her feet, but she wasn’t even as strong as me. Her hand was tangled in my cloak, and my sudden somersault yanked her off her feet. She flipped over me and landed in an awkward sprawl on the ground. She fell hard and yelped in pained surprise.

      Her weapon fell out of her hand, and her hand fell out of my cloak.

      
        
        SUCCESS! You have increased your mastery of the Unarmed Combat skill. (Rank 2)

        

      

      I snatched my dagger off the floor and put it to use. The stiletto found the tear I’d opened in the archer’s leather robes earlier and sank to the hilt in her side.

      Her eyes went wide with pain, and her clawed fingers hooked in my leather armor. She yanked me down until our faces were mere inches apart. Her breath stank of raw meat and blood. Her nostril flared, and foam dotted her lupine muzzle.

      “You’re dead,” she growled.

      “Talk is cheap,” I snarked and plunged my dagger into her side.

      A blue flame lit up the hallway as Bastion freed his longsword from the wall. He spun toward me and shouted, “Move!”

      I shoved away from Jarissa and scrambled to my feet. While I was struggling with the archer, the ogre had moved into striking range. With my bum foot, I had no hope of getting out of his way.

      The monstrous warrior stepped into the swing like a batter leaning into an easy home run pitch.

      The club folded me up like a cheap chair and sent me sailing down the hall with the last of my breath gushing from my nose and mouth.

      Bastion shouted in warning as if I could change my course midflight. I collided with him, snapping the bow I’d stolen from Lyr in the process.

      We slammed into the wall next to the stairs and fell like a pair of puppets with their strings cut.
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      The ogre pounded down the stairs after us, eager to finish me off.

      Bastion shoved me off him, and I rolled down another couple of steps. My ribs felt like a bag of broken sticks, and every breath I took was like swallowing a bag of broken glass. The little red sliver of health I’d had left a moment ago was gone. It had been replaced by a flashing red countdown box.

      
        
        HEALTH STATUS ALERT!

        You have been reduced below 0 Health. Unless your health is restored above 0 Health, you will die in ten seconds.

        10…

        

      

      “Help,” I gasped, raising my hand to my brother.

      Bastion cursed and struggled to his feet. He drew his sword and it blazed to life. His eyes widened with concern when he saw how badly wounded I was.

      He rooted around in the pouch hanging from his belt and put a glowing blue vial in my hand. “This is the only healing potion I’ve got. I was saving it for a rainy day, but you need it more than I do.”

      The second floor was so filled with smoke i twas hard to see more than a few feet, and I could barely breathe. Something heavy crashed to the ground on the far side of the house. We didn’t have much time to get out of here before we were buried in a tomb of fire.

      
        
        9…

        

      

      My hands were as dexterous as a pair wooden blocks. I got my fingers around the healing potion, but they were too clumsy to get the damned thing open.

      A hooded shadow erupted from the smoke to Bastion’s left and flung itself at my brother’s face.

      With a snarl, Bastion took a step back and braced himself. He brought his blade up just in time to parry a long, hooked blade. Despite his counter, the blade’s curved tip slipped around his defenses and skidded off his armor.

      
        
        8…

        

      

      Bastion’s attacker wore an elaborate plague doctor’s mask, with huge black crow’s eyes and a gleaming onyx beak to match. Glossy black feathers covered the face and spilled out from under its hood.

      It raised its sword for another attack, and my eyes were drawn to the vivid green ichor dripping from the curved tip.

      
        
        Corvus, Aryx Adept, Level ??

        SUCCESS! You have spotted your foe’s secret weapon: a deadly poison sure to kill its victim.

        Sadly, you do not know the poison’s origin or any possible antidotes. Good luck with that.

        You have increased your mastery of the Spot skill. (Rank 3)

        You have learned the rudiments of the Herbalism skill (Rank 1)

        

      

      Before I could warn Bastion about the poison, his attacker’s head twisted in my direction, and I saw one of the eyes blink. It wasn’t a mask. It was another monster, an aryx.

      Great.

      
        
        7…

        

      

      It hurt to breathe. It hurt even worse to cough as the smoke wound its way into my lungs and scorched my nostrils. I realized I’d been pawing at the healing potion while still holding onto my stilettos.

      Pro tip: Being almost dead makes you kind of stupid.

      I dropped my knives and pried the lid off the healing potion with nerveless fingers. The blue fluid sloshed up to the rim of its flask as I raised it to my lips and tilted it down my throat.

      
        
        6…

        

      

      “Poison,” I gasped to my brother.

      He flicked his eyes in my direction. “I didn't poison you!”

      “Not me,” I said, pointing at the aryx. “Her.”

      
        
        5…

        

      

      Pro tip, part two: Healing potions do not instantly fix all of your hurty spots here in the wild world of Invernoth.

      The aryx darted forward and lashed out at Bastion, who just managed to deflect her hooked sword before it ripped his guts out.

      His counterattack sliced through the smoke with a whistling hum but missed his foe by inches. The smoke made it hard for anyone to get a good visual on their enemies.

      
        
        4…

        

      

      My health bar flashed once more and then filled to the brim with glorious red light. Every ache and pain I had receded like I’d just received a combination emergency medical treatment and deep tissue massage. Just like that, I was back in the fight, standing shoulder to shoulder with my brother.

      I made a hostile gesture with the stilettos I’d scooped off the floor on my way back to the fray. Corvus didn’t seem too concerned about my contribution to this battle.

      “Out of our way,” I choked through a mouthful of smoke. Putting on a brave face and trying to bluff our way out of this seemed like a preferable alternative to being trapped between poison crow lady and her allies upstairs.

      The ogre, Yark I could see from the nameplate over his head, watched us from the top of the stairs, unsure of how to proceed. If he jumped down the stairs and tried to smash us, there was a good chance he’d catch his little aryx buddy with that club of his. His piggy eyes swiveled from side to side, just visible through his helmet’s slit visor.

      He was psyching himself up to attack when something smashed into the front of the house. We all jumped at the sudden noise, but no one took advantage of the surprise to launch an attack. We were all exhausted, and I just wanted to go home and get some rest.

      “Sounds like the guards found a battering ram to take down that front door,” Bastion chuckled. “They’re going to love to see you freaks.”

      That seemed like a much more effective bluff than mine. On the other hand, Bastion’s threat terrified me, too. If the guards caught me in here, I might be revealed as a thief. If that happened, none of this meant anything. They’d stick a bounty on my head, and every adventurer in town would try to claim it. Eventually, someone would get lucky enough to be the end of me. I couldn’t afford to lose this character, not after I’d gone through so much.

      We needed to get the hell out of this house.

      The aryx chuckled. It was a high-pitched, grating noise. “I’ll take my chances. I’m not leaving without the Codex. How about you?”

      This was taking too long. We needed to get out of here before the guards busted down the door and came pouring in on top of us. I hoped my brother was ready to fight.

      A billowing cloud of smoke gushed into the hallway as the front door cracked and allowed in a breath of fresh air. I shifted my vision to my Thief’s Eyes, and everyone stood out in stark relief. Bastion glowed bright blue, Corvus vivid scarlet. Apparently, that trick was good for a lot more than spotting traps or treasure to steal.

      Blinded by the thick smoke, Corvus never saw me coming. My stiletto punched through her cloak and sank deep into her unarmored torso with a meaty thunk. Blood, hot and sticky, splattered over my gloves and onto my bare wrist.

      
        
        SNEAK ATTACK (X3 DAMAGE)

        Critical hit!

        Opponent bleeding, 5/round

        Opponent stunned

        BRACERS OF THE STRIKING SERPENT ACTIVATED!

        Successful strike impales foe!

        

      

      The crow went down, blood dripping from her beak. Corvus’ feathered fingers spasmed and her poisoned blade clattered to the floor.

      She was on death’s door. One quick thrust would finish her.

      Unfortunately, that’s when the cavalry arrived. Shouting guards burst through the front door with winter’s wind howling at their backs.

      “Freeze! Everyone down!” One of them shouted, and the rest hollered some variation of the same words again and again.

      Distracted by the home invasion, I was too slow to stop Corvus from making her move. She plucked something from the pouch on her hip and sent a globe of shockingly bright white light at my head with a deft flick of her wrist. My eyes burned, and the world went dark.

      Blinded, the best I could do was stumble back and hold my stiletto up in what I hoped was a defensive posture. I didn’t dare wave it around for fear of stabbing my brother, and I really hoped he had the presence of mind to show me the same consideration.

      “Upstairs!” The flash must have alerted the guards to our location.

      Great. Not only had I gotten sucker punched by the aryx, but now the guards knew where to look for me.

      I blinked away the motes of light swirling across my vision like a psychedelic laser show. Bastion’s blazing sword cut through my scattered vision, which was the only thing that kept me from stabbing him when he grabbed me by the shoulder.

      “Down!” I shouted and dragged Bastion toward the front door.

      The smoke was too thick to see through, and it was choking the life out of us. Taking my chances with the guards was a safer, smarter alternative to asphyxiating in a house fire or going against that ogre when I couldn’t see.

      Bastion and I stumbled forward, our feet tangling together as we leaned against each other and staggered toward the stairs. Smoke clawed at our noses and throats, tears poured from our eyes.

      But the air was clearing, and I could make out the guards ahead of us. Maybe we’d survive this.

      Something jerked me off my feet. The straps of my backpack cut into my shoulders, and I lost my grip on Bastion.

      To his credit, my brother whirled around the instant we lost contact. The flaming sword came up and around, then plunged down at my attacker.

      The pressure disappeared from my shoulders and Bastion snatched me off the floor with his free hand. He pulled me toward the stairs, but we had to freeze halfway down.

      “Hands up!” A guard shouted from within the billowing smoke.

      We complied, holding our hands high overhead and praying they wouldn’t pincushion us before we could surrender.

      The guards couldn’t see us through the smoke any better than we could see them, so it turned into a shadow dance as we tried to look harmless and they tried to make sure we weren’t going to stab anyone. It was awkward and stupid and, for more than a few moments, ridiculous.

      “We’re not the bad guys,” I choked through the smoke. “There are monsters in here.”

      “We’ll decide who the villains are,” the guard growled.

      His rough hands hooked around my wrists, and he dragged me forward. A gauntlet of armed men kept Bastion and me moving until we were outside the house, gasping for air on the street.

      “What business did you have in there?” A guard with a bigger hat and shinier buttons than his fellows asked. He had an alcoholic’s ruddy nose, and a walrus-like mustache drooped over his lip and dangled down either side of his mouth.

      “Monsters,” I gasped, trying to take the attention away from me and my shady garb. If they spent too much time looking at me, they were going to figure out what I’d been up to in the house.

      “There are no monsters,” the guard sneered. “At least not here. You’re safe inside the walls of Frosthold. No evil would dare step foot on these streets.”

      “Well, I’m —”

      The guard’s eyes went wide, giving me just enough time to react. There was no room to jump, nowhere to dodge. My legs folded up underneath me and I collapsed onto the pavement hard enough to rattle my teeth in their sockets.

      I lashed out at Bastion’s legs, sweeping them out from underneath him with a single kick.

      Just in time, too. The ogre’s massive club swept through where we’d been standing and plowed into the guards. Their commander went down with the side of his head caved in and brains bubbling out of his mouth. The sweeping attack caught another guard across the chin, removing his jaw with a wet ripping sound. A third guard was lucky enough to get his hand up, which resulted in three of his five fingers being torn away, but at least he kept his head.

      The ogre roared with rage and kicked another guard in the chest. The poor guy’s ribs and sternum crumbled like a fistful of crushed saltines. His body smashed into the side of the Wenderly estate and flopped onto the cobblestone street like a discarded rag doll.

      Just like that, Bastion and I were alone on the road with the ogre.

      “Run!” Bastion shouted.

      I didn’t hesitate. If there was one thing I was good at, it was running from a fight.
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      Bastion and I stumbled through the snow-swept streets of Frosthold with our heads down and our weapons sheathed. My injured foot ached like a rotten tooth, despite the health the potion had recovered, but the cold helped to blunt the worst of the pain. Given enough time, it would heal. Until then, I’d just have to deal with the pain.

      Guards rushed toward the Wenderly place, torches blazing, voices raised in alarm, and weapons brandished. None of them paid us any mind. They had bigger fish to fry and my brother, and I looked no more threatening than a pair of weary travelers returning from the field.

      Bastion nudged me as we neared the tavern. “Think we should’ve stayed?”

      His sudden need to do the “right thing” was getting on my nerves. I didn’t think paladins second-guessed themselves. You weren’t one of the good guys if you had to think about what a hero would have done after you’d already split.

      I shook my head. “And get killed along with the rest of the guards? No way. We did what we came to do, and hanging around wasn’t going to help us any.”

      He brooded for the rest of the walk and kept glancing over his shoulder back the way we’d come. His desire to become a paladin was actually turning my brother into a decent human being.

      Sometimes I think maybe we should’ve stayed and helped those guards. With a little luck, maybe we could have killed those monsters and saved ourselves a lot of trouble down the road.

      Or maybe not. That’s the problem with looking back, you can see things a lot more clearly in the rear view than you can when the shit is going down.

      Despite the late hour, there were still plenty of adventurers in the tavern. We found an empty table after a short search, and flopped down in the seats around it before a group of rowdy gnomes could claim it.

      The little guys glared at us, their pointed ears twitching. Gnomes are small, but they’ve got terrible tempers.

      For a handful of seconds, I thought they were going to pick a fight. Their leader swayed in front of us, so drunk he could barely stand, hand on his short sword’s pommel. Then he flipped us off, and the tiny thugs staggered away in search of seats to call their own.

      I never got the point of getting hammered in-Game, but I was in the minority. Tween’s and teens, especially, loved to get sloshed during their stays in Invernoth.

      The simulated inebriation lived in a legal gray area. No one was actually being served alcohol, and the effects vanished as soon as the CIN came off, so legislators hadn’t figured out how to deal with the virtual high. Like everything, the legal eagles lag behind the rest of the world when it comes to technology and its uses.

      Bastion crooked his finger at me as we took our seats. “Can I see the book?”

      I leaned in close over the table. “Are you kidding me? Did you forget a bunch of monsters were ready to kill us to get their hands on this book? I’m not waving it around in here where anyone could see it.”

      My brother’s eyes almost rolled out of his head. “Do you see any monsters in here? What'll it hurt to take a peek?”

      He wasn’t going to let it go, and, if I kept resisting, I was sure he’d make a scene. That would attract more attention than I wanted, and our night would end with a bunch of Hoaldites storming in here and beating me senseless. “Fine.”

      I shrugged out of my backpack and saw just how close I’d come to losing the Burning Codex. Whoever had grabbed me when we were leaving the blazing house had cut a hole in the leather on the left side of my pack. If Bastion hadn’t driven them off with a swinging sword, they would’ve snatched it right off me.

      When it wasn’t red hot, the Burning Codex wasn’t very impressive. It was a slim volume, about the size of my hand. It didn’t hold many pages and was just a little thicker than my index finger including the scaled covers. A broken figure eight was branded into the cover, and something about that symbol tickled a vague memory. I couldn’t place it, but I’d seen it somewhere.

      Bastion reached for the book, but I pulled it away before he could snatch it out of my hand. “Easy,” I cautioned. “This isn’t for you.”

      With a sigh, he motioned for a server across the busy tavern. “Let me guess, you’re taking it to the Shadows.”

      It was my turn to roll my eyes. “That’s who gave me the quest to retrieve the stupid thing. Of course, I’m bringing it to them. What else would I do with it?”

      The serving girl navigated the crowds to our table and took Bastion’s order for two mugs of ale. He said he’d blown all our cash on a failed bribe, so where was he getting the money to waste on drinks?

      After the server had left, he leaned forward and clasped his hands on the table. “Well, you said a lot of people were looking for it. I’d assume those people want it just as badly as that old man. Maybe more.”

      I did not like where this conversation was headed and cut it off before my brother could go hopping down any dangerous bunny trails. “No. Whatever plots you’re hatching over there, forget them.”

      “We’re here to make money, right? So let’s find the highest bidder and dump this thing.”

      His words stung because they were true. The Hoaldites would probably hand over a big chest full of gold for this thing. Not to me, of course, because if I showed up with the Burning Codex, they’d take it and murder me.

      But, Bastion could turn it into them for a healthy reward, and it would probably boost his faction with those assholes enough to secure his paladinhood. It was a win-win, for him.

      The same couldn’t be said for me. I did have a significant reward waiting for returning the Codex to the Shadows, but it was more than just the money. As much as I hated to admit it, I was caught up in the mystery of the whole thing. Why were there monsters in Frosthold? What were the Shadows really up to?

      And how much would the Hoaldites hate it if I screwed up their plans?

      “I’ll get plenty of money for turning this in. Trust me.”

      I hoped.

      The serving girl returned with our drinks and slopped the leather tankards down on the table. Bastion dug a few coins from his belt pouch and dropped them into her hand with a wink. “A little something extra in there for you.”

      She sashayed away, holding her empty tray above her head and deftly avoiding groping hands on her way back to the bar. Like getting wasted, acting like a skeeve was a favorite pastime in-Game. The serving girl and other townsfolk were just AI-controlled NPCs, not real people, so many players felt like it was okay to get a little grabby with the objects of their desire.

      The problem was, how could you tell who was an NPC and who was another player?

      It was another area for the lawmakers to ponder in between rounds of passing bills to screw over the rest of us. Half of them were probably gross in-Game, too, which meant it was never going to change. Sexual assaults in VR weren’t real, legally speaking.

      Not that I agreed with that. Predators were predators, no matter which world they lived in.

      Bastion and I drank our ale in silence, waiting for our health bars to fill. It’d been a close fight, and we’d both beaten to hell, but it didn’t take more than a half hour of resting and drinking for our injuries to disappear.

      The slight buzz made the whole world a little fuzzy, and I blame that for what happened next.

      Bastion gestured at the book on the tabletop between us. “You could at least read it. See what all the fuss is about.”

      I guess it couldn’t hurt, I thought and flipped the Burning Codex open to the first page.

      
        
        The Burning Codex is a SOULBOUND item. Equipping the Burning Codex will bind it to this character. Do you wish to continue reading?

        

      

      In my slightly inebriated state, I just confirmed my choice to continue reading. I wasn’t going to equip it, just take a little peek, for crying out loud.

      Apparently, that is not how things work. As soon as I focused my attention on the words on the Codex’s pages, a new message flashed into view.

      
        
        The Burning Codex is now bound to you. It cannot be sold, traded, or otherwise removed from your person.

        You have earned the title, Master of the Codex.

        REPUTATION ADJUSTMENT:

        +15 with the Dragon Web faction

        -20 with the Sisters of Corruption faction

        REWARD: 1000 XP

        QUEST FAILURE: SECURE THE CODEX

        You can no longer return the Burning Codex to the Grandfather of Shadows.

        Quest Penalty: -50 Shadow faction

        CONGRATULATIONS! You have ascended to Level 3!

        

        CHARACTER INFORMATION

        Saint, Human Thief, Level 3

        ABILITY SCORES: Strength: 10, Dexterity: 15, Endurance: 11, Intelligence: 13, Wisdom: 10, Charisma: 10

        HEALTH (Strength + Endurance + (Level x10)): 51

        MANA (Charisma + Wisdom + (Level x10)): 50

        SPEED (Intelligence + Dexterity + (Level x10)): 58

        TRAITS: Fast Learner, Adaptable, and Favored Class

        TALENTS: Weapon Affinity (Piercing, 1H), Friendly Fire

        SKILLS: Climb Walls: 3, Craft (Fletcher): 1, Detect Traps: 1, Disarm Traps: 1, Evade: 2, Foraging: 1, Herbalism: 1, Hide in Shadows: 8, Listen: 2, Lore (Noctivagant Incursion, Third Screaming War): 2, Lore (Screaming War): 1, Pick Locks: 9, Pick Pockets: 10, Search: 1, Spot: 3, Unarmed Combat: 1, Weapon (Bow): 2, Weapon (Piercing, 1H): 1, Weapon (Thrown): 1

        REPUTATIONS:

        Church of the Freehold: -10

        Law: 0 (-50 if revealed as a thief)

        Priests of Hoald: -10

        ShadowS: -24

        Sisters of Merciful Fortune: -20

        Sunmurder: 1

        Villagers: 0 (-10 if revealed as a thief)

        

      

      My slightly fuzzy brain had to process the scrolling wave of system messages a few times before the reality of what I’d done set in.

      Oh.

      Shit.
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      I left Bastion at our table and hurried out of the tavern the second I realized what I’d done. I prayed my screw-up wasn’t going to push the Grandfather over the edge. If I ever wanted to climb the Shadows’ ranks, I had to stop being such a bonehead.

      The bitter cold and biting wind blew the last of the alcohol fumes out of my head and left me tired and raw. My thoughts, dark and bleak as they were, became crystal clear and razor sharp.

      I still needed and wanted a good night’s rest, but I’d never be able to get to sleep until I cleared the air with the Grandfather. I needed to know just how hard I’d screwed the pooch this time.

      But, for some reason, the old man acted like he had no idea that I’d blown the quest. In fact, his snarky-but-understanding attitude put me on my guard.

      “Back so soon?” The Grandfather of Shadows asked as I entered the Shrine. “Did some scary goblins chase you away before you could retrieve the Codex?”

      A hot flush flooded my cheeks, and my eyeballs tried to burst out of their sockets and roll around on the floor. “Are you kidding me?”

      He pressed the tips of the fingers on his left hand to his chest and widened his eyes with feigned surprise. “Oh, forgive me, brave hero, for doubting your impressive skills and dauntless bravery.”

      “You know what? My brother and I fought three furious monsters to get this for you, but just for that, you can’t have it,” I said, and drew the Burning Codex from the pouch on my hip.

      That got his attention. He sketched a hasty bow and offered me a short round of sincere applause. “I apologize. If that is the Burning Codex, then I am impressed.”

      If it’s the Codex…

      Temper flaring, I crossed the Sanctuary and extended the book toward the Grandfather. “Feast your eyes on this.”

      He took a long, hard look at the book in my hand. Then his bushy eyebrows shot up, and his thin lips formed a tight ‘O’ of surprise within the gray confines of his goatee. “Well, then. That is something. Come along. You’ve earned your explanation.”

      He rose from the pew and motioned for me to follow him. We made our way out of the sanctuary and into a cramped hallway. The walls were lit with tiny candles in niches near the ceiling. The flickering light cast crawling shadows along the carved reliefs adorning the walls. Dragons of light and darkness warred all around us, their battles shifting with every step we took.

      My attention was so focused on the shifting patterns overhead I missed the doorway the Grandfather slipped through. I’d have kept right on walking if he hadn’t snatched my arm and pulled me into a circular chamber. It was less than fifteen feet across, but its ceiling was far overhead. A blazing globe of light hung from long chains bolted to the ceiling, casting a pure, undiminished radiance on the bookshelves lining the walls from floor to ceiling. “Here we are.”

      Thick metal rings encircled the room between the tiered shelves, and a wheeled ladder was attached to the rings by iron cuffs.

      The old man grabbed the ladder and hopped onto its lowest rung, kicking it into motion with his other foot. The ladder rolled around the room without a sound, stopping only when the Grandfather dropped his boot to the floor. He scrambled up the rungs, much quicker than someone of his age ought to be able. His fingers trailed over the spines of a dozen different books as he searched for one tome in particular.

      His silence annoyed me. He’d dragged me down here to show me something, and all I saw was the soles of his boots as he climbed the ladder. “What are we looking for? I can help.”

      The old man glanced down at me. The blazing overhead light hid his expression in a mask of shadows, but his chuckle reached me with no problems. “Go ahead, take a look. I’m searching for a volume entitled The History of Wenderly. It should be about an inch thick, and it has a red cover.”

      There were a ton of books in this room, but not too many red ones. I ran my index finger along their spines, watching for color before trying to decipher the titles. I don’t know why the Grandfather thought it was so funny I tried to help, it wasn’t like I was illiterate.

      The first red book I found was too thick, but I decided to satisfy my curiosity. When I focused on the title branded onto its spine, I realized the problem. I didn’t have any points in language skills.

      Damn. I was illiterate. At least partially.

      
        
        This is a special language you do not yet understand. Perhaps, with practice, you will learn its many secrets.

        

      

      The Shadows must have written these books in some sort of code to keep their secrets safe from outsiders. How many other special languages were there?

      I made  a mental note to educate myself as soon as possible, then took a seat at the small table in the center of the room. The old man’s chuckles floated down to me again, making the tips of my ears burn with embarrassment. I couldn’t take anything for granted in-Game, and I realized I needed to spend a lot more time digging into the mechanics of Invernoth if I wanted to succeed here.

      I opened the skills panel on the menu and got a quick lesson in just how many things I didn’t know. Most of the skill names were grayed out because I hadn’t earned any points in them through practice or training. A few had asterisks next to their titles, and when I flicked my eyes toward one them, a small status window with a flashing yellow border floated into view.

      
        
        This skill is reserved for members of the Warrior class

        

      

      Learning some skills were locked by profession was frustrating, but it could’ve been a lot worse. A quick investigation showed me most of the locked skills were related to the thief class, and I wondered if anyone could even see them given that thieves weren’t exactly a well-publicized part of the game. There were also a ton of skills locked to the Expert class, which seemed to focus on a wide variety of survival, crafting, and non-combat abilities.

      The old man was still puttering around on the ladder, so I spent the time digging deeper into the skill section of the game. Unlike most games, the number of skill points you could gain per level wasn’t limited. While you couldn’t earn more than five ranks in any skill at any given level, the only restriction on the types or number of skills you could learn was your profession.

      That realization made me want to smack myself on the side of the head for not spending more time researching how the game worked. I could have been raising all my skills through practice, not just waiting for them to go up through regular use.

      Games, kids. How do they work?

      The old man startled me by dropping a book on the table between us. He flopped down into a chair across the table from me and thumbed through the tome he’d plucked from the shelves. “The Hoaldites wouldn’t want you to see this, you know.”

      An anxious moment passed between us. Apparently, the hate the Hoaldites felt for thieves was mirrored by the Shadows’ distaste for religion.

      I cleared my throat. “It’s not like I’m going around telling the Hoaldites all your dirty little secrets.”

      The Grandfather rolled his eyes and went back to looking through the book. “And yet you didn’t have any trouble coming to me with the information about their plans, did you?

      “Why is that?”

      My cheeks flushed with embarrassment. The real reason was that I wanted the Shadows to help me get out from underneath the Hoaldites’ collective thumb. It wasn’t a very noble motivation, but lying to the Grandfather was a risk I wasn’t about to take. The old man had a pretty good eye for bullshit.

      I fidgeted in my seat, then dove into my explanation. “Because I need your help. And because I thought it might improve my standing with you. And because their new priestess really pisses me off.”

      That earned me a surprised look. “At least you’re honest. That counts for a lot amongst thieves.”

      The Grandfather tapped his finger in the center of the page and said, “Here it is. Lord Wenderly ruled over Frosthold after he returned from the War. There’s some dispute about whether or not he was entitled to rule, but he did have the key to the Burning Throne, which is the seat of Frosthold’s Dominion. Some say he killed the dragon entrusted with protecting Frosthold to get it, some say he merely stole it from the dragon’s corpse. Still others believe the dying dragon gave it to him as a way to try and preserve the Dragon Web and protect Frosthold from the nightspawn.”

      Great, a history lesson. Just what I wanted.

      The Grandfather glanced at me to make sure I was catching the mountains of wisdom he was dropping on my head. I nodded so he’d think I was taking notes and get on with it, already.

      “There’s no record here of whether or not he was able to use the Key and sit upon the Burning Throne, but just having it convinced everyone he was in charge.”

      The Grandfather rubbed his chin as he read. He turned the page. “Anyway, long story short, Wenderly never married, didn’t have any children and died unexpectedly. Some sort of fever? It’s unclear. What is clear is the town elders tore his place apart looking for the Key so they could name one of their number as the new leader.”

      The Grandfather grinned. “Problem is, they never found the damned thing.”

      I already knew the important part of this little fable. The Key was missing, and the Hoaldites were looking for it. “And that’s why the Hoaldites have hired every adventurer they can to find this thing before the nightspawn can get their hands on it?”

      He ignored me for a few seconds, flipping from one page to the next. He ran his finger down the rows of text then raised his eyes to mine. “The priestess said something about nightspawn?”

      I nodded. “She claimed they were looking for the Key, too.”

      The old man cradled his head in his hands for a moment. When he looked at me again, he seemed older, tired. “And you say monsters were trying to reach the Codex? Can you describe them?

      “There was a dog lady,” I started.

      “Sounds like a wargrai. They’re the elite scouts of the dark spawn.”

      “What about a crow person? An aryx, I think.”

      The Grandfather scratched at his chin. “The aryx were the terrifying masterminds of the Noctivagant Legion. The legends say they were destroyed during the Second Screaming War.”

      I snorted at that. “Legends say a lot of shit that isn’t true, apparently. There was also an ogre.”

      “If the nightspawn are organized enough to send a goblin raiding force here, and then follow it up with a guerrilla force in search of the Burning Key, we have a serious problem.”

      When it became apparent the Grandfather wasn’t going to spill the beans, I prodded him. “There’s always a problem. What is it this time?”

      The old man pursed his lips and steepled his fingers on the table between us. “I promised you more information about what it is we do, so listen carefully.

      “The Shadows aren’t only thieves. We don’t merely redistribute wealth, we manage power. It’s our sacred duty to maintain the balance. Not too much darkness, and not too much light. The Hoaldites don’t hate us because we steal from them, they hate us because we stymie their plans to control Invernoth.”

      Confusion knitted my eyebrows together. “But why? I mean, yeah, they’re dicks, but aren’t they kind of the good guys?”

      The Grandfather smirked. “If the Hoaldites seize control of Frosthold, even if they believe they act for the good of us all, their rule will rob the people of their freedom.

      “The Hoaldites claim to care for the poor and the weak but think about what that means. Do you see the flaw in their philosophy?”

      His words rolled around in my head, picking up stray thoughts. Then the light bulb turned on. “If it’s their sacred mission to care for the poor and the weak, then they become more important, more powerful, when there are more poor and weak.”

      The Grandfather nodded, and I felt like I’d just won a gold medal. “Correct. The Hoaldites, and every group like them, needs to be needed. And if no one does need them, then they will make someone need them.”

      Suddenly, the Hoaldites seemed like they were a lot more than just annoying. “So, the Shadows are what? Freedom fighters?”

      The Grandfather chuckled. “We want people to choose what kind of life they will lead for themselves. We don’t want the Hoaldites to claim the Dominion. We don’t want anyone to claim the Dominion. The dragons were wise enough to manage that kind of power, with the aid of the mortals they ruled, but I have no faith men alone can handle that kind of power.”

      “Well, good for us, then, because I stole the Burning Codex right out from under the noses of those nightspawn, and now no one can have it, right?” I forced a grin and prayed the old man wouldn’t ask for the book.

      The old man leaned back in his chair and put his boots on the table. He blew out a gusty sigh and pinched the bridge of his nose. It was the first time I’d seen any sign he was capable of getting tired or worried, and it freaked me out a little. “The Codex is part of the puzzle. It holds the secrets of the Burning Key and explains how to use it to claim the Dominion.”

      Something about this didn’t make sense. “Then why weren’t the Hoaldites looking for the Codex? If they have everyone out looking for the Key, aren’t they skipping a step?”

      “The Dominion isn’t meant for men. It was the province of the Dragons. With their passing, much of their knowledge was lost.” The Grandfather dropped his hands into his lap and sighed again. “The Hoaldites must have a piece of the puzzle that they think will let them use the Key without the Codex. Or they may not know they need the Codex at all.”

      “How did you know about the book?”

      The old man looked at me and grinned. “It’s my job to know things. But the short version is the Shadows had worked with Wenderly before he disappeared. He told us he’d hidden the Codex in his home and assured us it would never be found.

      “When he died, and the town elders didn’t find anything in his home, my predecessors took him at his word and decided to leave the Codex hidden rather than try to find it. If we couldn’t find it, there was precious little chance of anyone else discovering it.”

      “Until all this started going down, and you figured it would be better to have it in hand than take a chance on the Hoaldites finding it first.” It made sense, but I still didn’t understand what the Hoaldites were up to. “So what do we do now?”

      “Do you really want to prove your loyalty to the Society of Shadows?” The old man didn’t wait for me to answer before he plunged on with a warning. “Before you accept, understand this will put you in the middle of a battle much bigger and older than you can imagine.”

      I opened my mouth to respond, but he cut me off again.

      “And, if you do this, you will be at odds with the Church of Hoald. More importantly, you will have to keep working with them while you’re working against them. If you’re found out, death or exposure as a thief will be the least of your worries.”

      A new quest prompt popped up.

      
        
        Do you accept the quest Prove Your Loyalty, Part 2?

        

      

      Like there was any doubt. I needed to rise through the ranks of the Shadows if I wanted to get juicy jobs worth real money.

      Plus, anything that screwed with the Hoaldites sounded like a good plan.

      Plus plus, I was curious as hell about what was really going on with the Dominion.

      Plus plus plus, if I got really lucky, I’d fix my negative Shadow faction reputation before it blew up in my face like a bomb.

      “Yes,” I said, with a grin. “Let’s do this.”

      The Grandfather gave me an honest smile and leaned in close. “I need you to steal a map…”
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      The sun was rising over the horizon like a flickering match head when I sneaked out of the Sanctuary of Shadows and crept through Frosthold’s snowy streets. My exhausted body wanted nothing more than a hot bath and a few dozen hours of sleep, but neither of those was in the cards I’d been dealt.

      The winter wind kicked plumes of snow into my tearing eyes and drove needles of ice into my ruddy cheeks. I don’t know why the developers decided Frosthold needed to live up to its name so literally. I’d never been as cold as I was traipsing around the streets of this virtual town, and it made the tavern’s candlelit windows look all the more inviting. I just wanted to get inside, wrap my hands around a steaming tankard of mulled cider, and catch a breather before I logged out to get some well-deserved sleep back in the World. I probably could have logged out from the Sanctuary, but there was something comforting about hanging out in the tavern amongst other adventurers.

      Of course, if they knew what I really was, most of my fellow adventurers would turn on me in a heartbeat. Camaraderie only goes so far, and hungry explorers would sell their own mothers for a pouch full of silver pieces.

      Maybe that’s why I didn’t see it coming. My eyes were focused on the tavern’s warmly glowing windows and not the world around me.

      Someone grabbed my left arm, and someone else grabbed my right arm. My attackers’ hands were cold as the winter air and pinched my bicep with bruising force. “Come with us.”

      I looked to my left and right as the brutes dragged me along. Red armor, spiky bits, big ol’ maces.

      Templars. Of course. Who else would be hassling me at the literal crack of dawn?

      I didn’t struggle. The hulking holy warriors were stronger and had the drop on me. My only option was to play nice and hope they didn’t drag me into an alley somewhere and break every bone in my body with their handy-dandy maces of thief smiting.

      “You could’ve just asked,” I said. “It’s not like your boss isn’t blackmailing me. You could’ve just said, ‘Come with us, or we’ll tell all your friends what a rotten scoundrel you are.’ No need to get all handsy.

      “Or is that your thing? You like touching defenseless thieves in their no-no zones?”

      The Templars said nothing. I don’t know if they were programmed to be sullen dickheads, or if the developers were just saving a few processing cycles by limiting their speech. Regardless of the reason, they were silent for the rest of the trip.

      Which was weird, because the last set had been straight from the Chatty Cathy school of talking my damned ear off.

      The thugs didn’t drag me off to the temple, but hauled me to an entirely different building on the other side of town. We stopped before a structure that was six stories tall with an impressive portico sprawled across its front. Pillars, nine in all, supported a steeply sloped roof over the entryway that sheltered a thick wooden door with more gilded patterns on it than visible wood. It probably would have been cheaper to make the damned thing out of gold in the first place.

      The Templars didn’t give me much time to soak in the grandeur of the site. Their relentless grips dug into my arms, and they dragged me up the stairs and inside the building.

      So, this was the library the priestess had mentioned. The air smelled of ancient books and oiled leather, with just a hint of exotic incense wafting under the coarser aromas. The floor was dark wood polished until it gleamed like an oil slick. Ornate frames covered the walls as far as I could see, supporting artwork both elegant and horrifying.

      Floor-to-ceiling shelves transformed the large room into a warren of twisty little passages, all alike. There were no torches here because the librarians didn’t want to burn up all their precious books. Instead of flaming sticks, cold globes of stark white light hung from brass fixtures along the walls and at the end of each set of bookshelves. These eco-friendly lights providing a steady, pure illumination, unlike anything I’d ever seen.

      The Templars tightened their grips on my arms, preventing me from getting a better look around.

      I asked, “How’s a guy get a library card for this place?”

      No response. Great.

      We waited in silence. Uncomfortable seconds turned into long minutes. My injured foot was killing me, but if I so much as shifted my weight, the Templars grumbled and wrestled me back into their idea of where and how I should be standing.

      I’ve never been good with silences. My mouth just takes off without me to fill in the gaps. “Is this about that overdue book? I promise, I just forgot to bring it in. If we can go back to my place, I’ll pick it up—”

      My sarcasm earned me a kidney punch from the Templar on my right.

      Bruising pain shot through my abdomen and I stumbled out of my escorts’ grasp. I caught myself against a bookshelf. “I think—something’s wrong.”

      “You really hurt him.” One of the Templars muttered to his buddy.

      “Maybe he’ll learn to keep his mouth shut.”

      “She’s not going to be happy if he can’t work.” The first Templar cautioned.

      With a sigh, my assailant thumped across the floor. Muscles tensed, I waited until his shadow fell over me before making my move.

      We were too close for him to react in time to stop me. When I spun to face him, he had one arm outstretched as if he’d been reaching to turn me around and make sure I wasn’t faking.

      He looked awfully surprised to find out I was, in fact, faking.

      He was in motion, and I kept him moving. My right hand hooked over the collar of his armor, and I used his momentum to swap our positions. His back slammed into the bookshelf, and before he could try to defend himself, I swiped the short-bladed knife from his belt and pressed its tip into the throbbing pulse point just below his jaw.

      
        
        UNARMED GRAPPLE!

        Opponent held!

        BRACERS OF THE STRIKING SERPENT ACTIVATED!

        Opponent disarmed!

        

      

      The attacks triggered by my bracers were very intriguing. I sensed a lot of new tactics in my future.

      I shot a shark’s smile at the Templar. “Maybe you should learn to keep your mouth shut, so you don’t get your throat slit.”

      The quiet rasp of steel on leather told me his pal had drawn a weapon.

      I didn’t take my concentration off the Templar in front of me. “Don’t get any ideas back there. You make me nervous, I’m liable to open your partner’s jugular.”

      This was all spinning out of control. I didn’t want to kill anyone here. Hell, I needed the Hoaldites to keep working with me until I could figure out what they knew about the Burning Throne.

      But these two bozos had gone homicidal on me, and I couldn’t take the chance they’d disobey their boss and kill me right there and then. Better to make a break for it and save my hide. I could always come back later when cooler heads were in charge of the place.

      “Okay, this is what we’re doing. I’m going to take my new friend here for a little stroll outside. Once I’m well away from this place, he’s free to go. But if anybody makes me nervous,” I emphasized my point by sticking him with his own knife, just a little. A ruby red droplet of blood formed just under his jaw and ran down the side of his neck. “Let’s all just be cool about this.”

      My question was greeted with silence, so I took that for assent and started moving.

      The Templar didn’t put up a fight. He followed my lead, and we made it to the door without anyone getting killed. It looked like my plan might just work.

      We’d almost reached the door when my plan fell apart.

      “Stop,” she said.

      Her voice was calm, measured, and irresistible. My muscles locked in place and I could no more move than fly to the moon.

      
        
        VERBOSE MAGIC RESISTANCE SKILL CHECK: UNSKILLED

        1/2 WISDOM (5) +  d100 (51) = 56

        vs

        Opponent’s Miracle Skill Check Result: 79

        Skill Check Result = -23

        Degree of Success = 3

        FAILURE! Your attempt to resist your foe’s miracle fails.

        

      

      Miracles? Well, wasn’t that just awesome?

      I had a whole slew of snappy comebacks, but they all went to waste. I couldn’t even talk after the mystery woman dropped the hoodoo on me.

      “Release the Templar, and come here,” she said.

      The command pushed me around like a toddler on a tricycle. My right hand dropped the jerk’s knife back into its sheath without my consent. My traitorous left hand released the Templar.

      I tried to resist the order to approach the priestess, but all that accomplished was making me look like an idiot as my arms and legs flopped around like I was a marionette being controlled by a drunken four-year-old.

      Priestess Saryle glared at me with ageless eyes that terrified me. If I’d been able to look away from that killing stare, I would have done it in a heartbeat. This woman had seen things, and they’d left a stain on her soul.

      “Now,” she said with a quirked smile, “let’s try this again. You were told to continue your duties here this morning, and yet I had to send Templars to retrieve you.”

      A question tried to force its way past my frozen lips but died burbling in my throat.

      A look of raw disgust washed over her features as spit frothed out of my mouth instead of words. “You may speak, you disgusting creature.”

      “Thanks,” I said without meaning it. “The sun had just come up. You didn’t need to send your bully boys to round me up. If you had a little patience, I wouldn’t have had to almost slit your boy’s throat.”

      She shrugged and adjusted her ornate robes. “It’s been my experience that people like you are not always the most reliable. I felt it best not to leave your arrival up to chance.”

      She knew just how to get under my skin. My whole life, I’d been looked down on by people who had lives just a little easier than mine. Hell, even my own brother treated me like a subhuman slob most of the time. “People like me? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Saryle raised her eyebrows, and for a moment I thought I’d stepped over the line, and she was going to smite me on the spot. She took a deep breath and shook her bald head. “The entire reason you and I are together is because of what you are. Let’s not pretend you’re anything other than a criminal I find useful. Like any tool, the moment you are no longer able to serve your purpose, our relationship will end.”

      The way she said that made my blood run cold. She’d probably say something droll like, “Your services are no longer required,” as she thumped me with her mace and watched my brains splash out of my ears.

      She hadn’t told me I couldn’t keep talking, so I did. Might as well go for broke. “My foot hurts.”

      All that stomping around and excitement had reminded me my poor abused foot was still crippled. The healing potion hadn’t removed the status effect, despite fixing all my other ouchies.

      She glanced down at it, then back to me. “Do you need your foot to open locks?”

      “Sometimes, on the tricky ones, I need all my fingers and all my little piggies.”

      A sound I didn’t recognize leaked out from between her clenched lips. It took me a moment to realize what it was. Saryle was growling at me. “You are insufferable.”

      She raised a closed fist between us, and a globe of golden fire flickered to life around her fingers. Without warning, she opened her hand, and the liquid flames poured out of her palm and onto my foot.

      If the original injury had been agonizing, the healing was a thousand times worse. A tiny sun took root in the hole in my boot and set every nerve in my foot ablaze. Without her paralyzing spell keeping me upright, I would have keeled over.

      When the tears stopped rolling out of my eyes, she snapped her fingers in front of them. “Follow me.”

      The priestess turned on one heel and led me through a winding course between the bookshelves. The Templars did not follow, which was a relief, but I clomped along behind her like a monkey with two peg legs. I’d never felt so powerless in my life.

      I made a mental note to kill this one by surprise if I ever got the chance. If she had a moment to speak, I’d end up dancing to her tune. Probably right off a cliff.

      But, my foot stopped hurting and the little status icon indicating my crippled status vanished.

      Our journey ended in a long, narrow room at the back of the library. A scarred wooden table ran its length, and the walls were lined with chests, strong boxes, and other sealed containers.

      She jabbed a finger at a stool at the table’s head.

      “Sit.”

      And I did.

      Saryle gestured at the locked containers lining the walls. “We need these opened. If you find any that exceed your skills, put them against the wall near the door.”

      When I didn’t move, she raised an eyebrow. “That miracle still hasn’t worn off?

      She hadn’t told me to shut up yet, which left me free to talk. “You’ve cast a spell over my heart. I’m so infatuated with your timeless beauty that—”

      She twisted her hand in some sort of arcane. For a moment, my throat didn’t work, and all I could do was blow bubbles through my flapping lips.

      She smirked at my confusion. “You are terrible at resisting magic. I hope you never run into someone who really wants to hurt you with it. I release you.

      “Now get to work.”

      She turned to leave, but I had a question before she left.

      “All of these?”

      She tapped one lacquered nail against her chin. “As many as you can before I return. And don’t think you can relax in here until your time is up. I’ll be the judge of when you’re finished for the day.”

      My jaw tightened, and an angry tic jumped to life at the corner of my left eye. “I’m not your slave, I—”

      That got her attention. She pivoted to face me and cupped one hand behind her ear. “What was that?”

      Great. This was going well. “I said, I’m not a slave. I’ve agreed to help you with this, but I need some consideration in return.”

      That infuriating smirk returned to Saryle’s lips. “Consideration? Consider this. I still hold your secret. As long as you keep me happy, I’ll keep it safe. But, push your luck, and there’s no telling who might find out what you really are.”

      She left me at the table, fists clenched, murder on my mind.
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      There were 107 boxes of various sizes, shapes, and weights in that room. Some looked almost new, others were crusted with years of dirt, grime, and unidentifiable gore. I grabbed one of the grubbier ones at random and tossed it onto the table.

      It didn’t explode, so I assumed any traps it might contain were isolated to the lock itself. “Let’s see what we’ve got.”

      My go-to tool for busting open things that don’t want to be opened is a simple rake pick. It’s a long, thin sliver of metal with several sharp peaks and smooth along its length. You shove it into a lock, slowly pull it back out, and it pushes the pins down for you. That and a torsion wrench is usually all I need to get the job done. Easy peasy.

      Some thieves swear it’s cheating to rake. The Grandfather of Shadows, for example, disdains the use of anything other than a torsion wrench and a hook pick, which is why the pockets on the backs of his gloves are mostly empty.

      Mine, on the other hand, hold a nice collection of tools because I am lazy and want to do things the easiest way possible.

      My Thief’s Eye showed me no traps, though that didn’t mean there weren’t any. It wasn’t a skill, so I wasn’t sure exactly how it worked. I shrugged and went to work.

      The rake slipped over the pins and tapped against the back of the lock without triggering any explosives, darts, or magical wards. Go me. “Maybe I’ll get to go home in one piece today.”

      Five minutes later, I’d raked the pins down and twisted them with my torsion wrench until the lock opened with a dull click.

      The urge to open the chest and take a look inside made my fingers itch. Who knew what riches lay in its musty innards? How much money could I make if I took just a few coins or small items from each of the boxes in this room?

      I desperately wanted answers to those questions but didn’t dare stick my hand into the box. I didn’t know that the priestess could detect my thievery, but I didn’t want to find out she had sneaky mental powers the hard way.

      Plus, I needed to be cool. The Grandfather needed me to steal a map from these dickheads, and I’d never get the chance if the Hoaldites caught me playing keep away with their precious treasure.

      With a sigh, I moved the opened chest to the far end of the table and selected another from the stack. It didn’t take long for the whole process to become a tedious, annoying chore. None of the locks presented a serious challenge, there were no traps, and it only took me twenty minutes to top off my pick locks skill ranks. Until I gained a level, my skills were maxed, and this was just burning up my time.

      Even worse, this was costing me real dollars in connect time charges. When I should’ve been resting and preparing for the next day, I was stuck at a table opening treasure chests for assholes.

      Which didn’t give me a lot of incentive to break a sweat. The priestess could make life hard for me if I didn’t do her dirty work, but that didn’t mean I had to give her my best efforts. Half-speed was all these dickheads deserved.

      After I’d pried open thirty boxes at a leisurely pace, my hostess returned.

      She stopped short in the doorway. “That’s all you’ve done?”

      My angry tic returned with a vengeance. “Are you serious?”

      Priestess Saryle entered and closed the door. She walked to the end of the table where I’d stacked the fruits of my labors and ran a pale hand over the top of the nearest chest. “I’d hoped you’d be more efficient than this. You’re already behind schedule, and we’re expecting another shipment soon.”

      It took me a few moments before I could speak without worrying that a torrent of curses would pour out of my mouth. I stretched my arms overhead and arched my back until all of my joints popped and cracked. “Let me take a little break, and I’ll open some more.”

      Saryle’s finger tapped against the box. “15 minutes. Then it’s back to work. And I expect you to have at least seventy-five of these opened before you leave today.”

      Somehow, I’d found a micromanaged shitty job inside the most fantastic fully immersive virtual reality role-playing game in the world. Even here, it seemed the best I could do was the fantasy equivalent of working in a McDonald’s flipping burgers. There had to be a better way.

      The priestess shut the door on her way out, and I heard a lock snap into place.
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      Here’s a little secret you may not know about holding a real thief prisoner. It’s really, really hard.

      I’d just spent the last few hours opening locks, and Priestess Bitchy McBitchface had the nerve to try locking me up like a common hoodlum? What kind of punk did she think she was dealing with?

      I almost unlocked the door out of pure spite. Unfortunately, cutting and running wouldn’t solve my problem. I needed to stay on Saryle’s good side until I could get my hands on that map. Which meant I had to open her stupid boxes to keep her from sending the Templars in here to gift me a few broken ribs and a concussion.

      But the situation was far from hopeless. Knowing the priestess, she didn’t like spending time with me any more than I enjoyed basking in her company. She was no dummy, which meant she’d done the math on how long it took me to open thirty boxes and knew how long it would take me to open the remaining forty-five boxes she’d set as my goal for the day. Based on all that mental calculus, I doubted she’d step foot back in this room for at least two hours.

      Too bad for the priestess her math was all wrong. I’d only been half-assing my work before. If I put my mind to it, I could finish and still have plenty of time left for poking my nose places it wasn’t welcome.

      I grabbed boxes that looked new, or with locks that looked crude or more ornate than functional. I’d pay for this cherry picking later when all that was left were the tough nuts to crack, but that was a problem for future me that present me didn’t give a shit about.

      Listen up, kids. Think about your future. Trust me on this.

      The lock picking went faster than I’d dared hope. The mechanisms yielded to my picks, one after another, and my stack of finished jobs grew higher. By the time I’d finished, the clock in the corner of my UI informed me I’d spent about an hour popping those locks. That left me a solid hour to put my thief skills to work and root out the map.

      I decided to shave 15 minutes off that hour for safety’s sake. If I found what I needed, I could come back and open a few more locks just to impress the snooty priestess. That still left me 45 minutes to get the job done. It had to be enough.

      The door’s lock was a joke. It gave up trying to keep me in after a few seconds of gentle attention from my tools, and the well-oiled hinges of the door didn’t so much as squeak when I opened it to flee the room.

      One of the advantages of being a thief is being superb at detecting other people when they’re trying to be sneaky. I listened for anyone approaching and waited for the Game to confirm no one was waiting nearby to ambush me.

      
        
        LISTENING CHECK SUCCESS!

        You prick up your ears and hear the following:

        One armored human male; distant.

        One armored human male; distant.

        You have increased your mastery of the Listen skill. (Rank 3)

        

      

      The Templars who’d dragged me here were still standing at the front of the library, grumbling about their dull duties. Those dummies would be easy to avoid.

      I didn’t hear the priestess, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t walking around the library. The place was big enough to hide a small army on its upper floors or squirreled away in the maze of bookshelves. I’d have to keep one ear open to make sure I didn’t get an unwelcome surprise.

      In the World, finding a specific tome in a library this size would be easy as pie. I’d punch the title into the local search bar on my phone, and the library’s digital docent system would guide me right to it. I didn’t think it was going to be that easy in the Hoaldite’s library.

      I crept through the library like a bookworm’s ghost. The shelves weren’t labeled, but the books all had titles branded into their leather spines.

      Goblin Tribes of Southern Invernoth.

      Wargrai Packs Of the Second Screaming War.

      Intriguing, but none of that crap looked like it’d have the map the old man had sent me to find.

      After a few minutes of fruitless searching, a yellow alert box popped up in the corner of my vision.

      
        
        PASSIVE LISTEN SKILL SUCCESS!

        Your keen ears pick up the sound of someone’s approach. You detect:

        One unarmored male human; nearby.

        One armored human male; distant.

        One armored human male; distant.

        You have increased your mastery of the Listen skill. (Rank 4)

        

      

      Soft footsteps padded across the carpet on the other side of the bookshelf I’d been searching. My breath stuck in my throat, and I froze in place. Through the gaps in the books, I saw the source of the noise shuffling along. He was about my height, but much older and stooped from the weight of his years. His arms strained under a heavy load of thick tomes, and a spot of blue ink stained the tip of his crooked nose.

      After a moment’s concentration, I made out a nametag and health bar over the old dude’s head. Librarian.

      Sure, of course, there were librarians. The old guy wasn’t a threat on his own, but if he started kicking up a ruckus because he’d spotted me, a whole bunch of bad guys would drop on my head like a sack of hammers.

      I held my breath and hoped the old man was too caught up in his duties to realize a thief was watching him. He stopped on the other side of the bookshelf and muttered to himself, head cocked to one side as if he’d heard something.

      Time slowed as I tried to decide what to do. My stilettos were still in my backpack because I was a damned idiot, but I might be able to knock him out with my bare hands. Or I could sneak up on him and choke him out. Then I’d need to hide the body to keep some wandering Templar from tripping over it and raising the alarm.

      Just move on, old man, I pleaded, silently praying for the librarian to go the hell away so I wouldn’t have to deal with him.

      My lungs were on fire from holding my breath. I didn’t dare take a breath, for fear he’d hear me. Something was going to happen in the next few seconds. Either the librarian would walk away, or I’d turn blue and keel over from lack of oxygen.

      “Must’ve been the wind,” the old man muttered and shuffled off to complete his rounds.

      I let my breath out, nice and smooth, and leaned against a bookshelf. Being a thief was a horrible pain in the ass.

      If I was a map, where would I be?

      This was a library; it had to be laid out in a way that made sense, or the Hoaldites wouldn’t be able to find anything when they needed it. They weren’t hiding anything in here, they were storing it for their own use.

      Sticking to the shadows, I sneaked down the aisle and peered around the corner. As I’d hoped, there was a brass placard mounted on the shelf, identifying its subject: Nightspawn Culture.

      Creeping down the central aisle, I found a section on warfare and tactics.

      Political science.

      History.

      More history.

      Religion.

      Arcanothic Philosophy, whatever the hell that meant.

      Divine Mathematics.

      Seriously. Had programmers actually designed each and every book lining the shelves? It seemed an extravagant waste of resources for a Game area most people would never even have a chance to see.

      Dragons.

      Now we’re getting somewhere. The Burning Throne was related to dragons, which meant I was getting warmer.

      Saryle’s voice cracked the silence of the still library air like a blast of thunder. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Thanks so much, passive Listen skill check. The priestess was sneakier than I’d expected, and she’d found me. Her harsh words made me dribble a little pee in my big boy pants.

      I gulped and struggled to find an excuse when my thoughts were interrupted by another voice.

      “These books were damaged. I was just taking them to be re-covered and—”

      It wasn’t my ass that was busted, it was the old librarian’s. I ducked low and sneaked away from the confrontation between the Hoaldites. I didn’t leave the section because this is where I needed to be, but I put as much distance as possible between us.

      Their argument continued, the librarian insisting the books needed to be fixed, while the priestess berated him for removing them without filling out the proper paperwork. Apparently, this was a big deal to her, because no one would know where the books had gone, someone might think they were stolen, someone might believe that they were shelved incorrectly, and it was all going to be such a problem for her.

      The librarian just wanted to fix the books and then put them back where they belonged without getting his ass chewed.

      This lady was the worst boss ever.

      The librarian took his tongue-lashing like a good boy, and I spent that time looking for my book.

      As the priestess ran out of steam or interest in using the librarian as her punching bag, I got lucky. I found a book that resembled Burning Codex, except its title was embossed in funky brass lettering.

      The Undercity of Frosthold and Hall of the Burning Throne.

      
        
        QUEST ITEM RECEIVED!

        CONGRATULATIONS! You have completed Prove Your Loyalty, Part 2. Return the quest item to the Grandfather of Shadows to receive your reward.

        

      

      What do you know? I still had about 20 minutes left before the dragon lady would come check on me. I imagined she was going to be very, very pissed when she showed up, so it was best if I got back pronto and cracked open some more boxes. There was nothing I could do that would make her happy, but maybe she’d be pleased enough with my progress not to lay into me like she’d blasted that poor librarian.

      
        
        PASSIVE LISTEN SKILL SUCCESS!

        Your keen ears pick up the sound of someone’s approach. You detect:

        One unarmored female human; very close

        One unarmored male human; nearby

        One armored human male; distant

        One armored human male; distant

        You have increased your mastery of the Listen skill. (Rank 5)

        

      

      Saryle was full of surprises. In a few moments, she’d round the nearest edge of the bookshelf and see me crouched down in a most suspicious manner. There wasn’t time to sneak down to the far end of the shelves and get out of sight there, which only left one option.

      With a quick prayer that the bookshelves were firmly anchored, I tucked the little book into my cloak, jumped up, and hooked my fingers over the shelf’s top edge.

      My boot scrambled one the shelves below me, and I breathed a sigh of relief when my toes found purchase. One kick-off was all it took to boost me up to the top of the bookshelf, where I curled up with my back pressed to the ceiling. If the gap were any smaller, I’d never have made it.

      There was a soft thump on the carpet just below me, and my heart shuddered to a stop.

      I must have dislodged one of the books with my toes, and it had tumbled out of its place on the shelf and now lay face up on the carpet.

      Shit.

      The priestess stepped into the aisle and nearly tripped over her own feet when she saw the book on the floor. “What is this?”

      Saryle snatched the fallen tome from the floor and stormed down the aisle, trembling with rage.

      Her words snapped like a cracking whip, and I offered a silent apology to the librarian who was about to catch hell because of my clumsy toes.

      It was time to get back to the lock picking room before I ended up on the wrong side of that woman’s wrath. The mood she was in, Saryle would haul me down to the local guard shack by the ear and turn me in before I could say boo.

      There was no room to scurry along the tops of the bookshelves, so I rolled off and took advantage of all the shouting and whining to mask my hurried footsteps. My pulse pounded in my ears as I scrambled back to the makeshift prison cell, and I trusted to fate that I wouldn’t cross the priestess’ path.

      For once, my luck held. No one saw me slink back into the room, and no one saw me close the door and lock it from the inside.

      Well, almost no one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Seven
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      Who are you?”

      I found it really hard to concentrate on explaining myself when an angry woman had a nocked arrow aimed at my Adam’s apple. Instead of trying to talk my way out of the potentially deadly situation, I raised both hands over my head and forced a weak-ass smile. I hoped she’d decide I wasn’t a threat and aim her bow somewhere less likely to end in my sudden death.

      The arrow aimed at me sported an enormous bladed head, and it was nocked to a long, recurved horn bow. The bow and arrow were held in nimble hands attached to wiry arms belonging to a tall woman wrapped in animal hides with bones stitched onto them. Some sort of skull was perched on her head like a crude helm, and her eyes stared through its gaping sockets. “I’ll ask one more time, then I shoot. Who are you?”

      I swallowed hard, and my tongue unglued itself from the roof of my mouth. “Saint. I work for the church.”

      She gave me a quick once over and drew the bowstring back a little farther. “You don’t look like a priest. Or a librarian.”

      “I’m not. I’m more of a specialist.” I crooked one finger of my raised hands to point at the boxes on the table. “I open things.”

      That did nothing to allay her suspicions. “Then why weren’t you opening things when I got here?”

      “Needed to stretch my legs. Just went for a little walk.”

      She pursed her lips as she tried to decide whether or not to go ahead and pin me to the wall. There was something about her skin, a faint iridescent sheen, that was distracting and unnerving. “Did the priestess know you were wandering around her library?”

      This woman clearly knew her way around the church, so I made a snap judgment and told her the truth. “No. She’d be pissed if she knew I was roaming the stacks without her oversight, but I was going stir crazy. I didn’t touch anything. Just needed to get my circulation moving.”

      The arrow left the bow in a blur, and I was sure I’d spoken my last words.

      But, no. My rare moment of honesty had saved my hide, and the archer flipped the missile into a quiver on her back. She slung the bow over her shoulder then pointed to a leather sack on the floor next to her. “Your secret’s safe with me, for the moment, but I wouldn’t press your luck. Give these chests top priority.”

      She perched on the edge of the table and watched me with wary eyes as I lifted the boxes out of the sack. There were four of them, each about the length and width of my forearm. The wood was lacquered black, and the locks were set into the tops of the boxes rather than their fronts. The latches weren’t even visible.

      Fancy.

      Unlike the other treasure chests I’d been opening, these looked new. And expensive. “Where’d you find these?”

      I lined the boxes up on the table and waited for her response. When she remained silent, I crossed my arms over my chest and eyeballed her

      She returned my stink eye with dramatic intensity. I realized her pupils were slit, and her nose was little more than a bump in the middle of her face. After a few more seconds of the staring contest, she asked, “And you think I’ll tell you because?”

      If she wanted to play 20 questions, I was game. “How long have you worked for the church?”

      I lifted one of the boxes and examined it. The thing was heavier than it looked, which made me wonder whether it was the contents or the materials of its construction that made up the weight. The locks were sinister skull faces with snakes wrapped around them and silver flames inlaid into the surrounding wood. Either their creators wanted me to think these were dangerous contraptions, or they were dangerous, and their rightful owner wanted to make sure he didn’t forget that fact.

      The archer let out an exasperated sigh. “Not long. Why?”

      The truth was, I wanted to know whether she was a player or an Artificial Intelligence. Dragon Web Online was only a few weeks old, despite the fake patina of age layered over everything. An NPC would work to uphold that façade of age and tell me she’d been working for the church for years. A player, on the other hand, would probably fess up to being a short timer.

      “Just wondering if they removed your sense of humor right away, or if they let you keep it for a while.”

      She pulled the dagger from her boot and cleaned her fingernails. “Maybe you’re just not funny enough to earn a laugh?”

      I examined the first box for traps. My Thief’s Eyes told me there was something there. A faint red flicker moved when I tried to focus on it. Which made it impossible for me to say where it was, or what kind of danger it represented.

      “Might want to step back, I’m not sure I can disarm this without blowing us both up.”

      She didn’t move. “Then leave it. It’s too valuable to risk damaging it. Maybe there’s someone with real skill who can open it for us.”

      That stung. I was only level two, but I was the best thief I knew. Other than the Grandfather. And the other Shadows. “Still not going to tell me where it came from?”

      She laughed and removed her skull helm. Her head was bald, but not smooth. Without the helm shadowing her face, I could see the source of the iridescence: scales. She was covered in a fine layer of them, so delicate and small they shimmered like glitter. “You need to learn mind your own business.”

      “This is my business.”

      Her thin lips parted, and a forked tongue darted out to taste the air. “Your business is doing what the church tells you to do. Same as mine. Asking questions isn’t part of that deal.”

      Well, there was an interesting twist. “What does Saryle have on you?”

      That earned me a cold stare and a long moment of silence. “Some of us do this by choice.”

      There was a warning in her words, but I ignored it. I was dreadful at picking up social cues and even worse at avoiding trouble. “And some of us don’t. I’m willing to bet you’re part of the don’t crowd, just like me.”

      A key rattled in the room’s lock. Mommy was home.

      The archer scooped her helm off the table and plopped it back on her head. She swept her locked boxes back into her sack and hoisted it over her shoulder. She leaned in so close her breath tickled my ear when she spoke, “You don’t know the first thing about the Hoaldites or what they do. Keep sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong, and someone’s going to chop it off.”

      She leaned away from me, and I shot her a saucy wink. “Promises, promises.”

      Her forked tongue darted out and flickered over the tip of my nose. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      The lizard woman slipped back to the edge of the table, putting distance between us just as the priestess opened the door.

      The Hoaldite acknowledged the archer with a quick tilt of her head. “You may go. Leave whatever you found on the pile over there.”

      The archer pretended we hadn’t spent the past few minutes interrogating one another. She stacked the lacquered boxes on the top of the remaining pile and left the room.

      The priestess waited for the door to close, then slammed her palms onto the tabletop and shoved her face close to mine. “Why was the door to this room locked?”

      Was this a trick question? “Because you locked me in here?”

      My witty rejoinder was a mistake.

      Saryle smiled at my words and then pointed one red-painted nail at the open door. “But Mercy had to come in here to drop off those boxes, didn’t she?”

      The urge to babble another lie made it hard to think. I bit my tongue and took a moment to compose my thoughts. I couldn’t afford to arouse Saryle’s suspicions any further, not if I wanted to get out of here in one piece. If she got her hackles up and had one of the Templars pat me down, even those idiots would be able to find the Burning Codex and the book of maps I’d stolen and tucked inside my cloak’s hidden pocket.

      Then, things would get gruesome.

      “I was busy doing the work you assigned me. I didn’t realize paying attention to what your other lackeys did when they came and went was in my job description.”

      I said I’d taken the time to consider my words, not that I’d tempered them. Being a smartass is genetic, and there was no way to filter it without sounding fake.

      Her smirk soured into a frown. “I’ll have a word with her, then.”

      The words slipped out before I could catch them. “What the hell do you think I would do? I haven’t done anything to give you people the idea that I’m up to no good. You sent your goons for me, I showed up, I did the work you asked. There’s no blood on my hands.”

      That last part was a lie, but there was no point in letting on that I was, in fact, a murderer. Lyr’s death still hung heavy on my conscience, but it wasn’t like I’d had a choice. We were friends, at least until she found out what I was and decided to score some easy money by turning me into the guard. Killing her wasn’t what I wanted, but it was the only option she’d left me.

      At least that’s what I told myself, so the guilt didn’t smash me flat.

      The priestess watched me with a hawk’s scrutiny. After the stunt she pulled in controlling me, I didn’t know what else she was capable of doing. Maybe she was prying through my thoughts right that second, picking out evidence of my guilt to use against me—

      Enough of that bullshit. She was just messing with me.

      We waited in silence for several seconds, before the priestess decided to tally my accomplishments. She tapped each box in turn, then rested her palms on top of the stack. “You did as you were asked.”

      I sketched an exaggerated salute before my mouth could run away with me again.

      She pointed at the slender boxes the archer had left behind and asked, “What about these?”

      I shrugged. “No idea. She just dropped them off. I haven’t even examined them yet.”

      More moments of uncomfortable eye contact passed between us. She pinned me in place with those cold eyes like an owl staring down a mouse scurrying across an open field. She was fishing for something, some reaction from me, but I refused to play her game. She could suspect all she wanted, but I wouldn’t give her any ammunition she could fire back at me.

      Finally, she broke the silence. “Get out. Don’t touch anything on your way, don’t look at anything. Walk out the door, take the first aisle to the front doors, and leave. I’ll send for you when we want your skills again.”

      A part of me wondered if the Templars could reach us before I stuck a knife in her ribs. The table was between us, but if I could distract her for a second, just a second, I could close that gap and silence her before she could make me her puppet.

      And if I’d remembered to take my stilettos out of my damned backpack, maybe I’d have taken the shot.

      Instead, I kept my mouth shut and squeezed past her and out of the little room. The Templars smirked at me as I left the library with my tail between my legs, but their nasty faces didn’t bother me. I had what I’d come for, and they didn’t have a clue how much trouble I was going to cause them.

      Exhaustion crept up behind me with a big mallet and smacked me in the back of the head as soon as I left the library. Reading the Burning Codex and reviewing the book of maps was at the top of my list of important things to do, but I could barely keep my eyes open.

      But, just because I didn’t have time to read everything in-Game, didn’t mean I couldn’t take a look at it at my leisure later.

      After checking my trail to make sure none of the Templars were following me, I curled up in the shadows of a deserted alley and flicked open the in-Game user interface.

      The developers had given us a bunch of ways to manipulate our inventory and even more ways to interact with the game when we weren’t directly connected to Invernoth. I found the icon that represented the Burning Codex and tapped it with my fingertip. A menu offered me a variety of options, and I selected “email attachment.”

      The system should have responded by notifying me the text of the document had been shipped to my email address. Instead, a red warning box flashed up.

      
        
        This is a Quest Item. Downloading this document will be considered the same as reading it, which will trigger the quest.

        Do you wish to continue?

        

      

      Hmm. That was odd. I still didn’t know that much about the quest system, which is the only explanation I’ve got for the mistake I made. Instead of waiting to read up on how quests worked, exactly, so I would understand the noose I was sticking my neck into, I shrugged and clicked the Yes option.

      
        
        DOMINION QUEST INITIATED

        

      

      I should’ve stopped and taken a better look at what I’d done right that second. Instead, I let my weariness get the best of me and staggered down the road. I could’ve logged off in the alley, but that wasn’t entirely safe. If another character found me before I was fully logged out of the Game, they could rob me blind. No sense in risking that, when I could walk down to the tavern and log out in safety.

      The place was full of adventurers when I stumbled through its doors, but none of them gave me a second glance. Adventuring parties were forming all around me, other players putting their teams together to conquer quests, explore ancient ruins, or murder monsters for their treasure.

      A stab of envy pricked my heart. These people were having fun. They weren’t worried about how to pay their bills. They weren’t concerned about whether or not they’d have a positive return on their connection time investments.

      And they certainly weren’t afraid of being uncovered as thieves.

      I found a quiet booth in the corner, propped my heels up on the table in front of me, leaned back in my chair, and logged out of the game.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Eight
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      Karl was asleep in his bed when I popped out of Invernoth. His heavy snoring greeted me from the other side of the thin wall between our rooms, and I let out a sigh of relief. He wouldn’t keep me up for another hour squeezing the details of what I’d been up to in Dragon Web Online since we’d parted ways.

      The first rays of dawn were crawling through the cracked blinds over my bedroom window, which told me I’d been in-Game a lot longer than I intended.

      Before sleep could pull me down into its velvet depths, I peeled the CIN from around my neck and swabbed its slick acrylic surface with an alcohol wipe. I scrubbed the residue of sweat and grime from the patch of my throat the CIN had occupied to keep from picking up a nasty rash and flopped back on my bed.

      My bed’s vibrating alarm shook me awake far too soon. Three hours wasn’t enough, but it would have to do for now. The Burning Codex was waiting for me, and I wanted a chance to read it before Karl started peppering me with questions about what I was doing in-Game.

      “Food,” I grumbled and, like a zombie, staggered out of my room in search of something to shovel into my belly.

      The money I’d earned from my first big heist kept the wolves from the door, but things were still tight. My mother’s medical expenses were covered, and we had enough left over to supplement her Social Security for rent, but we were spread thin. Electricity wasn’t getting cheaper like we were promised when we let the solar cartel’s tax fossils fuels into oblivion, and that expense ate into our meager funds. Game time soaked up most of the rest, which left us just enough cash to afford generic cereal, bricks of neon yellow processed cheese food, stale bread, and gritty peanut butter. We were too poor to even afford jelly.

      I smeared peanut butter across a pair of bread slices and mushed a slab of fake cheese between them. It didn’t taste any better than it sounds, and I had to dig globs of it from behind my molars when I finished eating, but at least I wasn’t starving. Protein, grain, and whatever the cheese was had to be enough to get me through the day.

      Logging back into Dragon Web Online was out of the question. It was a huge waste of money to sit in the game reading a book I could just as easily go through offline, and I didn’t want to have to explain to Karl what I was doing logged in if I wasn’t trying to earn money with him.

      There was also the matter of Karl’s attempt to become a Hoaldite paladin. He was my brother, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t smack me around if he found out I was actively screwing up his plans to get on the church's good side.

      I decided to keep a low profile until I had a better idea what was going on. Checking my email on my phone wouldn’t arouse my brother’s suspicions. It was one of the little secrets I felt bad about keeping from him, but it served him right. He’d never pass up an opportunity to tell me how much better he was at games than me, so I hoarded whatever edges I could find.

      A dull chime from my mother’s room summoned me to her bedside before I could dig into the book. The machines didn’t need much attention, but there were still things they couldn’t do for her.

      She forced a pained smile when I entered the room. She looked more tired than I felt, which told me she hadn’t slept at all.

      “Good morning,” I said and forced a smile of my own. Mom never wanted us to feel sorry for her. She wanted us to go on with our lives even as hers came to an end.

      I wasn’t ready for that. I’m still not.

      Talking was hard for her some days, so she hooked a finger in my direction and waited for me to take it. Her grip was so weak I only knew she’d squeezed my hand because I could see the tendons tensing in her wrist. Her hand was so cold, I couldn’t stand it. I closed my fingers around hers and willed warmth back into her frail body.

      It didn’t work.

      The alarm bonged again, and I checked the glowing panel next to the head of her bed. Green bars showed her respiration, heartbeat, and blood pressure was all within safe parameters. Nothing you’d call healthy, but stable and as good as they were going to get. The disease took its toll, but we were holding it at bay. Everything we did was to keep death away from my mother’s door.

      Everything.

      I flicked through the menus searching for the cause of the alarm and found it on the third page. “I need to move you, mom.”

      She twitched her head from side to side, but I ignored her feeble protest. Moving my mother around hurt her, but it was for her own good. If she stayed still for too long, she’d wind up with bedsores, and those would get infected, and that would start a downward spiral that ended in a terrible way.

      I scooped her into my arms and marveled at how little she weighed. It was like holding a bundle of sticks wrapped in tissue paper. The only thing keeping my tears locked up behind my eyelids was how much she hated to see us cry. I adjusted her position and eased her back into bed, then pulled the covers up over her shoulders. The monitor gave a brief bleep-bloop noise, but all the lights stayed green. Perfect. “There, that’s better.”

      She gave my arm a clumsy pat and turned her face away to hide her tears of pain. She knew this was for her own good, but she couldn’t fight the agony it caused. It killed me to know I caused that hurt, even if I was only trying to help.

      That’s why Karl stopped helping my mom, I think. She’d always been his biggest supporter, and he didn’t know what to do once she needed him to support her.

      The only good chair in the house was next to my mother’s bed. If we had to spend a lot of time in here, at least we’d be comfortable. I eased into it and popped my phone to life, looking through my email until I found the Burning Codex message.

      It didn’t take me long to realize things were about to go south in a big hurry if monsters got their hands on the Burning Throne. Whoever claimed the Throne gained control of Frosthold through something called the Dominion. It was a game system that allowed players or NPCs to make adjustments to the town and its surroundings.

      The more I read, the unhappier I got.

      Everything I had was in Frosthold. The Society of Shadows, my character, and everything else was tied up in that town. If some asshole seized control of it, I was well and truly fucked.

      The rules governing the Dominion system were dense and too complicated for me to wade through when I was so wiped out. I saw enough to know it was going to be a problem if I didn’t keep my enemies from taking the Dominion. That’d have to be enough knowledge for the moment.

      There wasn’t time to catch another nap. I had to log back into the game and get the maps back to the Grandfather.

      First, though, I needed to hydrate. All that time in-Game yesterday had dried me out like an old apple slice on the sidewalk.

      I went into the kitchen for a drink. The sink banged and burbled when I turned the handles. Nothing happened for a long moment, then a sludgy brown squirt burst from the faucet and splattered the sink. A few seconds later the water finally started to flow. I let it swirl down the drain until it was as clear as it was going to get, then ducked my head beneath the sink and took a big gulp. The water tasted terrible, and there was some unidentifiable grit in it, but I didn’t care.

      I gulped what felt like five gallons of water then waddled to the bathroom and emptied my bladder. I scraped my teeth with the toothbrush and the little bit of toothpaste I could afford. I was so tired I missed the toothbrush holder when I was finished. My toothbrush bounced off the sink and fell.

      It tumbled toward the floor, and I reacted from pure reflex. My bare foot shot out and grabbed the toothbrush before it could hit the floor. The handle slipped between my toes, and my muscles squeezed on it before the head could touch my foot. I flicked my toes and the toothbrush arced up into the air and fell into its holder above the sink.

      “What the fuck?” I mumbled. I stared down at my foot, which was still hovering a few inches off the floor. I had no idea how I’d just done that.

      Something was changing. I didn’t know how, but I was getting faster, more coordinated.

      That warning about not spending too much time in the game? I probably should’ve taken that more seriously.

      Leaving my worry behind, I returned to my bedroom, snatched my CIN out of its case, and threw myself onto the bed. There wasn’t time to concern myself with whatever was happening outside of the game because I had to find the Burning Throne and make sure it was safe.

      Frosthold was my town. I wasn’t about to let a pack of mutant freaks take that way.

      The CIN was almost around my neck when the lights in my room flashed red, and a dull, whooping siren sounded.
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      I threw my CIN back into its case and rushed out of my room with my guts tied into knots.

      Karl burst out of his room without looking and ran right into me. We tangled together, banging off one wall, then the other before he steadied me. “It’s mom.” He said, eyes wide and voice tight with panic. “Something’s wrong.”

      We helped each other into my mother’s bedroom, Karl still rubbing the sleep from his eyes, me still bone tired and trying to get my head on straight. Exhaustion sent my thoughts racing in every direction at the same time. I felt like I was losing my mind.

      Shaking Karl off, I staggered to the head of my mother’s bed. The tablet was a confusing jumble of flashing red icons and warning stripes. I didn’t have the training to interpret what all of them meant, but none of them were good. “We have to get her to the hospital.”

      Karl paced the floor on the other side of my mother’s bed. He chewed at a hangnail and did his best not to meet my eyes. “We can’t afford an ambulance.”

      There was no disputing the cold, hard truth of his words. If we could even get an ambulance to respond to a call from our apartment building, which was unlikely at the best of times, the cost would be astronomical. We had some money socked away, but not enough to cover that.

      “See if you can get Smokey’s car. Your license still good?”

      Karl had gotten his driver’s license years before, an act of vanity more than practicality. Even in his best days as a professional gamer, he couldn’t have afforded a car, or even a motorcycle, of his own. Still, it was handy to have a license for emergencies.

      Like this one.

      My brother raced out of the apartment. Smokey was an old man who lived at the end of our hall, and he had an ancient sedan parked in our building’s mostly-empty garage. The thing was his pride and joy, and though he kept it in tip-top shape, I don’t think he drove it more than a hundred miles a year. The number of toll roads and access restrictions made it tough for poor folks like us to even own a car, much less go anywhere in this godforsaken city.

      My mother wasn’t moving. The mechanical harness on her chest kept her heart beating and her lungs moving, but there was something very wrong. She needed medical attention, and she needed it fast.

      I unplugged her from the main machine, strapped the head unit to my chest, and looped the umbilicals over my shoulders. I tucked her sheets in around her baby, swaddling her like a baby. Then I lifted her from the bed and went looking for my brother.

      “We can’t take the car,” he gasped from the doorway. “Smokey won’t give it up.”

      “Subway.” I didn’t have time or  to waste. It was a shitty way to get to the hospital, but it was our only choice. “Hang on, mom.”

      She didn’t stir in my arms. Karl held the door for us, and we emerged from the gloomy apartment building onto the cold sidewalk. The sun was a distant white ball hidden behind a wispy layer of winter clouds, and the wind reminded me of Frosthold’s bitter weather.

      Too late, I realized I was still barefoot and wearing my pajamas. The freezing wind cut through the thin material of my clothes like a knife, and I was shivering in seconds.

      Karl pushed through the angry crowds clogging the sidewalk, throwing elbows and shouting to make a path for us.

      Why does anyone stay in New York City? It’s crowded and expensive, and there are more rats than people, more garbage than grass. Yet, more come every day, and none of us ever quite manages to claw our way free of its smothering, concrete embrace. When you’re poor, sometimes it’s too expensive to make your life better. Sometimes you just stay where you’re planted even if the only sun you get is what squeezes through the cracks between the fingers of the people above you.

      The turnstiles to the subway were clogged with people. No one was moving as fast as they should, everyone was struggling to operate the card readers they used every day. Karl shouted for people to move, yelled at them about a medical emergency, but this was New York. The best reaction he got was an annoyed shrug. Most people just ignored us and kept on going through the same dull routine.

      The harness creaked and groaned as it massaged my mother’s chest and compressed her lungs to keep her breathing. The metal struts and flexible joints moved against my arms like the rhythmic spasms of a landed deep-sea crab. My skin crawled and, for one shameful second, I thought about throwing my mother down and running away.

      Karl forced his way to the front of the line, dragging my mom and me along behind him. A businessman barked in protest as Karl snatched his Metro card out of his hand and slammed it into the turnstile slot.

      “Hey!” The man shouted.

      Karl shoved me through the turnstile before ripping the card free and slamming it back down. Then he slipped through and flicked the man’s Metro card into his face with a shouted, “Thanks!”

      For once, luck was on our side. The subway train arrived at the platform just as we did. Karl cut through the waiting commuters, and I followed along in his wake, ignoring them just as they ignored us. Another day in the city.

      Another day in hell. Invernoth, for all its troubles and worries, seemed like paradise by comparison. I yearned to go back there, couldn’t wait to get through this so I could strap the CIN around my throat and let my real troubles dissolve into the white static.

      Miraculously, I found a seat and flopped down in it. I cradled my mother against my chest, and Karl stood in front of us to shield us from other careless passengers.

      My mother whispered something, but the words were lost in the roar of the departing train and the incessant grumbling of the other passengers.

      Numbers ticked through my skull and piled up like an enormous weight on my thoughts. We had some insurance, some government bullshit, but the cost for an ER visit started at 500 bucks, out of pocket. That didn’t cover treatment, or any medicine she might need. Getting my mother in and out of the hospital was going to cost a small fortune.

      And that’s if we got her out of there.

      That thought circled the inside of my skull like a vulture. She was so small, so weak. Her skin was cold, but she didn’t shiver. Despite the steady pumping of the harness, her lips were blue, and the veins on her eyelids stood out as black as ink.

      Something was wrong.

      Something bad.

      “How are we going to pay for this?” Karl worried, giving voice to my unspoken concerns.

      My phone was stuck in my pocket, but I didn’t need it. My bank balance was so low I had to keep track of every cent at all times. “What do you have?”

      Karl stared at me. “A hundred bucks? Maybe not even that. We just paid rent, and I covered the last round of meds.”

      I’d squirreled away more than Karl, from my first crime spree and from the jobs we’d taken since. He’d be pissed when he found out I’d been skimming from his share, but what was I supposed to do? He spent money as fast as it came in, and if I didn’t hold something back, we’d be even more broke than we were.

      And we were broke. After paying for this trip, I didn’t know if I’d even have enough for a few days of in-Game connection charges.

      The train screeched to a stop, and Karl helped me up and out of the molded plastic seat. We hustled up the stairs from the station, and he stopped traffic so we could cross against the light.

      The ER was packed, but the duty nurse took one look at us and bolted from behind her station. “Come with me,” she snapped.

      She led us into an examination stall. The flimsy shower curtain partition around the narrow bed didn’t offer much privacy. Other patients moaned around us. Pained sobs echoed through the floor.

      I lowered my mother onto the gurney and stepped back as a tide of scrubs flooded in to circle her. The hospital staff formed a blue wall between us, holding Karl and me away as they tried to save our mother.

      The duty nurse looped an arm over my shoulders and guided me away from the frantic scene. “We have some paperwork for you to fill out.”

      Of course. The professionals would save my mother, but they wouldn’t do it out of the goodness of their hearts. This was going to cost.

      A lot.

      The nurse sat me down in a plastic chair even less comfortable than the subway seat and shoved a clipboard and pen into my hands.

      She tapped lines on the forms with a chipped fingernail. “Sign here, initial here, sign here.”

      My hands did as they were told, shaking and stuttering over my own signature. “We have aid,” I started, but the nurse shut me up with a chop of her hand.

      “Here.” She shoved a thumbprint reader at me. “Right thumb.”

      The system scanned me, fed my information into a great digital brain hidden somewhere on the other side of the Internet. The biometric keys to my identity and bank account shuffled back and forth, and the nurse watched the back of the thumb reader like a fortuneteller waiting for tea leaves to settle in the bottom of a cup. “Okay. Have a seat over there.”

      She pointed at a row of uncomfortable chairs against the wall, and I stumbled over to them. Hollow-eyed men and women huddled in their seats, eyes fixed on horrors only they could see. From their tattered clothing and unkempt appearances, we were all in the same leaking boat. Just a bunch of dirt-poor people praying the doctors could save their loved ones, and praying just as hard it wouldn’t bankrupt them.

      The nurses pushed Karl out of the examination room. He wouldn’t look me in the eye, and his lips trembled when he spoke. “It’s not good.”

      There wasn’t any point in pressing him for more information. The doctors wouldn’t tell us anything real until they had her stabilized or she died.

      “How did you pay for it?” Karl asked. He didn’t look at me, but I could feel the weight of his attention on me.

      “I save everything. I don’t spend a dime on anything but the game and mom. It’s still not enough. We’re going to be deep in the hole.” Which was true, but it wasn’t the whole truth. Some doubt in the back of my mind kept me from telling Karl that I held back part of his share on every job. I didn’t want him to know what I was doing.

      The truth was, I didn’t want my big brother to know I had money because I was afraid he would steal it from me.

      Karl kept staring straight ahead, but he gave a little shake of his head. “You’re always logged in. That’s not cheap.”

      “I’m just trying to keep us in the black.”

      “Stop shutting me out.” His words were soft and quavered with suppressed emotion. To my surprise, it wasn't anger. My brother was sad that I hadn't confided in him. “Stop keeping secrets.”

      “I’m not,” I started, but I didn’t have the strength to keep up the charade. I could’ve lied. I could’ve up come up with some excuses, but I was just too worn out to imagine anything convincing. “I’m not.”

      Karl might have been an asshole, but I'm not so sure I was any better. We were brothers, and we were cruel to each other in different ways.

      Maybe that's true for all brothers.

      We didn’t say another word for the rest of the day. We sat in the hospital next to each other for hours while the doctors labored over our mother.

      We sat, and we waited, and we prayed.

      Together.

      Alone.
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      The hospital let us take Mom home, but only after they’d drained my bank account and made me sign out a credit note for another fifteen hundred dollars. The law said they had to leave me at least a hundred bucks because even the new government knew its citizens needed to eat. Even if all we could afford after a trip to the doctor was a half-share of ramen and the filthy water that trickled from our shitty apartment building’s rusty pipes.

      I bundled my mother up and accepted the bag of tiny translucent pills the doctor promised would keep her from having another attack.

      Karl didn’t speak to me on the way home, and he didn’t say a word when I put my mother back into her bed and retreated to my room. He watched me with sullen eyes and let me do what needed to be done. A fight was coming, it hung in the air like the promise of a summer storm, but I wasn’t going to let it happen today.

      The CIN stung my skin as I wrapped it around my neck, but I didn’t have time to care. I flopped back on my bed and into the world of Invernoth. There was a moment of terror when the login sequence took longer than I expected, and I wondered if the drain on my bank account had triggered a credit warning that would lock me out of the game.

      The tavern’s warmth folded around me like a blanket fresh out of the dryer, and my nose filled with the scents of roasted meats and spilled alcohol. It was more home than my actual home, and I knew that feeling should bother me.

      “But not today,” I muttered to myself. I had things to do.

      I pushed my way through Frosthold’s increasingly crowded streets and ducked down a narrow alley between rows of cozy little homes. I pulled my stilettos out of my backpack and shoved them into my belt. I wasn’t about to get caught without them on hand, again.

      The city was still changing, but not at the frenzied pace it had been. The devs must have decided to stabilize the population to give the residents time to get used to some of the changes. Thankfully, I found what I was looking for without an hours-long search.

      The Grandfather sat in one of the Sanctuary’s pews, feet splayed out in front of him, hands folded over his stomach. His hood was pulled down low over his face so I couldn’t tell if he had his eyes open or closed. He could have been sleeping or merely lost in thought.

      I decided to play it safe, because sneaking up on the old man was a good way to get a knife through the gizzard, and cleared my throat from a few yards away.

      The Grandfather brushed his hood back and offered me a warm if tight, smile. “Saint, just the person I was looking for.”

      A seed of uneasiness took root in my stomach, but I tried to ignore it. “I found the map,” I said, “but I need your help.”

      He raised one gloved hand. “Before you start, we need to talk.”

      Arguing with the Grandfather wasn’t a very good idea, but I was desperate. I felt stupid spilling my guts to an NPC, but I didn’t know what other choice I had. “It’s an emergency. Please, I need more work. My mother--”

      His smile faded, and he sat up. “You’re right, it is an emergency. But not the kind you think.”

      He gestured to the pew next to him. I took a seat, aware of how close we were. The air between us crackled with tension, and I wondered if I’d made some terrible mistake without realizing it. “What’s wrong?”

      “The others are worried.”

      “Others?”

      “The rest of the Shadows.” He looked up at the altar, at the statue of a cloaked figure hanging above it. “They believe you’ve endangered us.”

      “I would never—”

      “I’m not sure they’re wrong.” He rubbed his chin in the stubble on it rasped beneath his fingertips. “You are pursuing the Dominion.”

      This again. “That’s not my fault. It was part of the quest—”

      “Your assignment was to steal the Burning Codex. Not to soulbond it.” It wasn’t a question, but a flat statement of fact. “And, yet, you did. I overlooked that because what you’d done kept the book out of the wrong hands. But now you’ve done something even worse, haven’t you?”

      I didn’t dare look at him. He had to be talking about the Dominion quest I’d triggered because I had more curiosity than sense. “I didn’t mean—”

      “Shadows disrupt the plans of others. We ensure power remains diffuse, that no one can hold the reins for too long. But, most of all, we do not draw attention to ourselves.” Disdain dripped from his words. “But you’ve put your feet on a path that will lead you out of the Shadows.”

      His words grated my nerves. If I weren’t so tired, I would have had the sense to keep my mouth shut and take my beating like a good boy. But I was exhausted, and scared for my mother, and terrified my whole life was about to come crashing down around my ears because I couldn’t afford a trip to the hospital. “I’m not trying to cause any trouble. I just wanted to know—”

      “I warned you.” His words were quiet, little more than an exasperated sigh. “I warned you there would be consequences if you were not very careful how you handled this assignment.”

      “I’m not trying to disrupt any of your plans. I thought I was helping you.”

      “It’s out of my hands. The Church knows what you are. They know that a book went missing from their library. The priestess put two and two together and decided you’d pushed things too far. There’s a sizable reward out for your head.” He turned to look at me, but I couldn’t meet his eyes. “The other Shadows want me to give you up in exchange for a truce with the Hoaldites.”

      “You can’t.” I didn’t have the words to explain why. The Grandfather wasn’t going to care about what was happening to me back in the World, any more than I really cared about whatever goals or plans he had in place in-Game. We used each other, me for money to help my mother, him to further his machinations. “I can’t let you do that.”

      There was a blur in the air around me, and then I was flat on my back. The stone floor of the Sanctuary dug into my shoulders, and the Grandfather straddled me. His stiletto hovered over my right eye, so close when I blinked I lost a few eyelashes. “I don’t need your permission.”

      I gulped. Point taken.

      “You might as well kill me, then.” He tensed, and my stomach rolled over in terror. “If you give me to them, that’s what they’ll do. Kill me and claim the thief’s bounty.”

      There was something else in the old man’s eyes, something that hurt worse than anger.

      Sadness. Disappointment.

      “You think I would do that?”

      Before I could answer, he yanked me to my feet and shoved me back into the pew.

      “I know you need money, Saint. I know there are other worlds than these, and your concerns pierce them all.” He let those words sink in for a second, before continuing. “But you’ve opened up a can of worms here that I can’t seal for you. What you have done affects all of those worlds, and my power is limited to this one.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, and he pointed his blade at me. “Don’t talk. Just listen.”

      He paced in front of me, then stopped and spread his arms wide. “All of this is more than you think it is. What the Shadows do is important. Because there are other worlds than these.”

      Silence surrounded us again. He turned away, and his shoulders sank as he struggled to find the words. In the end, he shrugged and gave up.

      “I can’t take this burden from you. It’s dangerous, and it’s liable to get you killed.” He sat down next to me and put his hand on my shoulder. “You’ve put yourself into this danger, and only you can pull yourself out of the fire. But, if you’re careful, you can undo the damage you’ve done. If you can keep anyone from claiming the Dominion, if you can assure the Shadows the Burning Throne will not be claimed, then perhaps they will welcome you back into the fold. Perhaps there is a way for you to solve all of your problems. But you will have to find that way on your own.”

      My thoughts spun in eccentric orbits inside my skull. What did the Grandfather mean when he said the Shadows were important in other worlds? It made no sense.

      In a very short time, I’d come to depend on the Grandfather and his cranky bullshit. What was I going to do on my own?

      “This isn’t what I wanted.”

      “It never is. But you have to deal with things as best you can.” The grandfather flopped down in the pew next to me. This close, I could see the exhaustion etched into his face, the sorrow carved into the wrinkled grooves under his eyes. He rested his head in his hands. “Remember what I told you. Remember what I’ve tried to teach you. These things will be important. They may even save you.”

      My heart sank, and I felt sick to my stomach. Everything I’d thought I could depend on was crumbling into dust. “Please,” I started.

      “You have to choose your own path now, Saint. You can find your way back to the Shadows if you believe as we do and follow your gut.

      “Or, you can choose another path, one that will lead you to a different ending.” He squeezed my shoulder. “But it will be your path and yours alone.”

      His confounding riddles left me more desperate and tortured than I’d been when I came to see him in search of work. “I just want things—”

      “To be the same?” The Grandfather helped me to my feet and led me to the Sanctuary’s door. “I’m sorry, Saint. Nothing stays the same for long. I wish you all the luck in the world.”

      A stone of worry plunged into the pit of my stomach and churned up emotions I couldn’t express. I wanted to know when I could come back, what I could do to make the Shadows let me return to the fold.

      But I didn’t ask because I was afraid I already knew the answer.
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      Frosthold’s bitter wind slapped me in the face the instant I stepped out of the Sanctuary of Shadows. The cold transformed my wallowing self-pity at my exile into something else. Something darker.

      You don’t want me? Fine. I’ll do this on my own.

      All I’d done was help the Shadows keep the Burning Throne from turning into the prize in a game of keep-away between the Hoaldites and the nightspawn monsters. Yeah, I could have been more careful, but no one had told me not to read the books.

      I’d fix this. I just needed a plan.

      Step one: Find the Burning Throne.

      Step two: Make sure no one else could ever find the damned thing.

      Step three: Fuck if I know.

      Step four: Profit!

      A melodic chime saved me from having to think too hard about step three. It took me a few seconds to realize there was a pale gray message icon in the upper right-hand corner of the transparent user interface.  I flicked it with my finger, and it unrolled to reveal a simple message from Bastion. “Tavern. Now.”

      Great. Now Bastion wanted to jerk me around, too. Well, he was in for a shock. I was done being everyone’s chew toy.

      I headed to the tavern, sticking to the shadows and scrambling onto rooftops to stay clear of the crowds. The Hoaldites probably hadn’t tipped off the guard that I was a thief because they wanted to get their hands on me before the authorities were involved. But that didn’t mean there weren’t a bunch of people out combing the streets for me trying to claim the reward the Hoaldites were offering.

      When the rooftops weren’t thick enough in the direction I needed to go, and I had to get down to the street, I kept my hood pulled low to cover my face, and pretended I was just another adventurer braving the bitter cold for a few copper pieces and a taste of excitement.

      A constant stream of traffic flowed into and out of the tavern. If I ever got a chance, I was going to buy the damned place and settle into the comfortable life. The NPC who ran the joint had to be raking in money hand over fist because it was one of the few places in Frosthold to get a decent meal and some cheap booze. When I spied a pack of adventurers heading inside, I mingled with them and slipped into the tavern unseen.

      Bastion was sitting at a table near the center of the common room, a huge flagon of something alcoholic raised to his mouth. The damn thing was so big he couldn’t even see around it, giving me a chance to sit down at the table without him noticing my arrival.

      His eyes bugged when he lowered his drink and saw my scowling face. It only took him a second to regain his composure and flag down a serving wench with a snap of his fingers. “Another of these for my friend.”

      I waited until she was out of earshot and then hissed, “Is this a good idea?”

      “I’m not drunk,” Bastion said with a roll of his eyes. “I’m not even buzzed.”

      “Drinks cost money. Money we need to save right now.” I looked around the tavern, hoping I wasn’t drawing any unwanted attention. “And I don’t need to be hanging out where someone can spot me.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “I’m paying for the drinks. And why do you care who sees you?”

      I ground my teeth. “I spent most of the money I’d saved on mom’s hospital bill, and I still owe them fifteen hundred bucks, minimum. How do you have money to blow on drinks?”

      My flagon arrived, and our conversation went on pause while Bastion paid the server.

      I hid my face behind my upraised drink. It was a little sweet, a little bitter, and the alcohol helped numb my rage and confusion. It was all I could ask for, just then.

      When I had to come up for breath, Bastion was waiting. “You’ve got a lot of nerve accusing me of holding out on you. Seems like you’re the one who’s hoarding cash without telling me where it came from. How’d you even have the money to pay any of the hospital bills?”

      I doodled in the beads of moisture on the outside the leather flagon with my fingertip. “We don’t have time for this kind of fighting. I’m screwed, and if we don’t figure out how to make some money, pretty much now, we’re done. We’ll lose everything. And not just here.”

      The fact that we were sitting in the most advanced virtual reality simulation known to man and we still couldn’t figure out how to make ends meet pissed me off. Everyone else was having fun, going on quests, uncovering the hidden mysteries of Invernoth, and my brother and I were trapped by real-World responsibilities that never let up. It wasn’t fair.

      “Just trail the guards again. Find out where the rich folks are and rob ‘em blind.” Bastion turned his flagon between his palms, eyes locked on mine. “I can donate some of the money to the church, and we’ll keep the rest for ourselves. Easy peasy.”

      That was the brother I knew. Just go with the flow, do whatever was easiest. No sense in trying too hard if you didn’t have to. Since the day he’d washed out of the big leagues, he hadn’t bothered to even try to make things right. Now he expected me to fix everything.

      Fine. He wanted me to be in charge. I’d be in charge, and see if he had the guts to go along with the crazy plan pushing its way up through the dark thoughts at the back of my head. “Can’t do that anymore. There’s a problem.”

      I rested my hand on the stiletto at my belt, a symbol of my real profession, and waited to see if the lights would come on in Bastion’s eyes.

      It took him a few seconds, but it finally sank in. He grunted and asked, “No more shaking down fat merchants for extra coins? That sucks.”

      Admitting I was on my own made me uncomfortable. Getting Bastion to follow my lead made me even more nervous. If I hadn’t been so angry, I don’t think I’d have had the guts at all. But I was pissed, and I only saw one chance at fixing this mess. “I’ve got another plan. It’s going to be dangerous, but I think we can fix everything in one shot. But you have to trust me.”

      We nursed our drinks as Bastion decided how to react to my news. I didn’t want to rush him, and I didn’t want him to think I was trying to take the reins of our relationship. I mean, I was, but I didn’t want him to think that. Bastion was hard enough to follow, leading him was just about impossible if he didn’t think the whole scheme was his idea in the first place.

      I waited for him to say something, and kept my eyes on the adventurers coming and going. The place was busier than usual, and foot traffic kept the doors opened more often than they were closed. The owner had to keep stoking the fires to hold the winter chill at bay, and he was coated with sweat from hauling wood and raking the coals.

      In addition to there being more of them than normal, the adventurers coming into the tavern looked a lot more banged up than usual.

      “Looks rough out there,” I noted.

      “You didn’t hear?” Bastion asked. “Goblin raiding parties are crawling out of the woodwork. Good guys are still winning, for now, but like you said, it’s getting rough out there.”

      That wasn’t good news. “I thought we took care of that.”

      Bastion snorted. “You know what else people are saying?”

      Something told me I didn’t want to hear whatever he had to say next. “Let’s have it.”

      My brother leaned across the table and motioned me to come in closer. “They say there are wolf-people out there with the goblins. And a fucking ogre.”

      Fear bubbled through my guts, but a hot spike of anger replaced it before it could get out of control. “If that’s who we think it is, then we need to deal with this sooner, rather than later.”

      Bastion didn’t take his eyes off mine. The shadow of some undefined emotion rippled across his face. “You think we can fight off a goblin army and deal with the rest of those nightmares from the other night?”

      I reached across the table and clasped his forearm. “No, and we don’t have to. There’s another way. We just need—”

      A voice I recognized and did not want to run into again, came from behind me. “Fancy meeting you here.”

      Shit.

      Before Bastion or I could react, the scaled archer I’d met in the library took a seat to my left.

      Indira eased into the seat to my right. “Hello boys,” she said with a wicked smile. “You’re about to make my friend and me very rich.”
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      The archer’s forked tongue tasted the air and her eyes burned into mine. She’d been leery of me and my motives in the Hoaldite library. Now it seemed very obvious she straight up hated me.

      Bastion’s hands were flat on the table in front of him, but the deep lines carved across his brow told me he was two seconds from drawing his burning longsword and taking a swing at our new friends.

      Keeping this surprise meeting from turning into a bloodbath became my top priority. Not because I was worried Bastion would hurt someone, but because I was very sure these ladies could fuck up our day in a whole host of creative ways if we started a tussle.  “Fancy meeting you two here. Indira, I thought you’d be out incinerating goblins since there are so many of them in the neighborhood.”

      The elf smiled and smoothed her straight, golden hair behind her pointed ears with delicate fingers. “One of you has been very naughty.”

      I fidgeted in my seat. Bastion had no idea what I’d been doing, and I didn’t have time to prepare him for what he was about to find out.

      Every face at our table had a smile plastered across it, but the undercurrent of violence was thick and jagged as a coil of razor wire. There was a second where everything could have changed. If I’d let Bastion slice Indira’s head off her shoulders, maybe things would have gone differently for all of us.

      But I made the decision to talk everyone down and keep the blood from flowing. “Why don’t you tell us what you’re talking about?”

      Indira’s smile turned frosty, and her crystal blue eyes flashed with a cold flame. “You didn’t hear about the Hoaldites?”

      I rolled my eyes in an attempt to put her off the scent. If I pretended this was no big deal, it wouldn’t be a big deal. I know, I know. Wishful thinking. “What? Are they out stealing milk money from old ladies again?”

      Mercy cleared her throat. “She’s talking about the theft.”

      Bastion’s hands clenched on the edge of the table, and his eyes widened as he realized the only thief at the table, me, might have done something idiotic. “Who stole what?”

      The situation was spiraling out of control. Bastion’s desire to become a paladin of the church made him sympathetic to the Hoaldites, and he didn’t understand why they got under my skin. Of course, he still didn’t realize they were blackmailing me and holding my reputation hostage because I hadn’t bothered to tell him. I kept thinking I’d get the whole fiasco straightened out before it involved my brother, but the timer on that particular time bomb had just counted down to zero.

      Because, when it got right down to the wire, I didn’t know how Bastion would react if he and I ended up on opposite sides of this war. After all, there was a sizable reward for turning thieves into the guard, and it would definitely earn him points with the Hoaldites if he took me out of the picture for them.

      This was the exact nightmare I’d been trying to avoid, turning up like a bad penny.

      The elf clasped her hands on the table and gave me her sweetest, frostiest smile. “Someone stole a valuable book from the Hoaldite library. The church is offering a very, very handsome reward for its return. They’re also offering an even larger reward for the identity of the thief.”

      Bastion tensed. “And how does that involve my brother and me?”

      Mercy examined her fingernails, which I now realized were actually short, sharp claws. “Your brother was in that library last night.”

      Blood thundered in my ears, and I felt the weight of Bastion’s stare. His voice grated against my ears. “Is that true?”

      Pressure mounted in my skull until I was sure my eyeballs were going to shoot out of my skull and into my drink. I raked one hand through my hair and nodded. “Yes, but you have to understand—”

      Indira’s voice shot through the tension at the table like an arrow aimed at my heart. “The point is I think you stole that book.”

      Bastion snorted. “Maybe Saint hasn’t been shooting straight with me, but I don’t think he’d steal from the Church.”

      Oh, brother, if you only knew.

      Indira smiled, a warm, broad expression that made me want to crawl under a rock and hide from the shitstorm I knew was coming. “He stole from me, why would he draw the line at stealing from the church?”

      My brother’s eyes narrowed and he stared straight at me. “You stole from her?”

      Shit.

      See what happens when you keep secrets from your family, kids?

      “It was just—”

      Bastion didn’t give me a chance to explain. He snorted with disgust and snatched his drink off the table.

      Indira’s eyes never left mine. Her smile turned venomous as she laid her demands out for us. “We don’t want a fight. We just want the reward the Hoaldites are offering.”

      “I imagine they aren’t willing to accept a letter of apology from the accused?” I asked, hands drifting ever so slowly toward the stilettos on my hips. Any second now, someone was going to get stabbed.

      A faint line of blue fire appeared around Indira’s hand. “Come peacefully, no one needs to get hurt.”

      I snorted. It was time to bluff. “I’m not going anywhere, peacefully or otherwise. I’m going to sit right here and drink my ale and pretend the two of you aren’t bothering me. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll walk out the way you came in and forget you ever saw us.”

      While I spoke, I kept my eyes on my brother, hoping he’d get the hint. We were going to have to fight.

      But Bastion wasn’t picking up what I was laying down. He took another drink and stared daggers in my direction.

      The fire around Indira’s hand glowed brighter. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      The anger I’d felt when the Shadows chucked me out into the snow came back, a hundred times hotter and a thousand times sharper. “Wouldn’t I?”

      If Bastion wasn’t going to back me up, I had nothing left to lose. If I went with these two, my time in-Game was just as over as if they killed me at the table. There was no reason not to take a shot at Indira.

      Mercy interrupted my moment of furious Zen with a quiet statement. “Maybe there’s a way we can claim the reward without turning you in.”

      I raised an eyebrow in Mercy’s direction. “I’m open to suggestions.”

      “Give us the book.”

      The fire around Indira’s hand turned red, and she glared at Mercy. “That’s not the deal. We’re taking him in.”

      Bastion waved his mug in my direction, sloshing ale across the table. “Not like he can give you what he doesn’t have. Because you don’t have the book, right, Saint?”

      I cleared my throat. “If I get the book for you, you’ll let us go?”

      The fire danced through Indira’s eyes and her golden hair caught its reflection like fireflies swimming in honey. “No guarantees. But if you give us the book, we can talk about what happens next.”

      Bastion laughed. “You’re not hearing me, lady. He doesn’t have the book.”

      I couldn’t look at my brother when I dropped the truth bomb on him. I’d seen enough pain from my family for one day. “Okay. I’ll show you where it is.”

      I didn’t wait for them to follow me out of the tavern. My world was crumbling around my ears, and they could come along for the ride or not. I was out of fucks to give.

      The door to the tavern banged behind me, and a cold grimace spread across my face. I couldn’t shake the feeling some of us weren’t getting out of this mess in one piece.

      I just hoped my brother and I survived.
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      Bastion shoved his way through the crowded street to catch up to me a block from the tavern. A quick glance over my shoulder showed me Mercy and Indira weren’t far behind. I knew Indira had a spell prepped and ready to burn a hole in my spine if she suspected I was up to no good.

      Good, let her try and burn me down. I didn’t care. If she thought I was walking to my death without a fight, she deserved the pain coming her way.

      “I can’t believe you stole from the Hoaldites,” Bastion growled under his breath. “What the hell were you thinking?”

      “It’s complicated. Those dickholes have been on my nutsack since the day we started this stupid game.” My breath leaked out of my nostrils in twin streams of fog. “I need to know if you’ve got my back on this.”

      Bastion didn’t say anything for a worrying pause. “I wish we had more time to talk this out.”

      Which was shorthand for, Why didn’t you tell me this shit days ago?

      And he was right. Keeping my cards close to my vest had put us in this bind, and now he had to decide which way to jump without being able to see the terrain. I’d screwed us both, and yet I was asking him to come along for the ride to Hell. “I can’t explain it, but I’m in the right on this. You’ve gotta trust me.”

      He didn’t answer, but I didn’t have any time left to convince him.  I’d just have to make a move and see which way he went.

      My head throbbed with a building anxiety headache. In the next few minutes, everything was going to change, one way or another.

      I ducked into a narrow side street and stopped in the shadow of a small home to wait for Indira and Mercy to catch up.

      The duo hustled after me like they were afraid I was making a break for it. They pulled up short when they saw Bastion and me waiting patiently. “Relax, I’m not trying to screw you out of your reward. How much are they offering?”

      A small smile pulled up the corners of Indira’s mouth. “5,000 gold pieces.”

      That was impressive. Much more than I’d thought the Hoaldites were willing to pony up. It was enough to make me shoot a nervous glance in Bastion’s direction.

      For a moment, I thought of giving up on the whole thing and letting Bastion claim the reward for my capture. That was enough cash to buy us time. Time I could use to start a new character and start earning money.

      It was tempting, but I couldn’t give up. I was positive my next character wouldn’t be a thief, and even more positive that the Hoaldites were up to very bad things with the Burning Throne. The Grandfather of Shadows even hinted the threat was much bigger than just this game.

      There are other worlds than these.

      I needed to know how this story ended.

      It was time to take my shot.

      “What if I offered you something more important than the reward?” I raised a hand before she could interrupt me. “Not more valuable, more important.”

      “Talk,” she said, impatience stamped into her furrowed brow. I could tell she was about to lose her shit, but the fact she was letting me ramble at all gave me hope.

      “There are monsters in Frosthold. They’re looking for something, and if they find it, we’re all screwed.”

      Mercy scoffed, and Indira laughed. The archer shook her head. “That’s impossible. The only dangers in this town come from people like you. Monsters can’t get inside the walls. It’s a safe zone.”

      She had a point. The town was a safe haven, except for player versus player combat. The guard discouraged even that, but they couldn’t stop every fight. And yet…

      “He’s right.” Bastion said. It was nice of him to have my back. “I saw them, too.”

      Indira chuckled. “You think I’m going to believe you? You’d say anything to get your brother off the hook.”

      “Then let me prove it to you.” Mercy and Indira measured me with their eyes. “You’re a tracker, right? Let me give you something fascinating to track. I’ll take you to where we fought the nightspawn.”

      Indira and Mercy drew back from Bastion and me, whispering with their heads close together. Indira’s eyes never left mine, and I could see she was pissed enough to gut me now and ask questions later if Mercy didn’t talk her off the ledge.

      “I hope they buy this,” Bastion whispered to me from the corner of his mouth. “And you better hope we figure out some other good way to earn money because I’m not sure you’re worth 5,000 gold pieces.”

      Stabbing my brother seemed like a great idea. “You’re a dick. And at least I’m worth something.”

      “You sneaky asshole.” He grumbled. “Your plan better work.”

      “Trust me.”

      Bastion frowned. “You’re going to have to earn that back after today.”

      Ouch.

      Indira and Mercy turned their attention back to us. The archer crossed her arms over her chest and said, “Show us.”

      “I’ll lead the way,” Bastion said. “Saint gets lost easily.”

      We followed him on a winding path through the city, huddled together against the freezing wind and blowing snow despite the mutual animosity running through the two halves of our group. This close to Indira, I could smell something warm and sweet wafting from inside her cloak, like freshly baked sugar cookies. It was very distracting.

      The Wenderly place hadn’t changed much since Bastion and I had fled it in a blind panic. The door was still busted down, and the front wall was splattered with blood. There were huge, gore-stained dents in the stone, evidence of the ogre’s massive club. The roof was mostly gone, and streaks of soot trailed up from each of the windows. The fire had done a number on the place before the guards had managed to put it out. The whole area reeked of burnt wood, and would until someone took the time to gut the place and rebuild.

      Bastion sketched a half-assed bow toward Indira and motioned toward the door. “After you.”

      Indira entered the burnt-out mansion, but Mercy waited for Bastion and me to cross the threshold before she followed. “I’ll bring up the rear, just in case someone gets naughty ideas.”

      Her eyes lingered on me a little long for my liking.

      “It’s up here,” Bastion said. “I’ll show you where we fought them.”

      We passed through the fire-damaged rooms and climbed the charred staircase to the second floor. Bastion led the way to the spot where I’d stabbed the wargrai and pointed a finger at the blood stains soaked into the wood. “Right here. What do you think this is?”

      The archer crouched next to the stain, and her tongue tested the air. “I don’t know, it smells like—”

      “Like a trap, dumbass?” Bastion stomped down hard on the archer’s back, flattening her into the floor. His sword leaped from its scabbard, and he swung it toward Indira’s head as she unleashed a fistful of snarling fire.

      The spell streaked at Bastion’s face, forcing him to abandon his attack to dive for cover. The ball of flame hit the wall and blasted chunks of burning wood in every direction.

      With Bastion off her back, Mercy was free to roll toward me and come up slashing a curved short sword at my guts.

      She was fast, but I was faster. I twisted away from her attack and drove an elbow into her back.

      
        
        VERBOSE COMBAT MESSAGING ON

        UNARMED COMBAT SKILL CHECK

        Strength (10) + Unarmed Combat (1) + d100 (43) = (54)

        vs

        Dexterity (12) - Dodge (4) + d100 (35) = 51

        Result: 3

        Degree of Success = 1

        Unarmed Combat Damage (Strength) = 10 points of damage - Huntress Armor (8) = 2 Total Damage

        Attack Time: 5 seconds

        Stamina Cost: 1

        SUCCESS! You have increased your mastery of the Unarmed Combat skill. (Rank 2)

        

      

      Well, that could have gone better. I’d expected a Dexterity-based attack, but apparently just smacking someone around with a fist or an elbow was governed by Strength. Which meant no free follow-up from my spiffy magic bracers.

      The damage I’d managed to inflict hardly showed on Mercy’s health bar, and I hadn’t even stunned her. Why hadn’t I just stabbed her in the kidney?

      Another fireball streaked from the elf’s hand toward my chest. The ball of writhing flame homed in on me with unerring accuracy. I was a dead man.

      And then time slowed as my Friendly Fire talent kicked in to save my skin.

      It wasn’t just my perception of time that shifted, the entire world jolted to a halt and unraveled into a seething tangle of burning threads.

      The ball of fire hung at the center of my awareness. A blazing red thread trailed behind it, leading back to a pulsing, multicolored core of light within a shadowed form I realized was Indira.

      A second, blazing white, thread sprouted from the fireball’s leading edge and vanished into the center of my chest. The spell inched forward along that line, burning it up as it closed in for the kill.

      Not a chance, I thought to myself and hooked my fingers around the white thread.

      It pulled away from my chest with a dull sucking sound, leaving behind a whiff of sulfur and a lingering flash of gray light that dissolved into fading sparks in super slow motion.

      The white thread twisted in my fist like a decapitated snake. It pulled against my grip, eager to plunge back into my chest.

      Instead, I aimed the thread at a pulsing ball of blue light in the core of Mercy’s body and willed it into place.

      
        
        SUCCESS! You impose your will over the raw elements of magic and bind a primal thread to your target.

        You have learned the rudiments of the Threadweaving skill. (Rank 1)

        

      

      Time hurtled forward with a crackling snap. The ball of fire swerved around me, passing so close my eyebrows shriveled away from its heat and slammed into Mercy’s back. It splattered against her armor and sprayed across the hallway like a bucket of boiling grease.

      Indira’s mouth fell open, and her eyes bulged from their sockets. “That isn’t possible…”

      I grinned and waggled my stiletto in her direction. “Oh, it’s possible. I’m just full of surprises.”

      Indira’s fists clenched and unclenched as she glared at me. A nascent ball of fire died in her hand, and she ground her words out through gritted teeth. “You’re both dead for this.”
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      I don’t think you’re in a position to make any threats,” I said to Indira. “Or would you like to take another shot at me and risk flash-frying your buddy over there?”

      Bastion held his sword’s point level with Indira’s heart. “He’s got a point. Give it up.”

      Mercy scrambled back to her feet, but her health bar was low, and she bore scorch marks across her face and neck. She looked about as happy as you’d expect for someone who’d been unexpectedly set on fire by her buddy.

      I pointed my finger at the bloodstain that had served as ground zero for the fight. “What kind of blood is on the floor?”

      The archer twisted her head from side to side to work out the kinks, and grunted, “Nothing good.”

      I held my position between Indira and Mercy because I didn’t trust either of them to play nice. If I moved over by Bastion, Indira might toss some kind of area effect fire blast and take us both out before I could bust out my threadweaving skills. If I stayed between them, there was a chance I could use Friendly Fire to put a stop to any foolishness on their part. It wasn’t a great chance, but it was the best I could hope for, given the circumstances.

      Bastion closed in on Indira. She held her hands up to show she wasn’t a threat, but she didn’t strike me as the kind of lady who’d accept her fate meekly. If Indira got the chance, she was definitely going to cause trouble.

      Which is why I focused my attention on Mercy. She seemed the more practical of the two, less likely to lose her shit and stab me in the eye if I rubbed her the wrong way. “Care to be more specific about the blood?”

      Mercy grunted and rubbed her bruised nose. “Some kind of dog? No, that’s not right.”

      I touched a finger to my nose. “Ding ding ding. You’re almost right. It was a dog woman.”

      Indira sniffed at my response. “That’s ridiculous. Are you saying it was a female dog?”

      “You’re awful mouthy for somebody with the sword pointed at her heart. No, I’m saying it was a dog woman. Like a woman who was part wolf.”

      “There’s no such thing,” Mercy said.

      “Oh, like there’s no such thing as a snake woman?”

      Mercy actually growled at that. It was a low rumbling that was as alarming as it was unexpected.

      “I’m not a snake anything. I’m dragon-blooded.” She glared at me from the floor. “Not that I would expect a scumbag thief like you to understand what that means.”

      I held up both hands, palms out. “You got me there, I’m just an ignorant human. But I think if you check your nose again, you’d see I’m right. There was a crow person here, too. And an ogre.” I tapped my toe on the floor near Mercy’s head. “You picking up any of that, bloodhound?”

      Her tongue flickered again. Then again. It was fascinating to watch, really. “There’s something--”

      “You can’t hold us here forever.” Indira interrupted. The elf magus stood with her arms crossed, and her brow furrowed. Her eyes flashed red, and drizzles of wavering flame fell around her. She might be a great wizard in training, but her poker face sucked.

      Bastion smiled at her words and her temper. “We’re all alone here, lady. If only two of us walk out of here, no one’s going to be any the wiser. Judging by the fact that you didn’t kick our asses around the block once this little fight got rolling, I guess you aren’t fifth level yet. Which means if we pop you, you’ll have to re-roll. You won’t even be around to accuse us of anything. It’s a perfect crime, really.”

      And here I thought I would be the one to put his foot in his mouth.

      Indira, realizing Bastion was right and she had nothing to lose, turned and ran.

      Bastion and I stared at one another. I realized my brother had no chance against Indira if she had room to fling spells at him, which left her pursuit to me.

      I didn’t look forward to it because the last time I’d gone running through this house things had worked out very poorly for me.

      Still, I knew if Indira got out of the house, she was going straight for the guards. I couldn’t have that.

      So I chased her.

      She didn’t know the place and got turned around in no time. I cornered her in the hallway that led to the study. The only ways out were past me or through the window.

      “Stay away from me,” she yelled and raised a hand.

      “Wait,” I said, but she didn’t.

      Instead, Indira stormed into the study and slammed the door behind her.

      She didn’t have the key to the room though, and the scorched wood was no match for a determined kick. The door flew open and the elf sprawled away from it, landing in a heap on the floor with her blond hair and feathered cloak draped around her face and body.

      I drew my dagger and prepped it for a throw. I didn’t want to hurt her, but I wasn’t sure I’d have a choice if she decided to burn me to a crisp.

      “Listen,” I begged. “I’m telling you the truth. There's a danger to the whole town, but we can stop it.”

      Out in the hall, I heard Mercy shout, and Bastion responded with a roar of his own. Steel clanged off steel. Things were going downhill in a big hurry.

      Indira crawled across the floor away from me. “You’re a thief. Why should I trust anything you say?”

      I shoved my stiletto back into its sheath and picked my way across the burnt floor to Indira. I needed her to understand I wasn’t trying to hurt her. She needed to see that we should be working together.

      I reached down to lift her from the floor so we could talk like civilized human beings, and she responded by trying to set me on fire.

      Before I could touch her shoulder, Indira rolled onto her back and raised both hands. Blue flames leaped from her outstretched palms and arced through the air toward my chest.

      I dodged her initial outburst, but Indira had more tricks up her sleeve than I’d thought. Her flames arced through the air like burning serpents. They streaked after me as I dodged and jumped around the room like a monkey with a meth pipe.

      Indira hauled herself up onto one knee as she steered the flames toward me, bending them around the ruined furniture and aiming them at my head.

      “Fine,” I shouted as I ducked under a noose of flame. You want to play rough?”

      I flung a dagger at her, not to kill her, but to distract her.

      It worked. The weapon struck the magus in the shoulder butt first. Her hands flew apart, and she lost control of the spell she’d woven. Lashes of fire whipped around wildly, carving scorched loops and swirls into the walls, before winking out of existence.

      She shrieked in outrage and unleashed another spell. This one hit me like a battering ram, an unexpected pillar of invisible force that pinned me against the far wall.

      “Ouch,” I gasped. The attack had come too fast for me to dodge it, much less bust out my mad threadweaving skills.

      She stepped toward me, one outstretched hand holding me in place. “Enough. This is over. I’m going to leave you here and come back with the guard.”

      Something crashed in the hall outside. Bastion shouted, and Mercy hollered in protest. “Let me go!”

      But Bastion wasn’t one for listening. Something else slammed outside, and the pair of them rolled into the study with Indira and me. Bastion had a bloodied gash across his forehead, and Mercy’s nose was a bloody mess. Neither of them had a weapon, but they’d wrapped their arms and legs around each other and seemed intent on grappling one another into submission.

      Bastion got the upper hand, just for a moment, and reared up over Mercy, gauntleted fist drawn back to deliver the coup de grace.

      “Wait!” Mercy shouted. “I believe him. Stop fighting!”
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      Between my brother’s surprise attack on Mercy and Indira’s temper, it was a miracle we were all still alive. It looked like that was about to change, though, because Indira’s face had twisted into a mask of fury and the pillar of force was squeezing the air from my lungs.

      “Stop!” Mercy shouted. “All of you. Saint isn’t lying. There were monsters here. Or at least creatures I can’t identify.”

      Indira looked like she was going to flatten me like a bug just for spite, but she relented at the last second. She frowned at Mercy as if she was upset she wouldn’t get to kill us. “You have to be kidding.”

      Bastion and Mercy looked at one another, and then carefully disentangled. They stepped away, Bastion standing next to me, and Mercy next to Indira. There was still tension in the room, but I could feel it dissipating.

      “Now that we’re no longer about to gut each other like fish, maybe you’ll listen to me,” I said around gasps for breath. “I don’t know how they’re doing it, but those monsters can get into the city. And they’re trying to ruin everything.”

      “Mercy, what do you say?” Indira asked. “Can you track these supposed monsters?”

      Mercy’s tongue flickered. “No. There’s something wrong with their scent. It’s fuzzy, hard to get a fix on.”

      Well, there went that plan. It would’ve been nice if the archer’d been able to track down the monsters and we could just finish them, but it didn’t look like that was going to be an option. “Look, we might not be able to track them, but we can stop them from getting what they’re after.”

      Indira looked skeptical. “How do I know you’re not working with them?”

      “Uh, because they tried to kill us?” Bastion showed his empty hands to Indira. “What the hell more proof do you want that Saint isn’t lying to you?”

      Even Mercy seemed exasperated by Indira’s reluctance to accept the truth. “I think they’re being straight with us. Even if Saint did steal a book from the Hoaldites.”

      She watched me for my reaction when she said that, but I didn’t give her anything to work with. She might know that I was tied up with the Hoaldites somehow, but so was she. The fact that she wasn’t talking about it told me she wanted to keep that secret to herself, as well. Maybe I wasn’t the only one with something to lose here.

      I took another shot at mending fences. “We should be working together to stop these freaks before they wreck the whole damned town.”

      Indira crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m not buying this. There’s no way your monsters can get into this town and just take it over.”

      This was not going the way I’d expected. It was time to cut to the chase. “I’ll show you.”

      “Show us what?” Indira asked.

      “I’ll show you how they’re going to do it.” It was a bad idea, but I was out of good ones. “Promise you’ll work with me, and I’ll show you what they’re planning.”
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      I tried to look more confident than I felt. Our new alliance was shaky as hell, and if I couldn’t find the Burning Throne, then none of this was going to work. Lucky me, I had a book of maps.

      That I’d never really looked at.

      And wasn’t even sure I could read.

      I dug the slim tome out of my cloak and cracked open the front cover. The first page held the title, The Undercity of Frosthold and the Hall of the Burning Throne, with a smudged line where the author’s name belonged. Either the ink they’d used to was spectacularly shitty, in which case there was a very good chance the maps would be smudged and useless, or someone didn’t want anyone else to know who’d created the book.

      Knowing how snotty the Hoaldites got about people who disagreed with them, I guessed it was probably the latter. I could imagine Saryle getting her nose out of joint when some scribe crossed her and searching the library for every book the poor sap had ever written just so she could scratch his name off the title page. That lady knew how to carry a grudge.

      And I was on the top of her shit list. Yay for me.

      There were no words after the title, just page after page of illustrated maps. Some were simple line drawings, others were ornate and so richly detailed it was difficult to tell where the illuminated margins ended and the intricate maps began.

      This was going to be fun. I grimaced and flipped through a few more pages of the book, trying to find something I recognized. If I could find a landmark, maybe I could follow the maps along to the Burning Throne. Easy peasy.

      Indira cleared her throat. “Are we going somewhere, or are you doing some light reading?”

      There was no point putting it off any longer. “Just follow me and don’t ask a lot of questions. This book isn’t easy to read.”

      Indira tried to peek over my shoulder, but Bastion blocked her with his oversized shoulder. “Let him concentrate,” he growled.

      We wandered, more or less aimlessly, and I tried to pick out some landmarks that matched anything on the maps. The city changed so fast as it grew, it was hard for me to line up the drawings with the way the city was now. I needed something stable, something that wouldn’t have changed over the years.

      I flipped back to the first map in the book. When we’d landed in Frosthold, there was one main street with a gate at either end, the tavern, a pawn shop, and the smith. Those things hadn’t changed position, which made them useful landmarks. I just needed to find them on the map.

      
        
        VERBOSE CARTOGRAPHY SKILL CHECK: UNTRAINED

        1/2 Intelligence (5) + d100 (47) = 52

        vs

        Difficulty: Basic = 50

        Skill Check Result = 2

        SUCCESS! You manage to determine North from South and East from West on your map.

        Activation Time: 5 seconds

        Stamina Cost: 0

        You have learned the rudiments of the Cartography skill. (Rank 1)

        

      

      My new skill paid off immediately. Golden highlights appeared on the maps. The first page had a streak of light running from east to west, passing through a series of gates along what had to be the main road. And from the looks of the map, Frosthold used to be a LOT bigger. If the book was right, our little city was once a ringed fortress that just happened to have a metropolis crouched inside its massive walls. What had happened to cause it to fall apart?

      A niggling suspicion told me we were going to find out before this adventure was over.

      For an hour, I wandered back and forth along side streets parallel to Frosthold’s main drag. Sticking to the larger roads would have been easier, but also put me at greater risk of being spotted by a city guard or some treasure-hungry adventurer who’d try and turn me over to the Hoaldites.

      The burden of being a wanted man was really starting to get to me.

      “We’re going in circles.” Indira sniped.

      “We are not walking in circles,” I corrected. “I’m looking for something.”

      We’d ended up close to the tavern, which annoyed me to no end. To think the Burning Throne was so close to a place where so many adventurers spent their time made my teeth itch. How had no one stumbled across it?

      We did walk in circles for a while, then. My cartography skill kept climbing, and the highlights became more and more distinct. But they didn’t make any sense. Why was it guiding me around the same block of homes, again and again?

      I stopped in an alley and flipped through the book of maps, searching for some more detail that would point me to the Burning Throne. We were so close, but I couldn’t put the last piece of the puzzle into place.

      Mercy cleared her throat and huddled next to Indira. Her teeth chattered when she spoke. “If you can’t find it, just call it off, and we’ll head to the library. I’m freezing, and we’ve been at this for hours.”

      There were symbols on every page of the book. Some were obvious directions to the next map. Some pointed to later or earlier pages, connecting the drawings through a series of convoluted lines drawn along the tops and bottoms of each page.

      But none of that helped.

      What was this symbol? I held the book closer to my nose and could just make out a hexagon, half-shaded black, the other empty. Where had I seen that before?

      There was another one. A broken figure eight.

      Why were those so familiar?

      Indira picked that moment to run out of patience. “Okay, I’m calling it. Nice try, but I don’t believe you’re going to be able to show me anything more valuable than that stack of gold the Hoaldites are offering.”

      My thoughts raced the inside of my skull like coked-up hamsters. I turned the book over in my hands. The cover was branded with a symbol, a broken figure eight. “Wait, wait. I need a minute.”

      I plucked the Burning Codex from my cloak. It too bore the same symbol on its cover. I shoved it back into my pocket and turned my attention back to the map.

      That symbol was very close to where we were standing.

      But the alley between the rows of houses was empty. There weren’t any doors in either direction and certainly no mystical portals that would lead us to the Burning Throne. There were mounds of snow gathered where the street and the walls of the houses met, but nothing else.

      Mercy shivered. “We’ve given you all the time you’re going to get. Let’s go.”

      Bastion’s sword slid free of its scabbard with a hiss. The pale blue light of its flames flickered on the walls and snow around us. “We’re not going anywhere until Saint tells me he’s given up. Then we’re all going to take him to the library to turn him in. Together.”

      That got Indira’s back up. “If you think we’re splitting the reward three ways, you’re nuts.”

      Bastion lowered his voice and brandished his sword. “If you think you’re going to get him out of here without my help, you’re nuts.”

      Listening to the three of them argue over how to split the spoils from turning me in was annoying. At least my brother was giving me the time I needed to work it out. Even if I fucked up, he'd end up with something for his troubles.

      Small victories.

      Time for bickering was a luxury I didn’t have, so I left the three of them to decide how they’d handle the newfound wealth they’d get for ruining my life. Assholes.

      The symbol on the map was adjacent to the third house from the north end of the road. The only thing there was a mound of drifted snow, unless…

      I scraped the snow away with my foot to reveal a cellar door. “Don’t get all excited about how you’re going to spend your blood money, jerks. Take a look over here.”

      They gathered around me, warring emotions plain on their faces. On the one hand, they really wanted all that filthy lucre. On the other, it turned out I might be right about all this crap, after all.

      “Don’t just stand there,” I said, “help me get this thing open.”

      Bastion helped me pry the unlocked doors apart, and I gestured for Indira and Mercy to head down the earthen steps into the darkness below. “After you, ladies.”

      The elf sniffed at my outstretched hand and summoned a glowing ball of light from her fingertips. It bobbed ahead and lit our path quite nicely, a distinct improvement over shuffling along in the gloom. It was never truly pitch black in Dragon Web Online, the devs took pity on us and made it possible to see, if only for a short distance, even in darkness. Still, I appreciated Indira’s light, even if I didn’t need absolutely need it.

      “Don’t touch anything,” Indira commanded. “This is someone’s home.”

      I held the book of maps up near the light to get a better look. I flipped through the pages until I found one covered with small, box-like drawings. None of them were connected to each other, but lines were leading away from them to the edges of the page, where small numbers and symbols showed me which map I needed to follow next.

      An excited shiver ran up my spine. If I was reading this right, the whole city was riddled with entrances into, and out of, the sewer tunnels beneath it. Armed with this book, I could get around without ever taking the surface streets. Perfect.

      “Over here,” I said, pointing to the eastern edge of the cellar.

      We found a filthy grate set into the even filthier floor. Mercy grimaced, and her tongue flicked the air with agitated swipes. “You know what this is?”

      I didn’t need her keen sense of smell to know exactly what it was. “It’s an entrance to the sewer. They must dump their chamber pots here.”

      There was a lot of grumbling, but everyone was committed at that point. The reward was enticing, but I wasn’t the only one curious about what was really going on. If the Hoaldites were offering such a handsome reward for a scrub like me, there had to be some reason for it. And that’s all it took to get the rest of my merry band to follow me down a shit-stained chute.

      Indira was the last one down, but it didn’t spare her from getting filthy. Her blond hair was streaked with foul-smelling grue, and her feathered cloak took on the mottled gray of Brooklyn snow. The ball followed her, illuminating her stained cheeks and nose. “I should kill you for this.”

      “Promises, promises.” She glared at me, but no flames sprouted from her fingers. Progress, right?

      They all stared at me while I consulted my book of maps. It took me a minute or two to find the right page, and when I did it wasn’t very helpful.

      Only one page had a golden glow on it, and it was actually a spread in the center of the book. There were no ornate drawings or symbols, just an intricate pattern of thin, spidery lines. They had to be sewer tunnels, but there were no symbols or other keys to show me the way.

      I racked my brain for answers. There had to be some way to find the Burning Throne. I just had to figure it out.

      Then I remembered.

      Archways held up the ceiling every twenty feet. I splashed through the shallow muck to the nearest one and brushed the grime away from its keystone. “Can you bring that light over here?”

      Indira grumbled, but she did as I asked. The blue light cast a pale glow over the carving in the keystone’s center.

      The magus pointed at the etching. “What the hell is that?”

      “A guidepost,” I said with a grin. The broken figure-eight symbol was faint and eroded by the passage of time, but it was clear enough to follow.

      And that’s what we did. Soon, the filthy sewers gave way to wider, more ornate tunnels. The channel of green stone I’d seen earlier reappeared. At every intersection, we found the archway with the broken figure eight, and our quest continued.

      Until it came to an abrupt end.

      We followed a tunnel for what felt like miles. There were no intersections, no branches. The ornate tile inlays disappeared from the walls and were replaced by monotonous, featureless limestone.

      And then, just like that, it ended.

      I stood in front of a blank wall flanked by dead lanterns and stared at it, willing it to unveil its secrets.

      Nothing happened.

      Indira stood next to me. “This doesn’t look like much.”

      “Give me a minute.”

      “Sure, one minute. After that, I’m going to find my way out of here and drag you to the library. I’m ready for my reward.”

      My heart raced along with my thoughts. If I didn’t figure this out, and soon, I was a dead man.
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      The dead end taunted me. There was nothing to tell me what to do. The channel in the middle of the floor ran right up to the wall, where it just ended. There were no markings, no symbols, no keyhole. Even when I shifted to my Thief’s Eyes, I detected no traps, no locks, not even a door. It was just a damned wall.

      Behind me, Bastion and Indira broke into a loud argument about whether or not it was time to turn me in and collect the reward. I hoped he was successful in convincing them to give me more time, but I didn’t count on it. Handing me over to the Hoaldites meant a lot of money in her pocket and a lot of prestige for her character. I just wished she understood none of that would matter if the monsters took control of Frosthold. What good was it to be well-liked by the Hoaldites if they were driven out of town on a rail by an invading horde?

      Desperation forced me down on my hands and knees in front of the wall. The channel ran up to the wall, then ended flush with the stone. But there was something there, right where they met.

      A thin groove climbed up the wall’s face. It was invisible from more than a few feet away, but up close you could just make out the shadow it left in the stone. I pulled my glove off my left hand and ran my fingers along the marking, tracing it up the wall.

      At about waist height, the channel split and formed a circle three feet wide. Even thinner, finer lines were carved into the wall from the edges of that circle toward its center. These I couldn’t see, but my fingertips felt them like the grooves in an antique vinyl record.

      It was something, a start, but it wasn’t enough.

      “Time’s up,” Indira announced. “I’ve had enough of the fun and games.”

      My pulse raced. I was close. There was something here, and it wouldn’t take me much longer to figure it out. I just needed a little more time. “Just a few more minutes. I’ve almost got this.”

      There had to be something here. I looked around the room, but I couldn’t see anything obvious. The dead lanterns on the east and west walls offered me nothing. There was an old candelabra hanging from the ceiling, but it’s wax-mottled surface didn’t hold any clues for me, either.

      Indira cleared her throat. “I’m not kidding. I let you have your chance, but it’s time to go.”

      But I wasn’t giving up. I was so close to figuring this out, Indira would have to pry me away from the wall with the team of wild horses. “Shut up for a minute.”

      The elf squawked in indignation, and I heard her muttering under her breath.

      “Don’t do anything you’re going to regret,” Bastion said. I couldn’t tell if he was talking to me or to the elf, and I didn’t care. I needed to figure out that secret.

      I was standing in front of the door to the Burning Throne and I knew it. So where was the fucking keyhole?

      Mercy appeared next to me. “She’s really not going to give you much more time. If you don’t do something quick, there’s going to be a fight.”

      Pressure squeezed my head like a vise. This was the place. There had to be some way to the Burning Throne. Or was everyone—the Shadows, the Hoaldites, and the monsters—so clueless they were fighting over something they couldn’t reach?

      That made no sense. There had to be a way in. And I had to find it.

      Mercy rested her arm on my shoulder. “I hope you figure this out. I really do.”

      Deep breaths. Think it through, I told myself.

      The unadorned walls told me this part of the undercity was older than the rest. Whoever built it, put it here for a reason. Not because they wanted to show it off, maybe not even because they wanted to hide it.

      Maybe it had to be where it was.

      I turned my attention to the green groove running down the center of the floor. It was smooth, without so much as a seam where its pieces fit together.

      Because it didn’t have separate pieces. It was all one, flowing channel of stone. It felt like glass under my fingertips, so smooth it seemed unreal.

      What had it carried?

      And why were there lanterns here? Even without Indira’s light, it wouldn’t be really dark, that’s not how Invernoth worked.

      What did it mean?

      Indira grabbed my arm. “We’re leaving. Now.”

      Bastion pried her hand off me. “Leave him be.”

      The elf snarled, and blue fire erupted around her hands.

      That was it.

      Fire. It had to be fire.

      I raced to the first lantern and ripped it out of its alcove. Something about it bothered me. There was no dust on it, and the flue was partly unscrewed from its base. What the hell?

      I finished unscrewing the top and splashed the oil onto the door. The iridescent fluid flowed into the fine lines etched into the wall’s surface. The carving drew the oil in and channeled it through a complex, contorted pattern across the wall.

      “Let me go!” Indira shouted at my brother. The fire around her fingertips rose inches into the air.

      “Come here,” I snapped, grabbing Indira’s other hand. Before she could stop me, I shoved her burning fingers into the oil.

      She killed the spell, but not before I got what I wanted. The oil ignited, and threads of fire raced across the wall’s surface. The carvings holding the oil flared brightly, and a resounding crack echoed through the tunnel.

      We all froze and stared at the wall. The flames burning in the pattern were much brighter than the oil could account for.

      The fire burned through a series of concentric rings and intersecting lines. One by one, arcs of light rose from the surface of the wall and rotated around one another. Their orbits revealed a thin seam in the stone, and light poured from it like the rising sun.

      The stone wall cracked from floor to ceiling, and its halves swung toward us.

      “Holy shit,” Indira whispered, eyes wide with shock.
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      The parting stone barrier revealed a high-ceilinged room with copper walls. The channel in the floor ran to the chamber’s center where it circled around an enormous black throne.

      “Holy shit,” I whispered, echoing Indira’s exclamation. “Hold up, just a second. I want to be sure there’s nothing dangerous here.”

      And, I wanted a chance to look at the throne up close before the rest of them started crowding around it.

      My Thief’s Eyes showed me no traps, which made sense. Once someone got this far, the builders must have assumed they were supposed to be here. Accidentally killing the throne’s owner with a poorly placed trap would’ve been in bad form.

      The throne itself was far too large for a human. It was as wide as I was tall and I could only touch the seat’s front edge by standing on tiptoes and stretching my arms above my head. The whole thing must’ve been 30 feet tall.

      It was carved from a single slab of flawless obsidian, and the gleaming black glass glowed with a throbbing inner light. It was warm to the touch, like a living thing.

      “Who built this?” Indira whispered. All the bluster and anger had leaked out of her when she was faced with the reality of the Burning Throne. “Who could’ve done this?”

      “They’re all dead now.” It seemed hard to believe, looking at what they’d created, that they were all gone.

      Indira shivered and hugged herself. “Who?”

      Part of me wanted to keep her in suspense. Two minutes before, she’d been all dire threats and bitchy attitude.

      But a bigger part of me wanted her on my side. I’d seen what she could do. Whatever came next, I’d be a lot happier working with her than having her as an enemy. “The dragons. They built this. Before they all died.”

      The intricate carvings on the wall outside were reflected by similar etchings in the copper plates on the walls surrounding the Burning Throne. The designs were dizzying in their complexity, but they all converged on the Throne. The etchings flowed down to merge into thick seams in the floor, which radiated around the Throne at regular intervals. It took me a moment to make sense of it all, but once the pattern emerged, it was obvious.

      The green channel brought power to the throne from the outside world. It must have marked the location of the lines of force the Grandfather had told me about.

      The Throne sent that power racing through all of the designs in this room, powering the magic they held in place. It was easy to imagine what it would look like when it was up and running, a blazing symbol of power that claimed Dominion over Frosthold and its surroundings.

      This wasn’t meant for mankind. This was meant for grander creatures, beings of primal power and unstoppable might.

      This was meant for creatures who wouldn’t fuck everything up if someone handed them the keys to the family car.

      And the lines were dark. The network was dead, which explained why the nightspawn were surging out of their territories and looking to annex our frosty little corner of hell. And if they took over Frosthold, if they stole its Dominion and re-activated the Dragon Web, then they would have an unassailable fortress as a base from which to wage their war against the rest of us.

      “What’s this?” Mercy called from the far side of the room.

      I joined her near the wall opposite the entry and tried to keep my eyes from popping out of their sockets when I saw what she held.

      “Sonofabitch.” We’d come all this way, I’d figured out how to open the wall, Indira was finally coming around, and none of it mattered.

      Mercy held up a glossy black feather and sniffed at it. “This belong to anyone you know?”

      “The monsters were here. They beat us.”

      Bastion cursed, and Indira grumbled. When I finally caught up with her, I was going to ring Corvus’ neck with my bare hands.

      Mercy pointed to a blank stone spot on the wall. “Looks like they took something, too.”

      I didn’t need this. How had she gotten so far ahead of us? She didn’t have a copy of the Burning Codex, did she?

      It didn’t make any sense.

      “Why would she pry off one of the copper plates?” Indira asked. “And why just one?”

      It was a good question, but I didn’t have an answer. The engraved copper plates were all different, as far as I could see, and they all had a dizzying number of indentations on their surfaces. There were like circuit diagrams, or maybe road maps.

      “Oh,” I said, realizing what had happened.

      All eyes were on me, it took me a few moments to put my thoughts in order.

      These carvings weren’t just carvings. The Throne wasn’t just the throne. Power flowed into the throne, and then into the designs worked into the faces of the copper plates. The carvings weren’t just arcane symbols, they were a map of the Dragon Web. They traced the rivers of mana flowing from one throne to the next and showed how all the Dominions were tied together.

      “It’s a map, the piece they stole is part of a map.” I reached out to touch the naked revealed by the missing copper plate. It was soft limestone, like the stone in the tunnel outside. They’d polished it smooth before installing the thin copper sheets. We might not be entirely screwed.

      “I need paper.” I looked at Indira. If anyone was going to have a sheet of paper, it was her. Magi always carried crap like that so they could scribble down magic spells or whatever it was they needed to work their mojo. “And some charcoal, or a pencil, or something.”

      The elf stared at me quizzically but didn’t question my request. It was a refreshing change of pace. Indira rooted around in the myriad pouches dangling from her wide belt and came up with what I needed.

      I smoothed this sheet of paper into the rectangular gap in the copper plates and pressed it flat against the limestone. I held my breath and gently scrubbed the stick of charcoal across the paper.

      The paper turned black under my scrubbing, starting at the upper left-hand corner. It wasn’t working. My breath lodged in my throat, and I kept at it. This had to work. It was our only chance to catch the monsters.

      The first line appeared a third of the way through my scribbling. Then more lines appeared, pale and white against the dark background. They’d engraved the copper plates after they were installed on the walls of the Burning Throne room. The tools they’d used had pressed the designs into the limestone. It wasn’t clear to the eye, but rubbing charcoal over the paper made them stand out in clear, white lines against the black.

      I finished and carefully removed the paper from the wall. I blew the black dust off it to avoid smudging the lines and showed the rest of the group my handiwork. “Voila.”

      The expected applause never materialized. Finally, Bastion cleared his throat and asked, “That looks cool, and all, but what are we seeing?”

      Philistines. Ingrates.

      I took a good long look at what I’d created and prepared to illustrate just how awesome it was. It was a map. Couldn’t they see that? It was so obvious…

      All right. It wasn’t obvious. It didn’t even look like a map. It was a collection of lines and circles and dots, and I honestly had no idea what we were going to do with it.

      But I wasn’t going to let them know that. “It’s a map. We’re going to use it to save the world.
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      Indira and I parted ways not long after she tricked me into the Life Oath. We made a valiant effort to try figuring out the map, but after her subterfuge, we both felt awkward and made our excuses to call it quits. She offered me another sheet of paper to keep the map from smudging, and I rolled them together and tucked them away into my inventory.

      I was glad we weren’t fighting anymore, but this shift in the dynamics of our relationship was troubling. I had no idea how, or even if, I was going to let Bastion in on what happened.

      Not only did I feel like a chump for letting a magus pull a fast one on me, but I’d given Indira the right to choose the best treasure to keep for herself.

      I’m an idiot.

      Indira logged out, and I followed her lead. Spending so much time in-Game left me feeling strung out and confused. I scrubbed my neck clean, checked on my mother, and made myself a peanut-butter-and-cheese sandwich to pass the time while I waited for Karl to rejoin the land of the living.

      I hoped he’d have some good news. Maybe he and Mercy had figured out where to get a map that made more sense than the scrawled mess I’d hacked together.

      The sandwich was as gross as ever, but it filled my belly. With mealtime over, I checked on my mom again. The machine chugged along with quiet efficiency, and the status lights on the tablet above her headboard glowed a reassuring green. The new meds would keep her out cold until her body adjusted to them. Her body and mind needed rest from their struggles to survive.

      I hated to admit it, but mom’s time was running out. Unless there was some breakthrough in treatment, or we came up with a lot more money to upgrade her support system, we were losing her.

      The chair next to her bed looked so inviting I couldn’t help but curl up in it. I couldn’t tell Karl how I really felt, couldn’t bring myself to confess how confused and afraid I was, how much the game was changing me, changing us. The only person I could talk to, whether she could hear me or not, was my mother.

      “I’m so tired, mom.” It was a weak and stupid thing to say to someone fighting for her life every minute of every day. What did I know about tired?

      But it wasn’t any less true for me than it was for her. I was burning out. When I wasn’t scrambling for money in-Game, I was trying to stay alive. Sure, it was a game, but the stakes were very real for Karl and me. Killing our characters would kill our livelihoods, and that would kill our mom. The stress of survival wore on me in-Game and back in the World.

      In a way, I was glad the Hoaldites were pissed at me. The fact that they knew I’d stolen from them gave me a reason to avoid the temple. It didn’t remove the danger of the blackmail they were holding over my head, but it tempered the threat. If they were offering a huge reward, rather than just telling the guard what I’d done and leaving it up to the authorities to haul me in, it meant the Hoaldites wanted to catch me for their own nefarious purposes.

      They weren’t going to turn me in as a thief, at least not yet.

      “Can you get me a drink?” My mother asked, surprising me. She tried to smile, but a flash of pain twisted her expression into a grimace.

      I poured some water from the pitcher on her nightstand into her sippy cup. She reached for the spillproof cup with both shaking hands, scowling at me when I tried to lift the drink to her mouth. She wanted to do it for herself.

      “Okay, mom,” I said, and helped her grip the cup.

      Watching her struggle to take a drink while her traitorous hands quivered and jerked made my heart ache. Somewhere along the line, she’d gone from being the person who took care of me to someone who relied on me to care for her.

      I didn’t mind, because how could I? She’d done so much for me, there was nothing I wouldn’t do for her. But it bothered me.

      It bothered me to see her robbed of the strength she’d been so proud of when we were growing up.

      It bothered me to see her dependent on anyone. Even me.

      “Need anything else?” I asked.

      She eased the cup back onto the nightstand and stretched her hand out toward me. I took it and massaged her swollen knuckles through the paper-thin skin covering them. “To see you smile, baby.”

      Growing up, I’d hated when she called me baby. Now it felt comfortable, like an old shoe, or a favorite hat that had become slick and shiny from wearing it too much. I smiled for her, but I knew it was weak.

      “What’s the problem?” She eased herself up onto her pillows and looked almost like her old self for a moment. “Karl picking on you?”

      My brother and I had always fought, that was nothing new. But our arguments now were about things that mattered, and even simple disagreements held more weight. Still, I felt closer to Karl now than I had for as long as I could remember. We had a common goal, we were working together toward something bigger than ourselves.

      For the first time in a long time, I felt like we were brothers.

      I’d find out later Karl didn’t feel quite the same.

      “No,” I said. “I’m just worn out. Too much work.”

      She snorted and waved her free hand dismissively. “Work? You mean that game you and Karl play?”

      My mother had never quite recovered from Karl’s disgraced exit from the pro gaming circuit. Our family had thrived while he was bringing in those fat prize checks, but no one had planned for the day when they’d stop coming.

      After Karl’s troubles, when he couldn’t find a team to take him on, the money had dried up. Karl spent his days trying to sharpen his skills enough to find a tournament slot.

      But that never happened, and everything fell apart.

      My father’s drinking, never really under control, spiraled into a black tornado that threatened to suck us all into its toxic atmosphere.

      My mother worked harder, longer hours, and left Karl and me alone for what felt like weeks at a time.

      She’d never trusted gaming after that.

      “It’s the only way to pay the bills, mom.”

      “My bills, you mean.”

      The pain in her voice was like acid poured into my eyes. “That’s not what I said, mom.”

      Another spasm racked her thin frame and left her wrung out and limp when it passed. She couldn’t even raise her head to look at me when she spoke. “I don’t want to be a burden.”

      That kind of talk filled me with a blind panic. When people said things like that, they were admitting the end of the rope was close.

      “Don’t talk like that. We’ll beat this.”

      “I’m tired, too. That last time, I thought…”

      I’d figured she was gone, too. Holding her against my chest on the subway, I’d watched every breath and prayed it wouldn’t be her last. The erratic, rapid rattle of her heart was the rhythm of terror, and when it ended, I knew nothing would ever be the same. “No, you can’t go. We still need you.”

      Even like this, even with her life stretched out thin and threadbare behind her, my mother was the glue that held the wreckage of our family together. I couldn’t let her go. I needed her too much.

      A single tear crawled from the corner of her eye and ran down her cheek. I brushed it away from her face before it could drip into her ear. Even something as minor as a single tear could lead to an ear infection. And because of all the other medicines she was on, she couldn’t take antibiotics. Something stupid, an infection anyone else would shrug off, would be enough to kill my mother.

      “Don’t cry, mom. Please don’t cry.”

      We sat in silence until her eyes fluttered and the weight of her pain dragged my mom down into sleep.

      I slipped off to dream not long after.

      When Karl woke me up, my neck ached from sleeping in the chair, and my legs were dead asleep. His eyes were wide and bright, a smile plastered across his face.

      “We found it,” he whispered, careful not to wake our mother. “We found the map.”
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      The four of us stood across the street from our target and watched Frosthold’s foot traffic stream past. Mercy huddled against Indira to ward off the worst of the winter’s chill. Bastion leaned back against the wall of a tailor’s shop, arms crossed over his chest, a wry smile tweaking the corners of his lips.

      “This plan is such bullshit, you guys,” I said from the dark shadows behind them all.

      The building wasn’t large, just 15 feet or so on a side, pressed right up against the wall surrounding Frosthold near the East gate. There was only one door I could see, a simple wooden barrier on the left side of the wall facing us. It was two stories tall, with widely spaced windows on the second floor.

      Oh, did I mention it was also a guardhouse?

      No? No one mentioned that to me until we got there, either.

      Bastion said, “This'll be a piece of cake for someone with your skills. It’s right where I saw it the last time I was here, on the ground floor next to the front door.”

      He’d remembered the map from his visit to see the guard captain when he hadn’t received the reward we so justly deserved for dealing with the goblin invasion. Stealing the map seemed like a well-deserved bit of revenge.

      Nevertheless, once again, all the heavy lifting fell on my narrow shoulders. “I count six guards in there. And those are just the ones I’ve seen go in. What if there are more on the second floor? What if they call for help?”

      Mercy bumped shoulders with me. “Why are you so gloomy? This is what you’re good at. Sneak in there. Steal the map. Bring it back. There are only three parts to this very simple mission. You can handle that, right?”

      I bumped her back, hard enough to knock her into Indira and push Indira into Bastion. “Of course it seems simple to you. You three are going to be sitting over here watching me risk my ass. If something goes wrong, you’ll all walk back to the tavern for a drink.”

      Indira chuckled. “It’s not like you have a choice. You can stand here and whine about it, or you can go do your damned job.”

      “What is it with you people?” I growled. “Look, I’m not going in there by myself without a plan. So, let’s put our heads together and come up with something a little better than, ‘Oh, Saint will do it.”

      We watched the guardhouse for a while longer, exchanged some notes on how to approach this, and then came up with a plan that was basically, “Oh, Saint will do it.”

      Being a thief is way harder than it should be.

      I left the others behind and circled around to the street that circumnavigated Frosthold just inside the wall. From there, it was going to get a lot trickier.

      The wall itself was barely 10 feet tall, and it was nothing but wooden stakes tied together with thick ropes. Sneaking along the top of it and jumping onto the guard shack roof was out of the question.

      But, the wall would provide me with some cover from anyone wandering around outside the village, including the guards who patrolled there. Small blessings, I guess.

      The tough part was getting into the guardhouse. The only door was the front one, which was out of the question for obvious reasons. That didn’t leave me with many options.

      The building next to the guardhouse was only a single story tall, and it did have a back door, for all the good that did me. I glued my ear to the flimsy wood and listened for sounds of movement inside. Nothing, and even better I picked up another point in the Listen skill.  Nice.

      I scrambled up the side of the building (yay, another Climb Walls skill point!) and flattened myself against the steeply-sloped roof on the side opposite the guardhouse. If one of the guards was doing his job and saw me scuttling around like a spider, the jig was definitely up.

      I hoped our shitty plan worked.

      If it didn’t, I’d be the one with my neck in the noose.

      I waved across the street to the rest of the party I was still alive, then hunkered down to watch the show.

      Bastion and Indira crossed the street right on cue. They argued, shouting at one another with increasing volume as they drew close to the guard shack. Their raised voices grated on my ears even at this distance, which meant the guards inside the shack wouldn’t be able to miss the fracas.

      Good.

      Soon enough, the building’s door banged open, and a guard stomped out onto the street. He opened his mouth to say something, but the argument continued unabated.

      I couldn’t hear what Bastion and Indira were pretending to argue about, but it seemed annoying and convincing. The slender elf jabbed her finger into Bastion’s broad, armored chest with increasing ferocity, rocking him back on his heels. He leaned over and shouted in her face with enough volume and vehemence to blow her hair back, which caused her to redouble her efforts and raise her voice. She sounded like a cat being scalded, and my brother like a bear getting kicked in the balls.

      The first guard realized he’d need some backup to deal with this mess. He stuck his head back into the guardhouse and hollered for reinforcements. Soon enough, there were two guards, then three. The newcomer took one look and shouted back into the building for more backup.

      Right on time, Mercy scrambled up the roof and crouched down next to me. “Which window?”

      I pointed out the one nearest to us, and she nodded. “Piece of pie.”

      Before I could correct her odd turn of phrase, she pulled an arrow from her quiver and knotted a scrawny rope to it.

      It did not look like a very strong rope or a very sturdy arrow.

      “Is that going to be strong enough to hold me?” I asked.

      Mercy let me feel the rope. It was thin and light but didn’t stretch when I yanked on it with both hands.

      “Spider silk,” she said. “That’s what they call it, anyway, but it’s probably more like giant spider silk. The arrow may not look like much, but it’s dragonoak. Won’t burn, won’t break. It’ll hold you.”

      The argument on the street below reached a fever pitch, and Bastion shouted so loud we couldn’t hear anyone else over his bellowing.

      Which is when Mercy fired the arrow into the guardhouse. The arrow zipped across the gap between buildings and buried itself in the wood just above the window I’d pointed out.

      “All yours,” she said.

      Of course it was, because who else was going to do the stupid part?

      “Tie that thing off. I don’t want you to drop me.”

      “I’m stronger than you,” Mercy said, but did her part to appease me. She backed up to the house’s chimney and looped the rope around it. She tied two knots to secure it, and then added a third when I shook my head.

      The taut rope didn’t give me much to stand on, but I had great balance. I took one step out onto it, then another. Bastion and Indira were losing steam, which meant I was running out of time. I really hoped there weren’t more guards waiting inside.

      I scampered along the rope until I reached the guard shack. Then I crouched down, opened the shutters, and slipped inside.

      Only to realize I wasn’t alone.

      The second floor was one big room. On the far end of that room was a desk. And at that desk was a guard, muttering to himself and shuffling papers.

      The map I needed to steal was downstairs. To get downstairs, I had to walk right by the desk. There was no way to get from where I was to where I needed to be without strolling right by the guard.

      I considered crawling back out the window and trying to get into the building from the roof of the house on the other side of the building, but that approach would also put me in the guard’s line of sight. There weren’t any good options.

      So I took the bad one.

      I put on my sneaking shoes and crept across the floor. The guard was intent on his work, and the sound of the argument outside help mask my already very quiet footfalls. I didn’t want to walk in front of him, but there wasn’t enough space between his back and the wall to slip between the two. I briefly considered trying to spider my way across the ceiling, but even my badass climbing skills weren’t up to that task.

      The argument outside was louder now than before, but that was because the guards had raised their voices. Soon, Bastion and Indira would either have to let the bluff go, or push it even further and risk getting arrested or starting a fight.

      It was time for drastic action.

      I picked a copper coin from my belt pouch and tossed it in a high arc up and over the guard at the desk. It landed in the corner of the room, rattling across the wooden floor like a die in a cup.

      His head turned toward the noise, and I took my chance.

      I sprinted the last couple of feet and dropped into a slide. My soft leather armor was slick and offered little resistance for the wood to slow me down. I held my breath as I shot past the desk and skidded to a stop just inside the stairwell.

      “What the hell was that?” The guard barked.

      There was no time to see if he was on to me, or if he was only reacting to the noise. The guards from downstairs were outside, but they wouldn’t stay there for long.

      I jumped down the stairs and broke my fall with a shoulder roll that ended in a crouch to the right of the building’s front door.

      Bastion and Indira’s argument had ended, and the guards were on their way back into the building.

      I scuttled beneath the window next to the map and ripped the vellum off the wall. Three of the tacks holding the map in place tore through the sheet’s corners without a sound, but the fourth popped free of the wall.

      The falling tack was a thick brass spike with a fat head, and if it hit the wooden floor, it would make a terrible racket. The damned thing was also falling right in front of the door, which would put it in the guard’s line of sight as soon as he opened it.

      I sprinted for the window, knocked the shutters aside with my free hand, and dove through the opening.

      Behind me, the tack hit the floor and rattled around in a loopy circle.

      And then the guards raised the alarm.
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      I rolled the map up as I ran, hurling the ragged vellum into a neat cylinder that I shoved into my inventory. The grabbing the map part of the plan was over, now came the escaping before I got killed part.

      Two of the guard shouted for me to halt, which only made me run faster.

      The other guards were screaming at Bastion and Indira who were screaming right back. If the guards figured out my friends were working with me, they’d arrest them and our plan would be just as screwed as if I hadn’t retrieved the map at all.

      Which meant it was time for me to play hero again, and get all the heat aimed in my direction.

      This was turning into a great trip.

      Mercy ran along the rooftops above me. I rounded a corner that put me out of sight of the pursuing guards for half a second, and called up to her, “Catch!”

      With a quick flick of the wrist, I yanked the vellum cylinder out of my inventory and tossed it straight up. I didn’t have time to see if Mercy caught it because hanging around for another second or two would get me nabbed by the guards on my tail.

      Plus, if I was the most agile and dexterous of the group, Mercy was a very close second. I had to trust she could get the map safely away from the guards.

      I slowed down to let the guards get close enough to see me, then went back to running.

      Being sneaky was no longer the objective. I needed the guards to forget about Bastion and Indira and come after me. With the guards only feet away, I ducked hard to the left. They followed me around that corner, then another corner, and then a quick jog to the right.

      We burst out onto the main street, and I shoved through the crowd, shouting for the idiots on the street to make a path. They didn’t, of course, but the packed street was more of a hindrance for the clumsy guards than it was for me. If I hadn’t been in the middle of it, the slow-motion foot chase would have been hilarious to watch.

      The pursuit passed in front of the guardhouse, drawing the attention of the other guards. The pair on my tail shouted for their friends to stop me, and they left Bastion and Indira standing in front of the guardhouse so they could wade into the crowd to cut off my escape.

      You’re welcome.

      The crowd clogging the street kept the guards from closing in on me, but it also prevented me from making a clean getaway. We were all pushing and shoving through a sea of annoying adventurers and peasants, which kept us separated from one another, but far too close for comfort. If I wanted to get away from these bozos, I needed to get off the street.

      The guards followed me down an alley. I almost lost them there, until some nearby bootlicking adventurers shouted and pointed them in my direction.

      You’re on the list, assholes, I thought as I huffed and puffed my way toward freedom. I couldn’t believe some vagabond wannabe heroes would be so eager to turn a stranger into the guard.

      It gave me serious doubts about saving these people from the monsters.

      A pair of tall buildings up ahead offered me my best chance to escape. I rounded the corner and threw myself to the left, then used that building as a springboard to propel me back to the right. I bounced back and forth between them like a rubber ball tossed by an angry child. I ended my impromptu parkour routine with a stumbling landing on the roof of the taller building.

      The guards spilled into the alley below me and stopped when they realized I wasn’t ahead of them. They milled around for a little bit, sounding confused and irritated, then gave up.

      Thank God for limited AI.

      I held my breath and waited for another handful of heartbeats to make sure they weren’t hanging around for me to show myself, then removed my cloak, turned it inside out to change its color, and dropped off the far side of the building to the street below.

      A small yellow tag blinked at the edge of my vision, and I took a quick look at what the Game had to say.

      
        
        VERBOSE ACROBATICS SKILL CHECK: UNTRAINED

        1/2 Dexterity (8) + d100 (49) = 57

        vs

        Basic Difficulty: 50

        Skill Check Result = 7

        Degree of Success = 1

        SUCCESS! You have learned the rudiments of the Acrobatics skill. (Rank 1)

        SUCCESS! You have improved your mastery of the Climb Walls skill. (Rank 5)

        

      

      I patted myself on the back for picking up new skills like a champ, then made the uneventful trip back to the tavern to rendezvous with my fellow miscreants.

      Mercy grinned and pointed at the map unrolled on the table in front of her. “Nice throw.”

      “Nice catch,” I responded, flopping down in the empty seat. “Someone owes me a drink.”

      As if on cue, the serving girl appeared. Indira dug into her belt pouch and produced a few coins. “Mead for my friend here,” she ordered.

      Friend? Well, that was a nice change of pace.

      The map I’d stolen didn’t look much like the one we’d copied from the Burning Throne. It had a bunch of very helpful illustrations of trees, mountains, that kind of thing.

      “Is this the right map?” I asked.

      Mercy and Bastion both chuckled and smoothed the vellum map between them. They took turns dripping wax onto the map’s tattered corners to hold it in place.

      “Let me show you something,” She pointed to the symbols arranged equidistantly from the edges of the map. Faint lines led from each symbol onto the map proper, where they formed complex arcs and curves in addition to their straight segments. “If Bastion hadn’t remembered this map, I don’t think we’d have ever figured it out.”

      “Nice work,” I complimented my brother. “How did you remember this thing? I don’t think I’d have even noticed.”

      Bastion blushed and took a long drink from his mug. “It was the only map I’d remembered seeing in the game.”

      Indira snickered. “We were lucky, in other words. But these symbols are runes of power. If the Burning Throne sits on the lines of power running through Invernoth, then this makes sense.”

      I pulled the charcoal map from my backpack and held it up so everyone could see. “We just need to match some of these up.”

      It was like doing a jigsaw puzzle when you couldn’t see all the pieces. The map we’d taken from the Burning Throne’s chamber was only a section of this larger map, and it had no geographic features on it at all. The map we’d stolen from the guard shack, on the other hand, was mostly geographic features with only some of the power lines visible.

      It took us a couple of hours to figure it out, but we were finally confident we’d located the next stop on our quest.

      “The Crumbling Temple. That sounds inviting.” I said, pointing to a crude drawing of a church.

      Indira peered at the map, then crab walked her fingers across it, counting under her breath. “Oh. That’s no good.”

      We all stared at her. She kept us in suspense for a moment, before saying, “Do you know how far away that is?”

      For the first time, I noticed the scale bar in the lower left-hand corner of the stolen map. “10 miles? We can do that in a day if we push.”

      Indira shook her head. “This map is scaled in leagues. That temple is more than 30 miles from Frosthold. And look at the terrain. It’s rough, there aren’t many real roads between here and there. Plus, all the snow. If we did 8 miles a day, we’d be lucky.”

      “Horses.” Bastion said. “We’ll get horses.”

      “Maybe,” Indira said. “We’re still going to have to coordinate World time with in-Game time. I have work, and I bet I’m not the only one.”

      She shot me a meaningful glance when she said that, which hurt more than I’d like to admit. I wondered if she’d ever stop resenting me for playing the Game as a job.

      “Me, too,” Mercy said. “So, eight miles per day if we’re on foot. If we get horses, we can do 12, maybe. Depending on the weather.”

      We hashed out the logistical nightmare before us, and I really, really hoped the nightspawn hadn’t grabbed some horses and beaten us there already.

      Before we finished for the day, Indira had one more lovely little tidbit to drop on us.

      “We’re going to need a priest.” Indira scowled at my surprise. “Unless you think none of us are going to get hurt on this trip?

      Bastion and I both spoke at the same time, “We don’t know any priests.”

      Mercy flicked the air with her forked tongue and scratched her chin. “I do.”

      “Then you better introduce us,” Indira said.”

      “I will,” Mercy said. “But I don’t think he’s going to like the rest of you.”
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      Mercy led us off the beaten path and into Frosthold’s seedier side. There were no businesses, just crooked little buildings that looked like drunken toddlers had designed them. The sounds of the city were distant, little more than a hushed murmur, but the stench of garbage and other, less pleasant aromas, was overwhelming.

      Indira wrinkled her nose as we passed yet another reeking chamber pot someone had left outside their front door, and asked Mercy, “Where are we?”

      The hunter wrinkled her nose and grimaced. “It’s not the nicest part of town, but this is the only area for player-owned housing. If you have the gold or want to pay for it in actual dollars, you can buy yourself a crappy little house. I guess you could fix it up, but our guy isn’t rolling in the dough.”

      She led us into a cramped cul-de-sac surrounded by cracker box homes that leaned against one another. The snow here was filthy, mottled with brown, yellow and red stains. The homes all had sagging, snow-covered roofs with jagged icicles clinging to the eaves. I eyed them, more than a little nervous that trying to go into one of these shitboxes would get me impaled by a falling spear of ice.

      “This guy is different.” Mercy warned us. “He’ll talk to me, but I don’t know how he’ll react to you three.”

      I held up a hand to stop her before she could open the door. “Is he going to try to kill us? Because I’ve had about enough of making new friends who want to kill me.”

      Mercy flicked the air with her tongue and sighed. “It’s not like that. But he doesn’t like to leave his house.”

      “And yet, here we are, asking him to travel not just out of his house, or outside the city, but to take a long trip with us into some crumbling ruins.” Pale wisps of blue fire ran through Indira’s golden hair as she spoke, a sure sign she was on the verge of losing her temper. “Why don’t we just hire someone from the tavern?”

      Mercy leaned in toward Indira and lowered her voice. “Because what we’re doing isn’t exactly something we can advertise. What if the Hoaldites heard we were working with Saint? We’re asking this guy because I trust him. That’s it.”

      Indira started to protest, but Bastion cut her off. “Mercy’s right. We need people we can trust, and if Mercy is going to vouch for this guy, I say we give him a shot.”

      Indira threw her hands up in frustration. “Fine. We’ll talk to her priest. But we don’t have a lot of time to waste, so if he gives us any lip, we move on.”

      No one agreed with Indira, but I knew she took silence as approval. Indira liked to get her way, and she always thought she was right.

      Maybe she was. But it was still hard for me to see her in a flattering light. We were only a couple of days away from her trying to kill me, and not even that far from her tricking me into a Life Oath over splitting loot we didn’t even have yet.

      Mercy rapped the tips of her claws on the wooden door and leaned back. When no one answered, she switched to her fist and pounded against the little window set into the door.

      Nothing.

      “Maybe he’s not home,” Indira snarked.

      Mercy shot her a murderous glance and hissed, “He’s always home.”

      “No I’m not,” came a muffled voice from inside the house. “Go. Away.”

      Indira rolled her eyes and Bastion shrugged his shoulders. “Try again,” I whispered to Mercy. She’d backed me up when Indira wanted to haul me off to the priests, so it was the least I could do for her.

      Mercy leaned in close to the door and whispered something I couldn’t hear, then waited for a response. An almost inaudible mumble came from inside the house, and Mercy paused for a moment, then whispered again.

      For someone with no visible ears, she could hear really well. I was only a few feet away from her, and couldn’t make out any part of her whispered conversation.

      We all waited impatiently, eager to get on with our quest. I’d just about given up hope when the door finally opened.

      The house was dark, its interior a shadowy cave illuminated by scattered candles. An inviting, homey scent wafted out of the home, a combination of cooking herbs, wood fires, and roasting meat. “Come in, if you must.”

      The speaker was hidden in shadows, his voice a low rumble that was at once alienating and comforting.

      Mercy led us inside, and I took up the rear. When I closed the door, it took some time for my eyes to adjust to the gloom. From somewhere deep within the house, a hearth cast orange light and autumn shadows. Beeswax candles were set into small niches on odd walls, giving just enough light to make your way through the cramped room without bumping into the walls.

      With the door closed, the delicious scents intensified, filling my nostrils with delicious aromas and making my stomach rumble. It had never occurred to me before, but eating wasn’t really much of a thing in Dragon Web Online. I’d always assumed it didn’t really matter, but the smells had my mouth watering and my stomach rumbling. “If this guy promises to cook, I’ll give him half the treasure.”

      Bastion nudged me in the ribs with his elbow. “I’ll decide how we split the treasure.”

      It took an enormous effort of will to keep my face neutral. Bastion had no idea what I’d promised Indira, and I had a feeling he was going to be very, very angry with me.

      Mercy led us into the next room. A fireplace crackled merrily in the corner and something roasted on a spit inside its glowing maw. The room held a single comfortable chair next to the hearth, a narrow cot on the opposite wall, and some sort of workbench occupying most of the middle of the room. There was a combination of woodworking tools and cookware scattered about, which gave the whole area a strange and somewhat sinister aura.

      “Everyone, this is my friend Cringer.” Mercy gestured toward a dark corner.

      It took me a moment to spot the dwarf lurking in the shadows. His hands were shoved into the pockets of his baggy trousers, and a hat pulled down so low over his face I couldn’t see his nose. A stiff leather coat made him seem wider and shorter than he truly was. The coat’s hem dragged on the floor and hit his boots like he was a little kid wearing someone else’s clothes and not a full-grown dwarf.

      “It’s good to meet all of you,” he said. His words had a strange accent to them, nothing that made him hard to understand, but there were odd differences in inflection and emphasis. I’d never heard anything quite like it.

      Indira bowed low, an uncommonly gracious gesture from her. “Thank you for welcoming us to your abode, sir dwarf.”

      Bastion offered a rough salute, and the dwarf banged his fist against his chest in response.

      That just left me, and I’m never great with words. “You steal that coat from somebody taller?”

      “Saint!” Mercy barked.

      The dwarf chuckled and raised a hand to stop her from disemboweling me on his floor. “It’s all right, I’ve heard everything. Plus, the kid isn’t much taller than I am, so any joke he makes about my height only makes him look all the more foolish.”

      That earned him a laugh from everyone. Why was it okay for the dwarf to comment on my height, but not cool for me to snark on his?

      The dwarf stepped out of the shadows and dropped into his chair. “All right, Mercy, I’ve met your friends, and I let you into my home. Make your pitch.”

      She didn’t sugarcoat it. “We need a priest.”

      The dwarf chuckled at that and shook his head. “You don’t want a preacher, you want someone to patch you up when you get put full of holes.”

      There was no point in lying, the dwarf had it nailed on the nose. “You’re right, we heard you were good at that.”

      Cringer eyeballed me from across the room. He stroked his thick beard and toyed with the braids dangling from it. “You’re not making much of a first impression.”

      I shrugged and feigned disinterest. Cringer had a lot of weird stuff in this place to look at it, so I turned my back on him to peek at his toys. There was some sort of blood-crusted vise on the workbench that looked intriguing. Or horrifying. Or both. “Mercy says you’re the best priest she knows. You want the job or not?”

      While the dwarf stared holes in the back of my head, I looked over his little workbench. My Thief’s Eyes kicked in as I took in the table. Small tools, all glowing a pale golden color, were scattered all over the bench. There were dozens of them, everything from tiny chisels to thick mallets. The intensity of the auras surrounding those items in my Thief’s Eye told me they were all expensive and well worth stealing.

      The dwarf also had fresh herbs and dried seasonings in little bowls right next to tins of jewelers rouge, trays of rough gemstones, and all manner of other crafting supplies.

      But the most valuable item on the bench was a small gem cutter’s lathe, which had to be worth several hundred gold pieces judging by the intense glow surrounding it. Its intricate gears and multitude of levers and knobs caught my eye, and I reached for it.

      “Do not touch that.” The dwarf’s voice boomed from across the room. “That is my livelihood you’re poking at. I don’t journey around helping fools keep from dying. I stay here, I heal the hurt, and I make things. And that’s all I do.”

      A thought occurred to me. “You’re a craftsman?”

      That explained the supplies. Dragon Web Online touted itself as having one of the most intricate crafting systems of any game ever created. I hadn’t gotten into it, but people said you could build almost anything inside the game, from simple weapons, all the way up to steampunk contraptions. Of course, the game was so new no one had really had time to learn much about how everything worked. It looked like Cringer was well on his way to becoming a master of some craft or other.

      The dwarf joined me at the table and straightened his supplies. It’s always uncomfortable when someone sees your messy room. “I tinker. I make a few items of jewelry. I can repair some types of armor. I’m learning, but it’s slow going.”

      He’d just handed me the lever to pry him out of his squalid little hovel. “Probably takes quite a bit of work gathering all the supplies? I imagine the higher levels of crafting will require even more exotic raw materials.”

      “Yes,” the dwarf said with a sigh. “That’s what slows me down the most. I have to rely on others to gather what I—”

      He felt the trap closing around him and tried to wriggle out of it. “No. No, that won’t work.”

      I smiled at the dwarf and stuck out my hand. “My name is Saint. I’m willing to give you your choice of any crafting supplies we come across while you’re with us. All you have to do is keep me from dying.”

      Bastion cleared his throat. “I’d prefer not to die as well.”

      Indira and Mercy both chuckled, “We’d prefer not to die, too. That’s why we want you to come with us.”

      Cringer glared at me. “I’m not going anywhere. It’s dangerous out there. I just want to help others and build things. That’s not so much to ask.”

      “We’ll protect you.” Which seemed like a grandiose guarantee, given how we’d come here looking for someone to keep us alive. Still, I could feel him warming to the idea despite himself. “Plus, you’ll get experience out in the field. Traveling with us will help you gain levels. And higher levels mean a higher limit to your crafting skills.”

      Cringer grumbled. Fear warred with his desire to master his trades. “I don’t want to get hurt.”

      Who did? “There’s no guarantees you won’t get hurt. As you said, it’s a dangerous place out there. But I promise you, we will look out for you.”

      “I’ll want someone to guard me, at all times.” The dwarf looked me up and down. “Someone with some skill at fighting. A bodyguard.”

      I chewed on the inside of my lip. While saving Frosthold was the root of our quest, making money was an important part of the whole process to me. We were already at five members of our party, which was splitting the treasure mighty fine. This guy wanted us to add a sixth?

      I glanced over his head at Bastion and the rest of the crew. They all shrugged. It was my call.

      “Fine. But we’re not hiring you a specialist mercenary NPC who’s going to eat up all our money. We need to find another adventurer willing to babysit you.

      “And your bodyguard’s pay comes from your split of the treasure. You can keep whatever crafting supplies you want on top of that.”

      The dwarf hocked up a loogie and spat into his hand. My skin crawled at the thought of rubbing palm around in dwarf spit, but it was how the deal got sealed.

      I shook his hand and grimaced, and he grinned at me through his bushy red beard. “All right, then, when do we leave?”
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      Bastion and Mercy took Cringer shopping for some adventuring gear while Indira and I searched for his bodyguard. They had the easier job, even if they did have to get the horses. I wasn’t looking forward to riding one of the big beasts, but we couldn’t afford to waste time walking.

      “Just because I’m footing the bill for the horses and the rest of the supplies doesn’t mean I don’t expect to be paid back.” Indira wouldn’t let up on the money she’d loaned to my brother and Mercy. “I get paid first. We don’t split up any treasure until my money is back in my pocket.”

      I raised my hands in surrender. “Fine, I already told you that’s what we’ll do. Give it a rest.”

      To her credit, Indira was only bitching because she’d invested so much money into our little expedition. I suppose I should have been grateful because if Indira didn’t have faith the money was coming back, she wouldn’t have kicked in anything. It warmed my heart that she’d gone from wanting to turn me in for a reward to spending her money on my quest.

      She glanced at me and pushed a lock of golden blond hair back over the tip of her ear. “I want to make sure we’re clear. That was a lot of money.”

      She wasn’t kidding. Somehow, she’d managed to amass a small fortune during the short time Dragon Web Online had been live. And she’d done it all by her lonesome.

      Something told me our friendly neighborhood wizard might have something unsavory up her billowy sleeve, but I didn’t want to push her. If she wanted to tell me where she’d fallen into such a pile of cash, she’d tell me.

      And if she didn’t tell me, I’d get to the bottom of her secrets sooner or later. I’m a curious guy.

      “So, this warrior. He isn’t going to be as much of a pain in the ass as that Cringer dude was, is he?”

      I had visions of every new member of our party asking for something extra. The thought of a whole train of us traveling north to stop the evil with our alpacas and llamas and parrots and hirelings in tow was amusing, but not that amusing.

      Indira paused for a moment, then shrugged. “Maybe a little. He’s different.”

      I guess if everyone’s different, we’ll all be the same. When you sign up to go hunt monsters, you can’t really be expected to be normal. “I just don’t want this to get any more expensive than it already is.”

      We stopped in front of the tavern. “He spends most of his time in here. He’s a great fighter, but he’s not much of a go-getter.”

      “Fingers crossed,” I said and followed her into the tavern.

      Like the city, this place was getting bigger all the time. My first night in Invernoth, there were a dozen tables in the tavern. Now there were at least twice that many and more rooms scattered around its perimeter than made sense for its size.

      Game logic. It doesn’t always make sense, but it’s always interesting.

      Indira looked around the tavern for a moment before pointing a finger toward a corner. “There he is.”

      She started to lead me to the table, then stopped. “Do not pick a fight with this guy. He’s sensitive.”

      “Who me?” I asked, mock offended. “I’m the nicest guy you know.”

      As we approached the table, I worried Indira had suffered a head injury at some point. There was no one at the table, just a single flagon sitting on its surface gathering beads of moisture.

      “Havelock,” Indira announced when we arrived at the table. “I’ve got a job for you.”

      I waited for a genie to waft up out of the flagon or a ghost to materialize in the air above us. A few moments later, the chair on the far side of the table pushed back, and a groggy little man propped himself up on the table’s edge. His features were sharp and pointed, from the waxed beard jutting from his chin to the striped mohawk standing off the top of his head. His skin was weather-beaten and crisscrossed by vivid red scars, and his left eye was swollen closed.

      “Get off, why don’t you.” He curled back up in his chair and began snoring.

      Indira whispered, “Looks like he’s been in a bit of a scrape. Might’ve been drinking a little.”

      The guy smelled like a brewery and looked half dead. “Ya think?”

      Indira gave me a warning glance and held her finger to her lips. “Let me handle this.”

      She went around the other side of the table and knelt down. I couldn’t hear what Indira whispered in his ear, but the little man stiffened in his chair, and his eyes bugged from their sockets. Even his swollen eye opened wide, and a look of sheer terror puckered his mouth into a tight “O.”

      “That’s better,” Indira said with a frosty smile.

      “Please,” the little man said with a shudder, indicating the empty chairs around the table. “Won’t you join me for a drink?”

      Indira took a seat and motioned for me to do the same. Whatever she’d said had done the trick. Havelock looked like he was on the verge of pissing his pants or puking. Maybe both. “We don’t need a drink,” Indira said. “We’re here to talk business.”

      He rested his head in his hands. “I’m a gnome, we don’t do business.”

      He couldn’t have been more than three feet tall. He was thin and wiry and looked like he was more bones than meat. I had no idea why Indira thought he’d make a good bodyguard. “We’re looking for someone who can fight.”

      “If you’ve got the coin, I’ve got the blade.” And, just like that, the gnome had a short sword resting on the table.

      I hadn’t even seen the little bastard move. I’d hate to see how fast he was when he wasn’t hung over and beat half to death.

      “We have money,” Indira said. “How much will depend on how well you perform your duties.”

      The gnome chuckled and shot Indira a wink from his good eye. “Oh, I’ll perform my duties right well, miss elf.”

      Indira flicked the tip of his nose with her finger. “There’ll be none of that.”

      The gnome winced and rubbed his injured nose. “Point me at your bad guys, and I’ll take care of them.”

      Indira smirked. “This job is a little different. We want you to keep someone safe.”

      “I don’t do that. I’m a killer, not a babysitter.” He gave us a fierce smile that showed more gaps than teeth.

      I wondered how many fights Havelock had survived. More importantly, how many more would he survive before dropping dead on us?

      “I guess we’re wasting our time here.” I pushed my chair back from the table.

      The bluff worked. The gnome groaned and surrendered. “Fine, I need to work. My last job didn’t go so well, and I still haven’t recovered. Got a priest on this one?”

      Indira smiled. “That’s your job. You’ll be keeping him safe.”

      The gnome balked at this, for a moment, then nodded. “You’re lucky I need the money, or I’d never agree to this.”

      I wondered if he understood how much that was true for the rest of us. “It’s settled then. You might want to check in with our priest before we head out tomorrow morning so he can patch you up before we get on the road.”

      The gnome nodded, then cast a fearful glance toward Indira. “One last condition.”

      All this negotiating was wearing me out, but I didn’t feel like fighting. “Name it.”

      “I never get left alone with her,” he said pointing one stunted finger at Indira. “That’s the deal. No exceptions.”

      “Done,” I said.

      Indira opened her mouth to protest, but I cut her off. “There’s no point fighting about this. The guy won’t come if he thinks you’re going to set him on fire or pluck his eyes out, so we’ll just keep the two of you apart. Shouldn’t be hard.”

      I gave the gnome directions to Cringer’s place, and we got up to leave the table. The gnome visibly relaxed when Indira stopped staring at him. “I’ll see your priest, and the rest of you, tomorrow.”

      We left the tavern with Indira fuming beside me. “This is a terrible idea.”

      I trailed her out of the tavern and grabbed her arm when we reach the street. “What is your problem? This is your guy.”

      She stopped and jabbed a sharp fingernail into my chin. “He is not my anything. I just thought he’d be right for the job. Now I’m starting to regret that decision.”

      Strangling her wouldn’t accomplish anything, so I satisfied myself with an exasperated groan. “You picked him! Why are you such a pain in my ass about it now?”

      “You wouldn’t understand,” she said. “It’s complicated.”

      “How complicated could it be?” I threw up my hands in frustration and Indira stomped away from me.

      She was half a block away when she turned around and flipped me off. “He’s my ex-husband, you idiot.”

      This just got better all the time.
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      You don’t get very many perfect days in your life. Most days, even those landmark dates we’re all told will be picture-perfect fairytale moments, don’t go as planned.

      My cousin got married on a spring day with weather so perfect it was almost surreal. The sun shone from the sky, the birds sang in the trees, and there wasn’t a rain cloud in the sky. A gentle breeze carried the perfume of nearby honeysuckle vines to the wedding party, and we all settled into our comfortable chairs to witness the happy union between two people we all loved.

      Beautiful day, right?

      Except one of the caterers didn’t put the potato salad away, and the fried chicken was tainted with salmonella. All of us, every single person at the wedding, ended up so sick we were fighting for priority toilet seating for days.

      That day should have taught me nothing ever works out the way you plan.

      After recruiting Havelock, I decided to log out of the game. There wasn’t anything else to do at the moment, and wasting connect time charges was out of the question.

      Our mom was stable and sleeping, so Karl and I scrounged for empty bottles around the neighborhood. It took half the day, but we ended up with two big garbage bags full of glass. We took our haul down to the recycler, and the old woman behind the counter gave us five bucks for our trouble. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to buy some shitty dinner so we wouldn’t have to choke down more peanut-butter-and-cheese sandwiches.

      We bought a box of frozen pizza rolls from the bodega on the corner and nuked the shit out of them in the microwave. Zapped rolls aren’t anywhere near as tasty as fried rolls, but we didn’t have the luxury of wasting electricity and grease on that project.

      The rest of that afternoon passed in a delirious haze. Karl and I stuffed soggy pastry pockets of fake cheese and synthetic meat into our pie holes. We wolfed them down like we had during better times when we were just two dumb kids who spent their afternoons playing video games.

      Karl worked hard to make me laugh. He’d do this thing where he cut off the end of the pizza roll and then made it into a little puppet. He made stupid smartass jokes until the last of the pizza rolls were gone, and I laughed at every one of them.

      Life was good. Or, at least, it wasn’t a complete shitshow.

      We’d lined up our adventuring party, and we were ready to depart on our quest the next afternoon. Money was still tight, don’t get me wrong, and not all of our problems were fixed, but we had a plan. We were going to save Frosthold from getting taken over by a bunch of monster people, and we were going to do it in style.

      I imagined we’d be heroes. People would know our names, and they’d tell stories about us after this was over.

      I know, I know, it’s not the real World, but it’s real enough. Those legends would be just as valid as if they’d happened in our own history. They’d affect people. They’d make the good guys’ lives better and our enemies’ lives worse. It was a good feeling.

      And it lasted for about two hours.

      My cell phone rang, and my heart jumped into my throat when I saw the area code. Triple-seven numbers are reserved for government agencies and bill collectors. You see one of those numbers, and you know you’ve attracted all the wrong kinds of attention.

      I interrupted one of Karl’s corny jokes. “I have to take this.”

      Safe in my room, I thumbed the answer button on my phone and held it to my ear. “Hello?”

      You never answer these kinds of calls with your name. If you do, that’s the same as admitting you owe whatever debt they’re trying to get their hands on. The smart money is to keep calm and don’t give them any more information to work with than you absolutely have to.

      “This is number 777-TRS-TPBJ. By answering this phone, you indicate you are able and authorized to negotiate and assume responsibility for the citizen to whom this number is registered. If you are not the citizen to whom this phone number is registered, you are in violation of Federal law. Please confirm you are authorized and able to negotiate and accept all legal and financial responsibilities for the citizen to whom this number is registered.”

      Debt collection had changed a lot from the old days, I guess. People got so good at dodging their lenders the government stepped in and made some changes.

      Now, even cell phones are tied to physical addresses, and your telephone number is linked to your Citizen ID Number, which is what replaced the Social Security number once the immigration laws changed back in 2018. When you start tracking every person on the planet in the same system, you need a lot of numbers.

      Cell phones are treated like your ID. Letting someone else use your phone is the same as letting them use your driver’s license or your insurance card. Using someone’s phone without permission is fraud and, in some cases, can land your ass in jail. Since the only way to answer a cell phone is to thumbprint the Accept Call button, your friendly neighborhood debt collector knows it was you who picked up your phone. The rest of that rigmarole is just legalese to cover the collector’s ass.

      “You know it is,” I said. My experience with bill collectors since my mother got sick led me to believe they were all universally shitty. Part of the financial reforms that saved the country from shitting the bed during the Second Meltdown removed bankruptcy protections and made credit arrangements life or death struggles for survival. Whoever was on the other end of this call was not my friend.

      “Good morning, Adam. We received reports from your financial institution that there was a significant deposit to your account in the past 30 days. Our algorithms indicate you have been blessed by a substantial financial windfall. Has someone in your family gotten a new job?”

      This was not heading anywhere good. I gave the asshole on the other end of the phone the same rote response I’d given a thousand times before.

      “No one here is gainfully employed. My family lives on my mother’s disability payments, and the money my brother and I can scrape together from our freelance work.”

      Jobs just didn’t happen, not anymore. The on-demand economy had reclassified almost everyone as contractors or freelance expert. Pizza places didn’t hire drivers. Barista wasn’t a job, it was a qualification. When businesses needed bodies to fill work shifts, they threw up a notice on the BuzzBoards, and people bid on the hours. Most of the delivery drivers I knew made just enough keep making payments on their car, and their insurance paid up. Saying you were a freelancer or a consultant meant nothing. It was just another way for our corporate masters to shirk their duties to the people. If they could build their empires on the backs of digital slaves, they were cool with that.

      Sorry about the rant, that kind of shit just pisses me off. But, I guess you already know that after what happened, right?

      “Have you received any gifts recently, Adam?”

      Right. Someone just gave me money. “No, I don’t know anyone with any money to spare.”

      A faint hum was my only answer. There were clicks and whirs on the other end of the line to let me know my call was being transferred and bounced around from department to department while the logistical algorithms found the best person to deal me the bad news.

      “Good afternoon. Our algorithms indicate you have received a substantial income increase, which means you are no longer eligible for the subsidies you have been enjoying up until now. Effective immediately, you’re section 13, section 17, section 103, and supplemental insurance benefits have all been canceled. You are responsible for paying the amounts formerly covered by these subsidies and insurance policies, which will increase your total monthly payments by—”

      There was a moment of silence, which was followed by a number my brain couldn’t even process.

      This is how they were going to do it. This is how they were going to make sure I never crawled out from underneath the thumb of the medical insurance companies and the bill collectors who owned my soul in exchange for keeping my mother alive. If I made more money, they’d just kill our subsidies and keep raising the debt ever higher.

      My head ached. I couldn’t even speak I was so stunned.

      “Have a nice day, sir. Please keep in mind that in addition to this adjustment, your payment date has been moved forward and the difference between your former and current payments is due immediately.”

      The line died.

      I slumped against the wall and stared at the dead phone in my hand. Stomach acid crawled up the back of my throat, and my brain felt like it was going to ooze out of my ears. How was this even possible?

      “Who was that?” Karl joined me in the hallway and leaned against the opposite wall. He shoved his hands into his pockets and looked at me with a mixture of concern and fear. “What’s going on?

      The words wouldn’t come. I looked into my brother’s worried eyes and gave him the number.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “That’s our new payment amount. That’s what we owe for Mom’s insurance every month.”

      Saying the words made them too real. My legs gave out, and I slid down the wall until my ass thumped onto the threadbare carpet.

      Karl, sensing my distress, took a seat next to me. No matter how annoying he could be, no matter how much he drove me nuts by treating me like an idiot little brother, it was comforting to have him close. “You’re not making sense,” he said. “Why did our payments go up?”

      Echoes of the phone call from the bill collector bounced around the inside of my skull like deranged squirrels looking for an escape from a trap. “We made money. They found out about it. Now they’re taking it.”

      “That isn’t fair.” Karl punched his fists in the threadbare carpet. “They can’t do that.”

      “They can. They did.”

      “We’ll figure something out. Maybe we can become real thieves, and start robbing other adventurers.”

      I swallowed a grim laugh and laid some cold facts on my brother. “If we make a little more money, they’re just going to take it. Making another 10 percent or 15 percent won't fix our problems. We need a lot of money to get ahead of them. Enough to pay off our debts and get into our own place, off the subsidies. It’s the only way.”

      Karl rested his forehead on his knees. “But how? We’re tied up on this quest to stop the bad guys from taking over Frosthold. Whatever treasure we find on this one, we have to split six ways, not just two. Unless…”

      Knowing Karl, I put a brake on his plan. “We’re not going to steal from those people. They’re helping us do something good, and I won’t screw them over for a one-time score. We need something bigger. We need something that will keep paying.”

      “Fucking taxes,” Karl muttered. “Government always sticking their hand in your pocket.”

      His words triggered something inside me. I grinned. “You’re not as dumb as you look.”

      He slugged me in the arm, hard enough to leave a dull ache behind. “At least I’m not ugly.”

      “No, think about what you just said. Taxes. That’s the answer.” I could see from the look on his face he still wasn’t getting it, so I spelled it out. “We’ll collect taxes. Every dollar, I mean every gold coin, that comes into Frosthold, we can take a piece of.”

      “What? You’re going to get yourself elected mayor?”

      My grin grew even wider. “We don’t need an election.”

      Pieces of my plan fell into place, bits of information trickling down through my brain cells to coalesce into the foundations of a new way of doing things. “Look, were trying to keep someone from taking control of the Burning Throne, right?”

      The lights went on in Karl’s eyes. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am. Dead, one hundred percent, serious. What if we didn’t just stop the bad guys from taking control of the Throne?” I couldn’t stop grinning. This idea felt so right and so obvious, I couldn’t believe it hadn’t popped into my head when I first saw the quest.

      “We’ll take it for ourselves. We’ll grab the throne and claim Dominion over Frosthold.”

      Karl was grinning, now, too. “This is genius. Seriously.”

      My brother's praise made the plan feel right to me. We were partners now. “For once, we’ll make the rules.”

      I was giddy with excitement.

      Had I known what was coming, I would’ve abandoned this plan before it even got started.

      But once that plan was in front of me, I couldn’t think of anything else. I’d made my choice.

      And doomed us all.
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      Havelock refused to ride a horse. Not much taller than my knee, he danced around the horse’s hooves terrified he’d be stomped into paste.

      “Nobody said anything about horses!” He hollered. “Which one of you idiots thought a gnome could ride a giant horse?”

      Mercy did her best to calm him down. “It’ll be all right once you’re in the saddle. Look, I’ve shortened the stirrups. You’ll be as secure as any of the rest of us.”

      The gnome glared at her. “If I fall out of that saddle, I’ll bust my head open. You giants don’t have nearly as far to fall. Someone as tall as you stumbles out of the saddle, it’s not much different than stepping out of your own bed.”

      Indira watched the proceedings from her saddle, eyes narrowed to hateful slits. “This was a bad idea.”

      My horse shuffled its hooves beneath me, shifting its weight from leg to leg and snorting with impatience to get on the road. I agreed with it, and wasn’t having a lot of fun getting jostled about every time it lifted a hoof. “It was your bad idea.”

      She turned her hate in my direction, and my sympathy for Havelock increased by several notches. “We needed a fighter. I got one. But I didn’t know he was going to be such a baby.”

      Mercy and Havelock were still going at it, and I wondered how long it would be before she lost her patience, tied him up, and threw him over his saddle.

      The little guy was fierce, I’d give him that, but picking a fight with Mercy didn’t seem like a winning plan. “Why don’t you just cast a spell on him or something?”

      Indira scoffed at my suggestion. “Do I look like an enchanter to you?”

      Truth be told, she looked like any other spell flinger I’d seen in bad videos and on the covers of trashy fantasy ebooks. “I mean, you cast spells…”

      She blew out an exasperated sigh. “I’m a Magi. I specialize in elemental spells, specifically elemental fire. What you’re talking about? Fiddling with someone’s brain? That’s a geas, or maybe a glamour. It’s an entirely different school of magic.”

      “But you could learn it. I mean, aren’t spells like calculus or something? You just need to know the magic words, right?”

      I knew I was pushing my luck, but I didn’t really care. Questioning Indira about magic was more entertaining than watching two members of my party fight over whether or not the horse was a deathtrap.

      Tongues of flame rose from Indira’s eyes and blue sparks flickered in her hair. “The words help control what’s already inside you. They guide and direct the energy you channel. It’s like…” She struggled with the words for a moment, before continuing. “Okay, let’s try it this way. You know how wi-fi works, right? There’s a field of data just floating around. It’s always there, being transmitted from whatever node is broadcasting. But you can’t do anything with that data if you don’t know the network password.”

      “That makes sense, I guess.” It wasn’t really sinking in, and I suddenly realized I’d encouraged Indira to go off the deep end with her magical theories and lectures. “Thanks for explaining that.”

      Not to be cut short, Indira wagged a finger in my direction. “You don’t even understand. Listen, magic is everywhere. You know, like the Force?”

      Much like the Star Wars sequels pumped out by the Ghibli-Disney Cognate, the Force was everywhere, all the time. “It binds everything together,” I intoned in my best Yoda voice.

      “Right. So there’s all this magic out there, but it’s not doing anything. It just sort of blankets the world and waits for someone to do something with it. Go back to the Wi-Fi example. If you know the password, the formula for a spell, you can pull that energy into yourself and use it.”

      She was just irritating me now. “That doesn’t explain why you can’t just learn the words. If the magic’s always out there, it’s just waiting for the words to turn it on.”

      “In a way. But every person has an affinity for a different kind of magic. I’m good with elements, and so I can draw on that power. But I don’t have any affinity for enchanting, so I can’t pull a Jedi mind trick, even if I knew the formula. I can’t draw in enough power, even with the right password.”

      Between the argument raging between Havelock and Mercy, and Indira’s lecture, my patience was shot. “Do whatever you did to get Havelock to join us back in the tavern. Threaten him with raising your alimony payments. Whatever it takes. Get him on his horse.”

      The monsters were ahead of us. Maybe a long way ahead of us. Our only hope of catching them was getting on these horses and riding like crazy.

      If this stupid gnome wouldn’t get on his horse, we were screwed.

      Indira opened her mouth like she wanted to say something clever, but decided better of it when she saw how pissed I was getting. She put her heels to her horse and got it moving toward Havelock.

      “Keep her away from me,” he groused. “She’d like nothing better than to trample me.”

      “Then get on your horse,” I shouted. “You’re wasting time. We need to get moving.”

      The stables were outside Frosthold’s walls, but not by much. Adventurers returning from their time in the field gawked at the six of us as we prepared for our journey. If we stayed here much longer, someone who knew about the reward was going to show up, and then there’d be a fight. A big one.

      Cringer wobbled in his saddle. The dwarf was heavy and ungainly, pretty much the exact opposite of Havelock. He had the same concerns as the gnome, however, because it was a long way from his horse’s saddle to the ground. He watched the gnome with growing unease, and I knew I’d need to put that fire out before it raged out of control, too.

      I led my horse over to Cringer and rested my hand on his shoulder. “Hang in there. We’ll be on the road soon.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” the dwarf said. “I’m not good with this sort of thing.”

      “Just think of it as a ride in the park. It’ll be fun.”

      Not that I believed a word of that. The cold wind bit at my cheeks and nose, and the road ahead of us was covered in blowing snow. The map told me we’d have a few hours of easy-going, but then it was all cross-country, and I wasn’t looking forward to that part of the trip. The horses were tall, and their hooves were draped in thick fur, but I worried even they wouldn’t be able to forge through heavy snow drifts. There were so many unknowns ahead of us, so many variables I couldn’t calculate, I worried we were doomed before we started.

      “It’s not the ride, not really.” Cringer wouldn’t meet my eyes. He lived up to his name and flinched whenever anyone spoke to him, and he kept his head down hunched into his shoulders like he was afraid someone was going to hit him at any moment. “But I can’t abide violence. I don’t want to see anyone get hurt.”

      “Me, either.” Whatever Cringer was afraid of, it went deep. I’d thought his whole pacifist shtick was just an act, some kind of ridiculous role-playing crutch. But that wasn’t it, at all. The poor guy just hated violence. “Keep your fingers crossed we don’t run into any trouble.”

      We both knew that was bullshit, but it was the kind of lie that kept the wheels greased and everyone from freaking out. I’d pretend I didn’t expect trouble, and Cringer would pretend this trip wouldn’t turn into a bloodbath.

      “They did it,” Cringer said. He pointed his finger toward Mercy and Indira.

      Sure enough, the gnome was in his saddle. He looked green around the gills and terrified, but he’d mounted up.

      There was no way I was giving anyone a chance to back out now. I spurred my horse forward and circled my arm over my head. “Move’em out,” I shouted.

      Our horses plodded forward, walking at a slow, steady pace. They lowered their heads into the wind and the rhythmic clip-clopping of their hooves became the soundtrack of our journey.

      We crested a hill not far from Frosthold, and I glanced back at the town below us.

      One way or another, everything was about to change.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Six

        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
          [image: ]
        

      

    
    
      You know all those epic fantasy novels where the heroes embark on incredible journeys across enormous continents with excitement around every corner?

      They leave out all the boring parts.

      No one ever writes about how often you have to stop and rest your horses. Or how hard it is to find food for the damn beasts when there’s a foot of snow covering the ground. Or how much of a pain it is to pee in the weeds with frost blowing across your tender bits.

      In other words, they leave out all the parts that suck.

      And there was a lot of suck on our trip. For the first hour or two, we just plodded along the road. We passed adventurers going into town, and heroes leaving town passed us with rueful waves.

      It was like the horses knew they were in for a long haul and weren’t in any hurry to get going. If they had to march for a week, they’d damn well do it at their own pace.

      After we’d been on the road half the day, though, we stopped seeing anyone. The winter wind grew fiercer, and it found its way through every seam and crevice in our clothes and armor. Night fell, and we had to stop beside the road to build a fire and fill our bellies. The plan was to warm up, then get back on the road and ride until everyone had to log out.

      Indira was better than a blowtorch when it came to starting fires. Bastion and Mercy found some fallen branches in a nearby copse of trees and shook the snow from them. We kicked the snow off a patch of earth to serve as a fire pit and stacked the fuel in its center. With a grin, the elf aimed her hands at the wood and unleashed a torrent of flames. A few seconds later, we were all warming our fingers and toes beside a toasty campfire

      “Pretty handy,” Bastion said, real admiration tinging his words. He raked his fingers through his beard to dislodge chunks of melting ice. “How often can you do that?”

      “Start a fire? Pretty much as often as needed. More powerful spells, fireballs, that kind of thing, are harder. I can probably get off two or three combat spells before I need to rest for a few minutes. It just takes time for my mana to recharge.”

      We all grunted at her explanation, not wanting a deep dive into arcane theory.

      Our food was simple, and we didn’t even need the fire for it. Bastion had picked up iron rations during the shopping trip with Mercy and Havelock, and he handed a small waxed packet to each of us.

      Havelock and Cringer dug into their meals without hesitation, wolfing it down like it was a combination of the best cheeseburger they’d ever eaten and their favorite desert.

      My rations had a scrap of leathery meat and some kind of flat biscuit flecked with bits of dried greenery. It didn’t have any smell, really.

      Unconvinced it was edible, I took an experimental bite.

      It also didn’t taste like much of anything except salt, but it did take the edge off my hunger. A week of eating this might drive me crazy, though. I hoped we’d find something better along the way.

      “We should rest here,” Mercy said. We can’t make much progress in the dark, anyway, and we’ll be in trouble if we run into a fight while we’re exhausted.”

      Cringer and Havelock didn’t need to be told twice. They unrolled their blankets and curled up next to the fire without a word. Bastion and Indira both shrugged and dug their sleeping gear out of their saddlebags.

      “I’ll take the first watch,” I said. “Too cold for me to sleep, anyway.”

      “Wake me up in a couple hours,” Mercy said. She tossed her blanket on the ground next to Indira and nestled in. “Don’t fall asleep.”

      The truth was, I wasn’t tired. Being out here in the open countryside made me anxious. I was a city boy, born and bred, and of all this nature filled me with a mixture of awe and terror. Anything could be out there in the dark beyond our campfire. Rabid raccoons, wild dogs, real monsters. How could anyone sleep?

      But sleep they did. It only took a few minutes before they were all snoozing and I had to move away from the fire to hear anything over the sawmill buzzing of their snores.

      I knew they weren’t actually sleeping. The characters were resting, sure, but the players had just stepped away from the game to grab a sandwich, take a piss, drink a Coke. Time inside Dragon Web Online was objectively faster than time outside the game, so what felt like hours to me would pass much quicker for them.

      That was the theory, anyway.

      The night wind attacked me no matter which way I faced. It made my nose run and my eyes water. It howled in my ears so loudly I could barely hear myself think. Was I crazy for thinking I could endure days of traveling like this?

      Being a hero was kind of a pain in the ass.

      I found a little hill with a couple of trees for shelter and set up watch there. The campsite was visible from my post, and I had a better view of the countryside. Being away from the fire didn’t help the cold, but it did improve my night vision. Soon, the white blanket of snow resolved itself into patches of shadow and reflected moonlight. If anything approached us, I’d see it coming long before it got to the camp.

      But there was something else, too. A ruddy glow lit up the horizon.   I’d thought it was the setting sun, but we were well past the time when that light should’ve died out. Whatever it was flickered. Like a candle…

      Or a fire.

      A very, very big fire.

      The map didn’t show a forest or anything else flammable and big enough to burn so brightly in that direction. I didn’t know what it was, but I didn’t like it.

      I watched the distant glow for most of my shift, and it never got any larger or any closer. Whatever it was, it kept its distance, and that was all right with me.

      When the timer I’d set in the user interface beeped, I left the hill and headed down to the campsite to wake Mercy.

      She was already wide-awake and waiting for me. “See anything?”

      “There’s a fire or something way over there,” I said pointing in the general direction of the glow, “but it’s not getting any closer or any bigger.”

      “Hmm,” Mercy mused. “Nothing else?”

      “Nope,” I confirmed.

      I pointed out the hill I’d used to stand watch. “There’s a good vantage point over there. It’s away from the fire, so it’s kind of cold, but the trees will keep the wind off you, and you can see pretty well.”

      Mercy nodded. “You can use my sleeping roll if you want to. Should still be warm.”

      Then she left the camp, and I curled up in her blanket. There was no way I was going to spend any more time than I had to suffering with the cold.

      I set an external alarm to ring on my phone when my shift was over, or to alert me if anyone woke me up, and fell back into the World.
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      Screams welcomed me back to Invernoth.

      The horses were rearing and stamping, their breath billowing out of their flared nostrils in steaming clouds. Mercy’s voice rose above the havoc, a warning shriek. “Something’s coming!”

      Bastion was already on his feet and dragged me out of my blanket. He hooked an arm around my shoulders and pointed me at the camp's perimter. “Get ready!” He shouted.

      Cringer and Havelock were on the opposite side of the fire from me. The dwarf knelt next to the gnome, a golden holy symbol raised over his head. His prayers rose above the wailing wind and lifted my spirits.

      
        
        A soothing warmth fills your heart.

        You are blessed with the Miracle of Valor!

        Strength +5

        Dexterity +5

        Endurance +5

        Willpower +5

        Maximum Health: X2

        Duration: Persists while in range of prayer; 2 minutes thereafter

        

      

      Despite Havelock’s miracle, I was no good in a straight fight. I hoofed it away from the fire and into the shadows. My best attack was a sneak attack, and I need to time it just right to get the most bang for my buck.

      “There!” Mercy shouted and unleashed arrows into the darkness.

      My eyes hadn’t adjusted yet, and the firelight was between me and her target. I couldn’t see anything, but I heard a shout of pain as her arrow found its mark.

      “Light!” Bastion shouted. “Indira, we need light!”

      The elf raised a hand to the sky and shouted a single syllable. The air throbbed with arcane power as a lance of blazing fire roared away into the night. It arced in the direction Mercy had shot her arrows and then burst overhead into an umbrella of coruscating brilliance.

      The light didn’t reveal my hiding place, but it did show me what we were fighting.

      I wish it hadn’t.

      Goblins swarmed over the snow like a greasy tide of overgrown cockroaches. Yellow eyes reflected Indira’s light and crude weapons sliced the air as they charged. There were dozens of them, maybe more, and they were pissed.

      I slid around the camp, drawing up on the flanks of our attackers. Bastion and Havelock surged forward, raising their weapons to meet the enemy, and giving Cringer and Indira room to work their magic without being pressured by foes on all sides.

      Mercy fired arrow after arrow toward the rushing monsters, knocking two more of them down before the battle was joined.

      The creatures screamed and swung their weapons at our warriors. There was no skill or style to their attacks, but there were so many of them it seemed like a wall of hacking blades had appeared out of nowhere.

      Havelock’s battle cry rose into the night like a spiraling hawk’s shriek. He deflected the blades of two goblins and kicked the legs from beneath another. He ripped the guts out of a third goblin with a vicious backhand swipe of his shortsword that almost cut the monster in half. Steaming black gore trailed the tip of Havelock’s weapon and stained the snow in an arc around him.

      I’ve got to ask these warriors how they get so many attacks in such a short time, I thought, irritated at the five-second limit imposed on my combat timer. My magic bracers helped even the odds, a little, but If I could get off a flurry of sneak attacks, I’d be unstoppable.

      Bastion’s burning blade carved through the night and drove his enemies back. The goblins stumbled over one another in their haste to avoid the blazing weapon, lowering their defenses and exposing their bellies. Bastion took advantage of their clumsiness, felling two of them with gaping wounds in their sides. The goblins’ eyes rolled back into their heads as their intestines unspooled into steaming piles on the red-stained snow at their feet.

      Despite our badass warriors, we weren’t winning this fight. Too many of the goblins were engaging, and there were even more in reserve waiting to join the fight. Even if they all politely piled onto Bastion and Havelock’s weapons, eventually the sheer mass of goblins would wear the warriors down. Or the goblins would figure out they could encircle us, and all attack at once.

      Another arrow from Mercy’s bow flashed through the night and punched through a goblin’s throat. The ugly little monster’s feet flew out in front of him, and he crashed to the snow with his hands clasped to the geyser of blood jetting from the wound.

      Bastion lopped the head from a goblin who got too close but took a savage wound to his left arm in return.

      Havelock darted and ducked beneath a flurry of attacks, but even his agility was no match for all the goblins bearing down on him. He cried out as a hooked blade ripped open the back of his leg and sent him scrambling back to avoid the goblins’ follow-up attacks.

      Finally, my stealth carried me unseen into the flank of our enemies where I could do some damage. My plan was simple—get in close, tear some of the nasty little bastards apart, and hope the mysterious attacks from the shadows rattled their buddies enough to give my buddies a chance to win this thing.

      Up close, the goblins stank of ashes and drying blood. Their skin was the color of dried snot and had a rubbery, slick sheen to it. One of the goblins was a little apart from the others, eyes scanning the darkness for enemies.

      He never saw me coming.

      I swept across the snow like a silent shadow, lunged forward, and drove a stiletto into the little bastard’s kidneys. My free hand clasped over its mouth, blocking its scream as I dragged my weapon up and across its spine.

      
        
        VERBOSE COMBAT MESSAGING ON

        UNARMED COMBAT (GRAPPLING) SKILL CHECK:

        Dexterity (20, +5 Miracle of Valor) + d100 (90) + Ambush (25) = 140

        vs

        Dexterity (12) + Evade (0 Surprised) + d100 (64) = 76

        Skill Check Result = 64

        Degree of Success = 4

        Opponent Immobilized!

        Attack Time: 5 seconds

        Stamina Cost: 1

        BRACERS OF THE STRIKING SERPENT ACTIVATED!

        Critical Hit!

        Opponent’s kidney ruptured!

        Opponent’s nervous system disrupted!

        You have killed a goblin scout!

        

      

      Blood gushed from the wound, and I pulled the goblin away from the main pack as he bled out.

      Monster fighting pro-tip: Goblins smell even worse on the inside.

      Kicking the creature away, I faded back into the shadows. There were too many of them for me to stand and fight. With as few hit points as I had, they’d carved me into chunks in no time. It was up to Bastion and Havelock to hold the line against the horde while I whittled them down from the darkness.

      The two fighters were side-to-side, holding back as many of the goblins as they could while Cringer kept them on their feet with his healing magic.

      Indira was doing something near the campfire. Her hands flickered through complex gestures, and her mouth uttered syllables that cracked and stuttered through the frigid air.

      I couldn’t figure out why she wasn’t flinging fire in every direction like she had when she and Mercy were trying to kill Bastion and me in the Wenderly place.

      She needed to do something, soon, because Bastion and Havelock were running out of time.

      I skewered another of the goblins, but it wasn’t enough. More of the monsters closed in and drove a wedge between Bastion and Cringer. Blood coated my brother’s face like a crimson veil, and I couldn’t even see the gnome anymore.

      If I couldn’t kill enough of the goblins to make a difference, maybe I could get their attention another way. The biggest of the lot was on a hill not far from me, waving his sword and shouting directions to the others.

      Well, hello, Mr. Commander.

      All the shouts and the cries of battle gave me the cover I needed to get close in a hurry. Indira’s light still burned overhead, but that was all right. The goblins had their eyes fixed on the campsite. They wouldn’t see me coming from the side.

      I didn’t shout or pop off any pithy quips. I just ran up behind the big guy and shoved a stiletto under his ribs and into his lungs.

      Well, at least I tried.

      
        
        VERBOSE COMBAT MESSAGING ONWEAPON (PIERCING, 1-HANDED) SKILL CHECK

        Dexterity (20, +5 Miracle of Valor) + d100 (35) + Ambush (25) = 80

        vs

        Dexterity (12) - Dodge (0 Surprised) + d100 (70)

        Result = -2

        Degree of Success = 0

        Attack Time: 5 seconds

        Stamina Cost: 1

        

      

      My dagger skidded off the goblin’s armor and bounced loose from my hand to stick in the snow.

      Oh. Well. Shit.

      The commander howled in response to my rudeness and backhanded me across the face.

      
        
        VERBOSE COMBAT MESSAGING ON

        UNARMED COMBAT SKILL CHECK

        Strength (15) + d100 (63) = 78

        vs

        Dexterity (20) + d100 (33) = 53

        Result = +25

        Degree of Success = 2

        Unarmed attack damage = 10 points of damage (50 remaining/25 natural/ 25 from Miracle of Valor effect)

        STUNNED!

        Duration: 10 seconds

        

      

      The blow clicked my teeth together hard enough to chip two of them. My vision blurred and went black as my brain bounced around my skull like a rubber ball in a mason jar.

      This wasn’t going as planned.

      Like, at all.

      I drew my remaining stiletto and lashed out blindly, sweeping the weapon from side to side as I scrambled to my feet. My vision cleared, but my ears still rang, and my thoughts were scrambled.

      The commander shouted again and jabbed his sword in my direction. I didn’t understand goblin, but the intent was clear: Kill this motherfucker, with extreme prejudice.

      I’d wanted their attention, and now I had it.

      A quick glance down the hill told me at least half of the monsters had decided they’d rather fight alongside their commander than rush into Bastion’s burning sword and Havelock’s darting blade.

      My allies had the breathing room they needed, but I didn’t.

      It was me against the bulk of the monsters, and I only had one stiletto to my name.

      Did I ever mention that being hero kind of sucks?
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      The monsters wanted to tear me apart. I could tell because they were screaming, throwing rocks at me, and waving their swords in my direction as they pursued me away from my companions. Their skinny legs weren’t much good for running, fortunately, and they kept tripping and slamming into one another in their eagerness to tear me limb from limb.

      Dodging and tumbling over the hills and around trees kept me alive, but I was running out of steam. My stamina bar was shrinking, and the goblins showed no signs of giving up their pursuit. If I didn’t figure out some way to lose the monsters on my trail, I’d exhaust myself and be easy prey, very soon.

      A bunch of the stunty little fuckers tried to flank me, and I responded by zigging when they thought I’d zag. My evasive maneuver carried me to the top of a hill, and I gave myself a moment to glance back toward the now-distant campfire where my companions were engaged in a life-and-death struggle for survival. Skinny bodies surrounded them and the snow was stained with black blood and severed limbs. It looked like the fight was going their way, but it also looked like it was going to be a while before they could wrap it up and figure out I might need some help, myself.

      I didn’t think I had ‘a while,’ even if that only meant another five minutes.

      I plunged back down the hill on the far side, using the loose scree and undergrowth to slow my pursuers. I jumped, covering feet at a bound, landing hard on the downward slope and skidding before I could get my balance back under me. My lungs ached, and the cold wind chewed my throat raw. I couldn’t keep this up.

      My stamina bar was halfway depleted; the time for being a hero was over.

      I slid to a stop on top of the next hill and waited for a goblin to toss a rock in my direction. At this distance, thrown by a goblin without great aim and spindly little arms no thicker than two thumbs put together, there was no chance a rock would hurt me. But, it was dark, and the goblins weren’t all that smart to begin with.

      A clumsy missile sailed up the hill, and I walked right into it.

      Then I played dead.
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      The quest marker immediately let me know I’d screwed up.

      
        
        LEARNING TO DIE

        Attempt failed!

        STATUS EFFECTS

        STUNNED: You are unable to move or take any other action. All defenses reduced by 50%. (Duration: 10 seconds)

        BLINDED: You are unable to see in any way. You are immune to sight-based attacks, but all of your defenses are reduced by 125%. (Duration: 10 seconds)

        Status effects can be healed with proper medical attention, the correct healing herbs, or magic.

        

      

      A wave of nauseating cold washed through my guts like a Slurpee enema. My limbs were rigid, and my vision had faded to a uniform gray. I could hear the goblins coming, but I couldn’t do a damn thing about it. I was getting all the downsides of being dead without, you know, the goblins believing I was dead.

      The irony of the situation wasn’t lost on me. If I didn’t snap out of this attempt to play dead, I was going to be dead.

      The lead goblin stopped next to me and snuffled at the air. It prodded me in the ribs with the toe of his boot and grunted.

      And then a piercing pain shot through my side, and my hit points took a hideous drop.

      
        
        UNAVOIDABLE INJURY!

        Your defenses are reduced by 125%, rendering you incapable of avoiding any attack.

        Damage: 10

        STATUS EFFECTS

        BLEEDING: Your injury caused minor bleeding. You will suffer 1 damage per round. (Duration: 20 rounds)

        Immobilized status effect ended!

        Stunned status effect ended!

        Blinded status effect ended!

        

      

      On the plus side, the injury had shaken the status effects off, so that was something. On the minus side, ouch.

      I yelped and rolled away from the goblin, then scrambled to my feet and kept running. My stamina was still down, just about halfway to empty.

      If I didn’t turn back to camp, I’d run out of gas before I could reach my allies.

      It was time for the rest of the party to bail me out.

      Ready or not, kids, here I come.

      The commander was closing in on me. His booming voice sent chills up my spine as he shouted an order that had an all-too-clear meaning: kill that running fool.

      The command boosted the rest of the goblins. They dug in their heels and threw themselves down the hill toward me with wild abandon.

      We were about a quarter mile from the rest of my group, and I really hoped they’d clean up the rest of the monsters before I got there.

      Otherwise, I was going to be sandwiched in between two infuriated mobs of deadly creatures, and the last thing I was likely to see would be the error of my ways.

      Another hill stood between me and potential safety. Skirting around it would cost me time. Rushing up the steep hillside would be faster, but it might burn up more Stamina than I had left. It was a tough call, and I wouldn’t know if I’d made the right choice until it was too late to change my mind.

      I juked left and ran for round the hill for all I was worth. Evasion was out of the question, I couldn’t afford to spare any stamina on anything but running toward camp. One dodge too many and I’d run out of gas and end up face down in the dirt before I could reach safety.

      A charging goblin plowed into my left shoulder and threw me off balance. A dull wave of pain radiated from that side of my body, and my health bar took a sudden and dramatic dive to below a third of its total. I needed to get back in range of Cringer’s Miracle of Valor, pronto.

      The goblin who’d tried to tackle me fell down and didn’t get back up.

      My boots slid on the snow, and I lost momentum. By the time I got my feet under me again, the goblins were only a couple of yards behind. I’d lost any advantage I’d gained by sprinting, and along with it the stamina I’d burned.

      “Fine,” I growled and drew my remaining stiletto. If these assholes wanted a fight, they’d get it. I turned to face my enemies and embrace my death. I hoped I’d earned the rest of the group time to finish the fight and escape. My death was inevitable. I didn’t want it to be pointless, too.

      The first of the monsters lunged at me. I twisted, and its crude sword skated past my ribs without making contact.

      My blade, on the other hand, found its mark. The dagger plunged into the side of the goblin’s neck and tore through on a geyser of blood. The foul-smelling creature skidded, and its feet shot out from underneath it as it crashed into the snow.

      Another goblin slammed into me. There was no time to parry or dodge the attack, and the goblin’s jagged blade ripped through my armor just above my left elbow. My blood steamed as it spurted into the winter wind. A quick stab from me ended the goblin, and I gave it a clumsy shove into the next opponent to reach me. I’d had a good run, but I was running out of time, stamina, and health.

      “Come on!” I shouted into the goblins’ faces. Shock and pain filled me with a fatalistic burst of berserk rage. “Let’s get this over with.”

      The goblins’ crooked smiles gleamed in the moonlight, impossibly white in their filthy mouths. Their leader barked a command, and they rushed me.

      This was it. Time to go down fighting.

      Hooves thundered toward me from behind, and I spun to face a threat, dagger raised high overhead. A hand slammed into my chest, claws dug into my armor, and a strong arm scooped me off the ground and across the back of a horse. The saddle dug into my ribs, and every galloping step pounded against my wounds.

      “Hang on!” Mercy shouted. She held me in place with one hand until I could twist around and get behind her on the saddle.

      Maybe I wasn’t going to die, after all. “Took you long enough!”

      Mercy didn’t have the concentration to spare for a snappy comeback. She leaned hard to the left, and I leaned with her, arms wrapped around her waist. The horse turned in a tight circle and galloped away from the goblins, who shouted in dismay. They’d had me but, at the last second, they’d been cheated of the kill.

      Good thing for me.

      But there were still too many monsters on our heels. Even if we outran them, the mob wouldn’t stop chasing us until we were all dead. I’d seen the hateful, bloodthirsty determination in their beady eyes and flaring nostrils. They had our scent now, and they weren’t going to be so easily shaken off the trail.

      Mercy guided us around the hill and toward the camp. Goblin bodies littered the snow ahead of us, and Bastion waved his burning sword overhead as we thundered toward the fire.

      Our horse slid into camp as Mercy yanked back on its reins. Its hooves dug into the snow and kicked up a spray of icy particles. Mercy jumped from the saddle, and I followed her, landing stiff-legged on the ground. My health was dangerously low, and I was bleeding out with every passing second.

      “There’re more coming,” I gasped. “So I don’t know what everyone’s lollygagging around for.”

      Bastion, Cringer, and Havelock groaned. The dwarf priest took one look at my injuries and sadly shook his head. Either he was out of mana or I was too far gone for his magic to patch me back together again. Whatever the case, I’d be facing the fight of my life already at death’s door.

      Bastion and Havelock took up positions next to one another, bracing themselves for the charge behind Bastion’s shield. Mercy trotted up the side of the hill and flattened herself against it to spy on the approaching enemies. “Soon,” she called down to us, her voice thick.

      Meanwhile, Indira was still chanting. A white ball of light hung in the air above her, stretching and contorting itself into unnatural shapes. The words pouring from her mouth hurt my ears, and her veins stood out like black threads against her skin. Whatever she was doing, it was taking a hell of a lot out of her.

      Without warning, the monsters exploded over the hill ahead of us.

      The poured down the hill in a headlong scream.

      When they were within fifty feet of us, Mercy shouted, “Now!”

      The horde was bunched together, a charging mass of glistening bodies and flailing weapons. They snapped and snarled at one another as their wildly whipping weapons cut into the bodies next to them and their commander screamed his rage to keep them directed at the right enemy.

      I’d never seen anything like it. We were all dead. There was no escaping that tidal wave of malevolence and steel.

      “Down!” Indira shouted. Her voice cracked like thunder and Havelock and Bastion dropped to the earth as if they’d been poleaxed. Cringer bowed his head and covered his face with his arm, while Mercy covered her eyes with her cloak.

      Clearly, they’d been planning on this, but no one had filled me in on what was going to happen next.

      The orb of light above Indira’s head transformed into a blazing arc of pure flame. It lashed out and carved through the rushing goblins with a crackling hiss.

      Bodies flew in every direction as the fiery guillotine cut the lead goblins in half. Their crude weapons flipped through the air as the arms holding them exploded away from their bodies. The heat of the fire was so intense it boiled their blood in the air and burst their eyes in their sockets.

      The second row of goblins burned down as well, unable to stop before the arc of fire swung again.

      I caught a glimpse of all this in the half second or so before the fire’s intense flare blinded me and the world burned.
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      Mailed hands hooked under my armpits and hoisted me onto my feet. The air stank of burning hair and smoldering flesh, and all I could see was a flickering sheet of white where the world was supposed to be.

      “Can’t see,” I gasped, “I can’t see!”

      “We have to get out of here,” Bastion shouted. His voice was almost drowned out by the cries of dying goblins. Indira’s spell had killed many of the monsters, but from the sound of it, many more had been maimed.

      “Can’t see,” I gasped again, terrified. “I’m blind.”

      Bastion took my hand and walked with me for a few steps. He pushed my palm against a warm, furry body. “Here’s your horse. Hang on.”

      He slapped the bridle into my other hand, and I clutched it as if it were a lifeline keeping me from drowning. The horse whickered in my ear and stamped nervously, but didn’t drag me away.

      Everything was a confused jumble. I couldn’t tell which way I was facing or where my friends were. Someone was shouting, but I had no idea who. Mercy was talking to someone, maybe Indira, but they weren’t answering her.

      “Saint needs help,” Bastion shouted. “The fire took his eyes.”

      The panic in my brother’s voice unnerved me. I’d thought my blindness was temporary, that I was flash blind. Hearing his frantic shout for help, however, terrified me. Were my eyes damaged? Had they been burned out of my skull?

      I couldn’t even see the Dragon Web Online user interface to check my status. The horse was the only stable thing in my life. I clung to it like a frightened baby holding his mother’s hand.

      “Indira’s down!” Cringer shouted. “Let me stabilize her, and I’ll see to Saint.”

      A hand landed on my shoulder, and I yelped in surprise.

      “Relax, it’s just me. Mercy.”

      “How bad is it?”

      She sucked in a deep breath before continuing. “Not good. The witch fire got out of control, I think. It sucked a lot of power out of Indira, more than she expected. She’s bleeding from the nose and ears, but no one’s sure how bad it is, yet.”

      I felt like an asshole for asking, but I had to know. “I meant, you know, my eyes.”

      Mercy’s scaled thumb peeled my eyelid back. Her skin, her scales that is, were soft and smooth. It didn’t feel that much different from skin, though she wasn’t as warm as a human. “I’m no healer, but I think you’ll recover.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Mercy chuckled. “It means I don’t see anything wrong with your eyes. You just didn’t get the memo to close them like the rest of us. Indira thought she’d kill a few of the goblins, maybe blind the rest. But Bastion and Havelock killed the ones we were fighting, so she just hung onto the spell and kept pumping mana into it.”

      Mercy leaned in close to me and whispered in my ear, “I don’t think she’s really a wizard at all. I think she’s a sorceress.”

      That was new. “What’s the difference?”

      Mercy adjusted my armor and straightened my belt sheaths. “Wizards learn their spells. They study formulas and books and master their affinities. Sorcerers, though…”

      Mercy paused as if to be sure no one was listening in on our conversation. “Sorcerers gain their power from other creatures.”

      Before I could ask Mercy to elaborate, Cringer’s voice rose over the moans of the dying. His words were alien to me, but they rolled like thunder and filled me with a sense of comfort.

      A soft warmth washed over me and, for just a moment, the howling winter wind was held at bay.

      
        
        BLESSING OF HARMONY

        A healing energy flows through your body. You have received the Blessing of Harmony.

        Regeneration: 10% health/second

        Duration: Persists while in range of prayer

        Bleeding status effect ended.

        

      

      Mercy didn’t say anything, and I didn’t break the silence, either. We basked in the warmth of Cringer’s miracle and let its soothing warmth heal our injuries.

      Bit by bit, the white blanket clouding vision broke apart and dissolved into patches of wispy fog. “Holy shit,” I said. “I think Cringer fixed my eyes.”

      The dwarf’s intonations kept on rumbling, and more and more of the whiteness evaporated. Soon I could see Mercy’s face, and I watched her wounds heal with every syllable out of the priest’s mouth. A scratch above her eye vanished. A deep furrow on her left cheek sealed itself, became a faint pink scar, then disappeared entirely.

      “Wow,” Mercy said. “That is something.”

      Mercy and I returned to the remnants of our camp. I led my horse into the circle of firelight as Cringer finished his healing ritual. He sagged, and Bastion eased him to the ground before he could collapse into the snow.

      The dwarf cradled his head and moaned, “I’m going to need a few minutes to recover from that.”

      Indira blinked and sat up. A crimson mask of dried blood covered her face from nose to chin. “Ouch.”

      We all chuckled at that because Indira looked as if she’d been run over by a truck. If that was all she had to say, Cringer had done a remarkable job putting her back together.

      Mercy scooped up a handful of snow and helped Indira scrub the caked blood from her face.

      Havelock stalked across the battlefield, stabbing any goblin who so much as twitched. He kneeled down every once in a while, snatching some bit of loot from a dead goblin to stow in his pack, then went back to looking for survivors to kill.

      I stood around like a doofus, hanging onto my horse and blinking my eyes. They were still sensitive and burned from the little light remaining from our dwindling fire. It was awkward being the only one without a purpose, so I fidgeted around for a few moments before hauling myself up into my horse’s saddle.

      “I’ll be back,” I said, pointing in the direction the monsters had come from. “Going to scout around a little bit, make sure no stragglers are sneaking up on.”

      Bastion nodded and waved me on. He helped Cringer get some food from his pack and held the rations while the dwarf nibbled at them.

      Before I could spur my horse on, Mercy called after me. “Hold up, I’ll come with you. There’s no sense wandering around in the dark on your own.”

      I turned my horse in a slow circle and waited for Mercy to mount hers and catch up to me. We trotted away from the camp, following the trail of bodies and trampled snow toward their source.

      “I don’t think this was all of them,” Mercy said. She pointed a finger at the horizon. “I see fires over there.”

      The faint red streak I’d seen while standing watch still flickered on the horizon. It might have been a fire, but I couldn’t be sure.

      “Let’s get closer,” I said. Anything was better than sitting around camp feeling useless while others did all the work.

      We rode in silence for another 20 minutes. We crested a hill and looked out over the fields below.

      My breath caught in my throat, and Mercy gasped.

      Below us, spread on the plain like a field of glittering rubies, campfires burned as far as the eye could see.

      “It’s an army,” Mercy said.

      “Shit,” I said.
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      Mercy yanked her horse’s reins hard to the right, and the mount wheeled back toward camp with an annoyed whinny. The archer’s eyes glimmered orange in the morning gloom, like embers before a conflagration. “We have to tell the others.”

      It was dark despite the rays of early morning sunlight peeking over the horizon. We kept our speed to a careful trot, so we didn’t send our horses stumbling over a hidden gully. We rode side by side, picking our way back to camp, knowing we needed to go faster, but unable to push the horses any harder.

      The image of that enormous war camp, stretching across the horizon like an incoming tide of fire, stuck in my head. We’d only fought the advance guard, a tiny fraction of the force the goblins were bringing to bear. There were hundreds, maybe thousands of the damned things in that army.

      Judging by the direction their scouts were headed, the army was coming straight at us.

      And after they crushed us under their greasy heels, they’d move on to Frosthold and kill every man, woman, child, and mangy cur they could get their hands on.

      “The Burning Throne was Corvus’ ace in the hole, but that army is the nightspawns’ end-game.” The wind tore my words into shreds of swirling fog. “We have to beat them back to Frosthold.”

      Mercy didn’t respond, but the pale light of the sinking moon cast dark shadows into the lines of worry etched into her face. Those goblin scouts Bastion and I had killed, with Indira’s help, seemed so small now, so trivial. And all this time, the real army had been coming.

      Mercy and I didn’t dismount when we arrived at the camp. We rode in a tight circle around the others, who seemed to be doing much better now than they were when we left.

      “We need to move,” I said. “There’s an army out there. Those goblins we fought were its scouting party, and someone’s going to start wondering where they got off to when they don’t show up back at camp. They left quite a trail, so it’ll be easy for the main body of troops to follow it.

      “I don’t think we want to be here when they arrive and find all their buddies chopped up and fricasseed.”

      The rest of the group nodded and grumbled, not looking forward to heading out onto the trail with less than half a night’s sleep and a brutal battle under our belts.

      “Don’t ask me to cast any more spells before I get a full night’s rest,” Indira said. “I’m burned out, and it’s going to take at least eight hours of sleep to restore the mana I lost. And I think I pulled my magic muscle--”

      Havelock grinned at his ex-wife and shot her a lascivious wink. “Want me to have a look at it? I think I can remember how to work the tension out of—”

      The elf snarled and flicked a bolt of flame at the gnome. Havelock yelped and slapped at his goatee to put the fire out before his head could go up in flames.

      Indira winced. “Now I’m really out of power.”

      Cringer nodded. The ill effects of the battle were stamped into the wrinkles on his face. For a guy who hadn’t done any fighting, he looked like hell. “I’m in the same boat. We need to find some place to hole up after we put some miles behind us. We don’t want to be going into this dungeon of yours at half strength.”

      What they said made sense, but its truth didn’t make me feel any better. We were on the run now, not in pursuit. Somewhere along the way, the script had flipped and we’d become the prey, not the hunters. We weren’t racing to stop something, we were racing to survive. “Let’s ride as far as we can. Hopefully, that will be far enough.”

      Mercy volunteered to ride out ahead of the group to scout for trouble and help forge a trail for the rest of us. She disappeared while we loaded up our camping gear and got Havelock and Cringer situated in their saddles. Even after a day of riding, the gnome and dwarf had a hell of a time staying on top of their horses, even with the stirrups snugged up, which was one more thing to slow us down. Bastion rode next to the priest, and I stayed alongside Cringer just in case I needed to keep him from tumbling out of his saddle.

      It made me wonder if we wouldn’t have been faster just walking. At least then we wouldn’t have to babysit the short guys to keep them from sliding off their horses and cracking their skulls.

      The horses weren’t any happier being back on the trail than we were. The uncertain light of the coming dawn made footing treacherous, and the sun’s warmth raised a thick layer of ground fog from the rolling mounds of snow surrounding our little group. We followed the path left by Mercy’s horse for hours, but it never felt like we were making any progress. Our horses’ hooves left a trail in the snow any idiot could follow, and the rising mist made it too dangerous to rely on speed to keep us ahead of the goblins behind us.

      We rode until the sun was high overhead. Mercy rejoined us, huddled inside her thick cloak and clinging to her reins like the strips of leather were the only things keeping her from falling over. She circled us once and then fell in alongside me. “How are you all holding up?”

      Indira took that as her cue to complain. She reined in her horse and sagged in its saddle. “I’m done in. I can’t keep going. I’m going to pass out on this stupid nag’s back.”

      I didn’t want to admit it, but the elf was right. It was time to stop. The rest of us weren’t in any better shape than she was. Our heads lolled on our hunched shoulders, and if it wasn’t for the horses keeping an eye on one another and their noses in the trail Mercy’s horse had carved through the deep snow, we’d have long since gotten lost and separated. The in-Game minimap floating in the upper right-hand corner of my vision told me we were on the right track, but we still had a long way to go.

      “Let’s find some shelter,” Bastion suggested. “Nothing fancy. Just somewhere we can hide the horses and get out of the weather.”

      Mercy pointed toward the rising sun. “I saw something over this way, might be good enough.”

      We followed her through the snow toward a black smudge on the horizon. Thirty minutes later, the smudge grew into a shadow large enough to hide us all. It took another half hour to reach the shelter, and we all sighed with relief when we arrived.

      It was an abandoned trapper’s camp, an old wooden shack with a roof bowed by snow and years of neglect. A thick copse of trees large enough to hide and shelter the horses sprawled away from the south side of the structure and a lopsided chimney jutted from the west wall like a bad tooth. Sure, it was a dump, but a chimney meant a fireplace, and that meant we’d have fire and shelter to rest. That dump looked like heaven to us all.

      If there’d been anyone in the shack, they could have ambushed us with ease. We were too weary to scout the place and too numb from the cold to care about possible danger. The horses stayed put when we dismounted, plumes of frost leaking from their nostrils as they watched us walk away.

      The front door was narrow but sturdy, and it took a few minutes to chip the ice off the latch to open the damned thing. The door swung in, and I offered a lazy bow to the rest of the group. “Your accommodations await.”

      Havelock was the first through the door, waddling toward the cold hearth on bowed legs. He groaned as he eased down next to the tiny fireplace, then dug around in his backpack to produce flint and steel. “I don’t care what anyone says, I’m lighting a fire. If they track us down from the smoke, you can blame me.”

      We were all too exhausted to argue. Indira looked like she was about to pass out on her feet. Bastion nursed a broad bruise on the left side of his face, and a plethora of other injuries I couldn’t see judging by the streaks of blood frozen on his armor. Cringer had the thousand-yard stare of someone who’d been through hell in the past twenty-four hours. Mercy and I had come out the best in that fight, but the harrowing run from the goblins had left us exhausted from adrenaline spikes and overexertion.

      Unfortunately, for all of us, we didn’t have time to sit around nursing our wounds and sleeping until we were good and rested. Every minute we weren’t moving, Corvus was getting farther ahead of us, and the goblin army was getting closer to Frosthold.

      I had to break the bad news to the troops. “We’ll try and get as much rest as everyone needs. But we can’t stay here as long as we’d all like.”

      I left before anyone could argue with me, too tired to argue.

      The door banged closed behind me, and its echo interrupted the horses’ foraging. The mounts stared at me from the edge of the wooded copse, grinding their square teeth on whatever food they’d found. There were furrows in the snow where the poor bastards had rooted for the few edible shoots of grass that had survived the killing frost, and they’d stripped all the bark from the trees’ lower branches. I collected their reins and led them deeper into the trees, where they’d be harder to see from anyone passing by the cabin and would have better forage. The wind had drifted the snow around the trunks of the trees on the outer edges of the copse, leaving a good-sized patch of open grass in the center.

      “Here you go,” I said and looped the horses’ reins around tree trunks. The animals gathered together for warmth and lowered their heads to munch on the exposed vegetation.

      There was peace, even here. The horizon to the north was an uninterrupted vista of wind-smoothed snow. It was beautiful, and if I weren’t in the middle of trying to save Frosthold, I wouldn’t have minded spending a few days resting up and recovering from our ordeal.

      Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option.

      Hoping the rest of the party had dozed off so I wouldn’t have to talk to them, I squared my shoulders against the freezing wind and walked back to the house.

      The four of them sat in a loose circle in front of the hearth, their backs to the fire and their stony faces staring at the door when I stomped in from the cold. They didn’t look happy.

      Great.

      “We have to talk,” Indira said, her voice grave.

      “What’s up?” I tried to keep things light, though I knew this conversation was headed south in a hurry.

      “I don’t think we can do this.” Indira chewed on her thumbnail for a moment. The rest of them, Bastion included, grunted in agreement. “It’s too far. I’m exhausted. We all are. We can’t keep pressing on like this.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I’d expected the group to ask for more time to rest, but I’d never imagined they’d want to call it quits. “You can’t be serious. We’re more than halfway there. It won’t even take a full day’s travel.”

      Indira blew out a frosty sigh. “Look, out of character, okay? We all agreed. It’s late here. It’s late where Cringer and Havelock are, too. I’ve got work in the morning, and Cringer has to go to school. We need to take a break. Honestly, I think we need to turn back after we log back in and forget this whole quest. It’s gotten way out of hand.”

      Havelock grinned and winked at me. “That’s not the only thing that’s going to get out of hand if we stay out here. You should see the way she’s been looking at me.”

      Indira raised one burning finger at the gnome, and he shut his mouth so fast his molars clicked together.

      I couldn’t look at any of them. I stared at my feet and listen to the wind sighing across the snow outside. I imagined I heard my mother struggling to breathe even with the machine working her chest. What would happen if I failed here? How long would it take the monsters to take over Frosthold and kill the rest of us?

      If I had to reroll, I doubted I’d come back as a thief. Bastion and I would be separated. We could find each other again, sure, but Invernoth was a vast virtual world, and leveling was not fast. It could be weeks, maybe months before we were able to join forces again.

      Failing this quest and losing this character would be the same as losing a job. My family would run out of money. We wouldn’t be able to pay my mom’s insurance premiums. She wouldn’t be able to get the treatment she needed.

      She’d die, sooner rather than later.

      “I can’t quit this.” I took a deep breath and plunged on before they could interrupt me. “I know you don’t want to hear about my problems, but this isn’t a game to me. It’s my job. Not just to saving Frosthold, though that’s a big part of it, but keeping this character and earning money in DWO. If Frosthold falls, if we get killed by those goblins out there or the nightspawn snuff us out, then I lose everything.”

      It didn’t cut much ice with Indira. Bringing crass commerce into her little fantasy world just pissed her off.

      “Saint, I like you. This has been a good run, but I can’t keep logging these kinds of hours in-Game. I have a job, and it’s not here.”

      Havelock wouldn’t meet my eyes. He cleared his throat. “I hate to admit it when Indira’s right, about anything, but I can’t keep pushing like this, kid. I don’t have a cushy office job, either. In a few hours, I’ve gotta get up and haul trash. It’s time for me to call it off.”

      Cringer shook his head, and his beard rasped across his breastplate. “I don’t care about school, but if they’re all quitting, then the two of us can’t go on alone. It’d be suicide.”

      Mercy said nothing, but the yawn she hid behind her clawed fingers spoke volumes.

      Even Bastion kept quiet, which pissed me off to no end. Why wouldn’t he speak up and help me keep these fools moving in the right direction? His ass was on the line as much as mine.

      I ground my teeth in frustration. I didn’t want to do this, but telling the truth was the only chance I had. No in-Game reason would convince Indira to go on, and if I couldn’t swing her to my side, I’d never get the others on board. The only play I had left was to tug at her heart strings.

      “Look. Let me put my cards on the table. My mother is sick. She had an accident at work, and she’s been fighting off a nanite infection for over a year. If she doesn’t get her medicine, if we can’t pay the rent on her machines, she’ll die.”

      The rest of the party stared at me, their faces a mixture of disbelief and guilt. Indira’s eyes burrowed into mine, unblinking. She said nothing, and her silence held the rest of them in check.

      Please, I thought. Please believe me.

      “Damn you, Saint.” She rubbed her eyes with the palms of her hands. “I believe you. I don’t want to, and I hate you for bringing your real world garbage into my game, but I believe you.”

      “Thank you,” I said, choking with the emotion her words dragged out of my exhausted heart. “I appreciate your help. You have no idea how much it means to me.”

      She waved my words away. “I don’t want to hear it. I’m pissed at you for the emotional blackmail. I’ll help you. But I have to sleep, and I have to work. You have to give me sixteen hours before we keep going.”

      Cringer stretched his arms over his head and rotated his neck until it cracked like a sheet of thawing ice. “If the Ice Queen’s heart is melting, I have to be here to see that. Who knows, maybe she’ll take pity on me and answer one of my booty calls. I’ll be back in 16, kid.”

      Havelock yawned and rubbed his eyes. “Okay, I can be back then, too. I want to see this through.”

      Mercy nodded to me. Her eyes sparkled with unshed tears, and her relief and support shook me more than I’d expected. “Sixteen hours.”

      The strength leaked out of my body when I realized I still had a team behind me. Sixteen hours was a long, long time. Maybe we’d be too late. But at least there was still a chance. That just left the logistical problems of leaving the game outside of a safe space.

      The rules were crystal clear on this point. If you left Invernoth in a dangerous area, which was anywhere the game didn’t consider secure from threats, your character stayed in-Game for a random period of time. Until it left, anything could happen. Monsters could kill you, bandits could rob you, and other characters could even drag you somewhere and leave you to rot.

      “I’ll stand watch until the rest of you log out, just to keep an eye on your bodies, and I’ll log back on early tomorrow to make sure the coast is clear before you all come back.” I owed them that much. “You’ll be safe until we’re all together again.”

      Everyone was too tired for more talk and too emotional to stick around any longer. They closed their eyes and went to sleep. Red “AFK” placards floated above their heads, identifying them as logged out, but still vulnerable.

      Bastion stuck with me after the rest had pulled the plug. “That was close,” he said. “I thought the whole thing was going to fall apart.”

      Really could have used your help, I wanted to say but held my tongue. If Bastion had kept his mouth shut, he had a reason, I just didn’t feel like hearing whatever excuses he’d trot out to justify his silence. Fighting with my brother didn’t seem like a productive use of my time.

      “Let’s hope the time we lose doesn’t end up costing us everything,” I said.

      Bastion winced at the harsh edge to my words, and I shook my head. “Sorry. I’m tired. Go on, get out of here. I’ll keep an eye on things and make sure no one gets eaten by a wandering monster.”

      “Seeya on the other side, bro.” Bastion shot me a thumb’s up and logged out.

      I sat in the little cabin as snow fell outside. The wind howled like a starving wolf.

      I wondered if I’d bitten off more than I could chew, and hoped we weren’t already too late.
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      Bastion volunteered to keep an eye on our mom, so I could sleep and then get right back into the game. After hibernating for a solid eight hours that passed in the blink of an eye, it was time to for me to take a look-see at what was happening in Invernoth.

      I expected the worst because eight hours outside of Dragon Web Online was most of two days in-Game, and there was no telling what had happened in and around the little cabin after that much time. For all I knew, Corvus and her beast-man buddies had already made it to the Crumbling Temple, taken the Burning Key, and headed back to Frosthold to claim the Burning Throne and its Dominion.

      There were no goblins or other bloodthirsty monsters in the cabin with me when I logged back in, which was a good sign. The snow had stopped, and the wind no longer spat frost at the shutters or screamed through the eaves. I peeked between the cracked shutters that remained over the windows and saw nothing in front of the cabin. Out back, the hobbled horses still nibbled at the grass and seemed no worse for wear.

      I hoped the game pulled them out while we were gone because it seemed cruel for them to have had to stand around waiting for us to return. Being an artificial intelligence in a game like this must be very strange. People popping in and out of existence all the time, fleeting figures moving through the world at the speed of thought while you plodded along living a life that was, to you, reality.

      I tried not to think about it too hard, tried to push the game aspects out of my mind as much as possible. Wasn’t the point of a virtual reality simulation to immerse yourself in a different world instead of wondering why it wasn’t like your old one?

      The fire we’d left in the hearth had long since dwindled to dull red embers. I spent a few hours gathering a big pile of dead branches from the snow outside and broke them into short chunks.

      It took a while to get the fire going again, and by the time the first flames were sending smoke up the chimney, Bastion had joined me.

      One second he wasn’t there, and the next he was. “All clear?” he asked.

      “Yeah, surprisingly so.” I peeked out the window again. “I don’t see anything out there.”

      He hunkered down by the fire and warmed his hands. “You sure this is going to work?”

      Bastion’s doubt hurt. When we’d started this mess together, I relied on my brother’s experience and skills to pave the way for me. He’d planned for me to back him up, but it wasn’t working out that way. More and more of the decisions fell on my shoulders, and I didn’t like it. It was a lot more comfortable to back Bastion’s play and let him take the glory if we won or the heat if we failed.

      “What do you think?” I asked.

      “I don’t have much to work with. We’re all going off what you’ve told us about the Burning Throne. If you think it’s important to stop these freaks, I’m with you. I just hope they’re taking breaks when we do.”

      “They can’t be playing forever,” Indira snapped, startling Bastion and me with her sudden appearance. “There are safeguards built into the game to keep players from spending every waking moment plugged in.”

      She was right, but not as much as she thought. “The game encourages eight hours of downtime a day, but there’s nothing to enforce it. You just get one of those little flashing red boxes warning you when you’ve been in the game too long.”

      “Yeah, but that’s really annoying,” Cringer said as he faded into view from the shadows cast by the fire. “How could you play with one of those warning boxes flashing over half your view all the time?”

      Havelock answered. “It’s a user interface thing. They could block the alerts, or have them auto-minimize. A little bit of scripting in the GUI config files and you can pretty much make the interface do whatever you want.”

      We all stared at the old dwarf talking like a smart-assed script kiddy. I knew he was school-aged, but that could be anything from a couple years younger than me, to ten years old. The cognitive dissonance between what I saw and what I heard gave me a headache.

      Indira hoisted her backpack onto her shoulders. “We can’t sit around all day talking about how to get the best user experience. Let’s get on the horses and ride.”

      Gratitude at her insistence to get the show on the road warred with a sneaking suspicion that Indira was trying to take charge of this expedition. Now that she was committed to what we were doing, she’d want to make sure we did it the way she wanted it done.

      Still, I couldn’t argue with her desire to get moving. “The horses are around back. They’re still saddled up, and it doesn’t look like they’ve suffered for it. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We need to keep a close eye out for traps or ambushes for the rest of this trip. Corvus and her allies might have a head start on us, and I’m sure they’ve used the extra time to prepare a nasty surprise or three.”

      Indira shoved the door open and turned back to me, wind whipping her hair around her head like a flickering aura of golden flame. “Then I guess you better get your ass moving and scout for us.”

      I caught the door before it could slam closed and ushered the rest of the team outside. Havelock elbowed me in the ribs on his way to the door and said, “I think she likes you, kid. If you get a chance, you should tap that elven ass.”

      Indira was too far ahead to hear his remark, but it got laughs from the rest of the crew. Including a throaty chuckle from Mercy that hurt my feelings, more than it should have.

      “Laugh it up, dickheads. I’m going to let the rest of you ride right into an ambush.”

      That got even more laughs, and we spilled out of the cabin and into the snow in a much better mood than we had any right to enjoy.

      There was an invading army on its way to our hometown and a ruthless enemy ahead of us. There was no telling what either of those dark forces was up to. We had no way of knowing if we’d return to find Frosthold burned to the ground or a new ruler grinding the old residents underfoot.

      Still, we had a plan of action, we were all in this together, and sometimes that’s all you need. Pick a course, gather up your friends, and forge ahead.

      And that’s what we did for the rest of the day. I followed the in-Game map on a path over hills and down into narrow valleys, eyes peeled for enemies or dangers ahead of us.

      It was getting toward dark when Mercy pointed at something off to the side of the road. “There.”

      She’d been riding ahead of the group with me for the last couple of hours, a welcome second set of eyes. I followed her over to the edge of the road to the edge of a dense forest. She slipped off her horse and slung the reins over the branch of a tree, and I followed suit. We crept through the dense undergrowth, silent as shadows, neither of us so much as disturbing the snow on the branches we slipped under and around them like a pair of ghosts.

      I was about to ask her how she’d spotted anything so deep within the forest, but then I saw it, too. A campsite, or rather, a site where someone had camped. All that remained to mark it was a pile of charred sticks, some ashes on the snow, and a trickle of wood smoke leaking up through the trees to the gray sky.

      “You think they were here?” I asked, voice so quiet I wasn’t sure she heard.

      Mercy didn’t respond but crouched to survey our surroundings. She gestured at a broken sapling and some hastily covered tracks that were bigger than any man’s foot. “Whoever made these was too heavy to ride a horse. Sound like anyone you know?”

      The dark memory of an enormous ogre wearing a death’s head helm swam up out of the darkness of my subconscious. “Yeah, they’ve got an ogre with them. There’s no way he could ride a horse.”

      She peered at the snow. “They’ve got dogs with them, too, but there’s something wrong with their prints.”

      “Not dogs. Wargrai. That’s the wolf-woman archer.”

      Mercy shook her head. “There’s more than one. At least five of them. Maybe more.”

      We hustled back to the horses, encouraged by what we’d seen, even if the number of wargrai was alarming. I handed Mercy her horse’s reins and swung up into my saddle. “If they have to walk at his pace, then they’re probably resting more often, too. We might be closer to them than we thought.”

      The thought made me shiver more intensely than the cold. Corvus and her posse could be out here anywhere, hiding in the shadows and waiting for their chance to strike. We were close to them, but that meant they could be anywhere.

      We rode on through the forest, eager to reach our destination and even more eager to avoid a surprise. Mercy scanned the left side of the road, and I scanned the terrain ahead and to our right. The sun was sinking, and the footing became more treacherous, slowing our horses, but the in-Game map showed me we were very close to the Crumbling Temple.

      Mercy and I passed through a rusted iron gate that marked the boundary of the Temple’s territory. The snowy earth transformed into a stony road that was sheltered from the blowing snow by twin rows of massive ironwood trees. The gigantic trunks blocked the wind and snow, and their branches interlocked overhead to form a canopy that obliterated the sky and made it feel as if we were already deep inside a dungeon.

      “Cozy,” I quipped, trying to deny the fear taking root deep in my heart.

      It didn’t take long before we found how the Temple got its name. The road plunged over the edge of a massive sinkhole to become a narrow ledge winding its way deep into the earth like a worm through an apple core. The Crumbling Temple hunkered at the bottom of the sinkhole, it’s cracked dome glowing an ominous crimson from the ring of bonfires surrounding it.

      Shadows patrolled the Temple’s perimeter, and a sonorous, droning chant from countless raised voices echoed from within its darkened heart.

      My breath caught in my throat like a jagged fishbone. A stab of dread slipped between my ribs and tickled my heart. This was not what I’d expected.

      Years of playing adventure games and reading fantasy novels had conditioned me to expect a crumbling, monster-haunted dungeon. In my head, the Crumbling Temple was a ruined site with maybe a handful of monster protecting its meager treasures.

      What I saw down at the bottom of the sinkhole was something entirely different.

      Something much worse.
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      Mercy and I turned away from the Temple and headed back to round up the rest of the party. The mini-map would guide them to the Temple, but I didn’t want them to see it before I had a chance to cushion the blow. What I was going to tell them wasn’t coming in to focus, and Mercy let me ponder the problem in silence as we rode.

      We crested a hill, the dying sun streaming over our shoulders, and Bastion waved at us. I raised my hand to wave back, but let it fall, perplexed by the cloud of glittering snow crystals I saw in the distance.

      I leaned toward Mercy, and asked, “Any idea what that is?”

      She shook her head. “Could be anything, could be nothing.”

      Or, it could be some new nightmare jumping into the mix. I didn’t trust anything, not anymore, and I sure wasn’t going to take any chances when we were this close to our goal. “Split around that hill of trees over there, maybe you can get a glimpse of whatever the hell that is before it catches up to us.

      Mercy shivered and huddled down into her fur cloak. The dragonborn was tough as nails, but she couldn’t handle the cold. For a moment, I thought she was going to tell me to get stuffed, but then she gave me a brisk nod and pulled her hood up tighter around her face. “All right. If I see anything, I’ll give you a signal.”

      That made me chuckle. With the constant noise from the wind and the sound of our horses and the jingle of our equipment, I wouldn’t be able to hear anything. “Make it a loud one,” I said and smacked her horse on the rump.

      She clutched the reins and steered the big animal away down the hill. She called back over her shoulder, “Don’t worry, you won’t miss it.”

      I watched her leave, a fist of anxiety clenched around my heart. A few moments passed before the blowing snow and the shadows of the coming dusk swallowed her up. I hoped she’d be all right.

      I hoped we’d all be all right.

      By the time I road down to meet the rest of the group, I knew something was wrong. The rest of the team did, too. Havelock wrestled his horse up alongside me, knuckles white on the reins, teeth clenched with anxiety. “Where’s Mercy?”

      I peered back the way the party had come from but still couldn’t make out whatever was back there. “She thought she heard something. Went to check it out.”

      Havelock looked me up and down, then shook his head. “You sure it’s a good idea to have her out there alone this close to sundown?”

      The thought had occurred to me, but I didn’t know what to do with it. I couldn’t send Havelock back there because he was tasked with keeping an eye on Cringer. If I sent Bastion, that left us with no heavy fighters in case of an ambush on the trail ahead. Indira couldn’t go, not the least of which because I didn’t trust her new attitude, but also because a wizard on her own wasn’t much use. Before she could weave a pattern to cast a spell, someone would’ve stuck a knife in her belly.

      That left me, the only one of us with any capability to do real scouting, but if I left the rest of the group they’d be blind to any threats ahead of us. With no good choices, I had to stick with the plan. “Mercy’s a big girl. I’m sure if there were a problem we would’ve heard her by now.”

      Havelock pulled back on his reins and steered the horse toward the rest of the group. “I hope you’re right, buddy. I’d hate to lose her. And, just between you and me, Indira’s not going to be thrilled if someone gets killed before we reach this temple of yours.”

      “Nobody’s going to get—”

      Havelock flew from his saddle, leaving behind a blue streak of curses I swear I could see hanging in the air as he flew back and crashed into the snow. His horse screamed and bolted, but not before an arrow as thick as my thumb and as long as my arm bounced off its saddle’s horn.

      Suddenly, the air was full of those bolts. They screamed toward us, hissing as they sank into the snow all around our horses’ hooves.

      My horse tried to bolt, and it took every ounce of strength I had to hang on to its reins. An arrow hissed past my shoulder, and another passed so close to my knee its fletching raked across my armor. A third missile scored my horse’s shoulder before deflecting off its saddle and disappearing into the blowing snow.

      I let the horse have its head, and hung on as it hauled ass away from the rest of the group. I scanned the area around us but saw nothing but snow and the occasional drifting shadow.

      “Ambush!” I shouted and wheeled my horse around.

      My warning was a little late.

      Havelock was on the ground with a thick arrow jutting from his shoulder. Bastion had flung himself out of his saddle and stood over the fallen gnome with his shield in one hand and his blazing sword in the other. I wanted to tell him to put the sword away, or at least extinguish its flame, because it stood out like a beacon in the gathering gloom.

      There wasn’t time to yell anything, though, before our attackers came at me.

      A hooded figure on a sable horse burst through the blowing snow and swung a morning star at my face.

      I’d expected goblins. Instead, it was the Hoaldites who’d tracked us down.

      I hunched low to avoid the attack and spurred my horse forward, drawing my stiletto in my right hand.

      The morning star glanced off my shoulder, ripping open the leather armor there, but doing no real damage. It threw me off balance, but not enough to save my attacker.

      I hooked my arm around his waist as we collided. This close, his morning star was of no use, but my dagger became deadly effective. Once, twice, I punched the blade up into gap behind the Templar’s breastplate. My thin weapon vanished into his armpit, slipped between his ribs, and punched a hole in his lung.

      The Templar and I were tangled together, my arm around his waist, our faces close enough for me to smell the blood on his breath. Our horses circled one another, blunt teeth snapping at the air as their eyes rolled in their sockets.

      The Templar gave up trying to hit me with the morning star and switched to pummeling my spine with his elbow. Rather than take the beating, I threw my weight back and ripped him out of his saddle.

      Bad choice. The Hoaldite caught my cloak with his free hand and dragged me down into the snow alongside him.

      Clad head to toe in heavy armor, the Templar crashed down on top of me. Spikes on his pauldrons punctured the leather armor in my thigh, skewering my leg muscle and spraying the crushed snow beneath us with a thick layer of red Saint juice.
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        BLEEDING: Your injury caused minor bleeding. You will suffer 1 damage per round. (Duration: 10 rounds)

        Left leg crippled!

        

      

      No one can hurt you as well as you hurt yourself. I hoped Cringer could fix this nasty wound, or the whole trip was going to be wasted.

      The Templar tried to pull himself free of my impaled leg, but I was having none of that. I hooked my good leg around his head and twisted to pull his helm to the side. A pale sliver of exposed flesh stood out between the stark metal surfaces of his armor, and I plunged my stiletto into his throat.

      
        
        VERBOSE COMBAT MESSAGING ONWEAPON (PIERCING, 1H) SKILL CHECK:

        Dexterity (15) + Skill (2) + d100 (82) - Precise Attack (-40) = 59

        vs

        Dexterity (12) - Dodge (0 Pinned) + d100 (20) = 32

        Skill Check Result = 27

        Degree of Success = 2

        (Stiletto Piercing Damage (10) x Degree of Success (2)) + Dexterity (15) = 35 points of damage - Templar Heavy Plate Armor (0, avoided by Precise Attack) = 35 Total Damage

        Attack Time: 5 seconds

        Stamina Cost: 1

        SUCCESS! You have improved your mastery of the Weapon (1H Piercing) skill. (Rank 3)
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      The Templar’s health dropped to 0, and his blood sprayed across my face and chest in a sticky fountain.

      The pain from my leg forced me back into the snow and squeezed a long, whimpering gasp from me. The dead Templar’s weight held me in place and drove the spikes deeper into my leg. A trio of blood drops appeared in my UI next to my hit point totals, telling me I was bleeding out faster by the moment.

      I’d killed my opponent, but my dumbass move had killed me, too.

      The pain pushed me in and out of consciousness. Every time I faded out and then back, I expected to be my last.

      A towering black shadow emerged from the snow, and for a moment I thought I was done. If another Templar found me, it would take him all of two seconds to stick a sword through my neck and be done with it.

      Instead of a religious zealot with murder in mind, I was greeted by a flare of blue flames and my brother’s grinning face. Blood dripped from his chin and plastered his hair to his forehead. Whether it was his, or one of his enemies, I couldn’t tell. And I didn’t care since it didn’t seem to bother him. “You going to lay there all day, or are you going to contribute to this fight?”

      “Leg,” I gasped. “Pinned.”

      Bastion frowned at that. He bent and grabbed the Templar by the collar of his breastplate, and flipped the dead man away as if he weighed no more than a ragdoll. Pain roared through my leg, blinding me with a crashing wave of raw agony. My health bar diminished to a narrow sliver of red, and my vision shrank to a black tunnel with a pale light at its end.

      “Priest,” I wheezed. “I’m bleeding.”

      A horse’s hooves crashed near my head, spraying my face with slush.

      “Get away from my brother,” Bastion roared. He leaped over me with his sword raised high to engage the newly arrived foe.

      With my vision blurred and my leg crippled, the best I could do was drag myself away from the fight, one agonized foot at a time.

      The Templar whipped his morning star at Bastion’s skull, but my brother was faster. He pivoted on his right leg, smashed his shield into the Templar’s horse’s face, and slashed his longsword across the morning star’s haft. Blue sparks flew in every direction, and the spiked weapon slid past Bastion’s face with inches to spare.

      Bastion didn’t try to recover his balance from his swing, but turned into it, throwing his body weight around in a stable arc. He lashed out with his leading leg, throwing a brutal kick that smashed the horse’s left front knee. The mount screamed as its leg folded the wrong way, and it crashed to the earth.

      The Templar howled as his horse crushed his leg into the snow. The horse struggled, but couldn’t get to its feet, and the Templar roared in pain as his mount further mangled his broken leg.

      Bastion stepped forward to end the holy man’s life, but the Templar wasn’t done fighting. He swept his morning star into Bastion’s calf, ripping away the greaves protecting his shin and gouging a bloody chunk from the muscle beneath.

      Already committed to his stride Bastion couldn’t maintain his balance, and his leg crumpled beneath him. He fell to his knees and had to catch himself on one hand as he raised his longsword in desperate defense. He’d landed next to the Templar, and Bastion’s sword was out of position to defend him from the brutal uppercut his opponent threw at his chin.

      Bastion sagged, and his arms went limp. The fire from his longsword guttered and died, and he collapsed onto his face into the snow. A quick glance at his health bar told me he wasn’t dead, but the little stars swirling around it also said he was stunned and helpless.

      And his opponent wasn’t.

      The Templar crushed his struggling horse’s skull with his morning star and dragged himself out from beneath its steaming bulk. He crawled through the bloodstained snow, morning star on his shoulder, the remains of his crippled leg dragging behind him like a knotted rag. He stopped next to Bastion and balanced on his one good knee. Then he hoisted his morning star overhead.

      My instincts for self-preservation told me to lay still and pretend I was already dead. But my heart wouldn’t let me just lie there while this asshole smashed my big brother like a bug. “Hey,” I shouted.

      The Templar turned his attention from my brother to me, his weapon poised for the killing blow.

      “Your turn is coming,” he growled.

      Fuck you, I thought and flung my dagger. It tumbled, end over end, spinning faster and faster as it flew through the falling snow.

      If I missed, Bastion was a dead man. And I’d be next.

      The Templar’s eyes widened, but he was in no position to avoid my desperate attack.

      The stiletto disappeared under the edge of his helm and above his gorget, sinking to the hilt through the ridged tube of his trachea.

      The weight of the Templar’s morning star was too much for his dead body to balance. His eyes rolled into the back of his head, and he toppled into a puddle of blood next to his horse.

      Blood pumped out of my leg, and my health dropped so low I wasn’t sure there was anything left in the tank.

      Off to my right, the snow evaporated in a bloom of scarlet fire, proving that Indira was still on her feet. Someone shouted in panic, and someone else howled in pain, which had to be good for my side, right?

      Bastion groaned and pushed himself up onto his hands and knees. He groped in the snow for his sword, then looked up as another flash of fire lit up the night. “Is that what I think it was?”

      “Our wizard blowing the shit out of something? I think so,” I said. I pointed toward the dead Templar. “Bring me the dagger out of that guy’s neck?”

      Bastion slid through the snow and retrieved my weapon. He crawled over and returned the weapon to me. “You threw that thing at him?”

      I nodded and cleaned the stiletto on the snow before shoving it back into its sheath. “Asshole was going to kill you. Didn’t leave me a lot of options with my leg busted and all.”

      My brother looked impressed. He patted me on the arm. “You're turning into a regular ninja. Thanks for saving my hide.”

      Another squirt of blood lowered my health bar to the point where there wasn’t even a sliver of red left in it. The bar itself flashed black, then white, then black again. That wasn’t good. “Where’s our priest?”

      Bastion pointed in the direction of the fireball. “He was with Indira last time I saw him. We need to get over there.”

      A quick look at our crippled legs drew rueful chuckles from us both. “We aren’t going anywhere like this.”

      My stupid horse appeared out of the gloom, head nudging the corpses littering the ground as if looking for a handout. I raised my voice in a cheerful lilt. “Here, stupid fucking horse, here boy.”

      At least my horse had returned. Bastion’s was still out there somewhere, having fled the battle like a beast with some common sense.

      The horse nickered its approval and trotted over to us. I grabbed its reins and dragged myself up onto my feet. “Guess we’re riding double,” I said to Bastion.

      Bastion eased the dead Templar off my leg, then lifted me into the saddle. He dragged his sorry ass onto the horse’s back, then wrapped his arms around me to take the reins. “Hang on,” he said and spurred the horse toward the last fireball we’d seen.

      Things did not look good for Indira. Cringer poured magic into her, keeping her on her feet as she flung bolt after bolt of swirling flame at her enemies. Fiery darts writhed like burning serpents around the Templars’ hands and eyes but didn’t do any real damage. They were distracting and annoying, but they weren’t going to stop the two men from killing her.

      Bastion and I were too far away to save her and weren’t in any condition to do shit about the situation even if we were. Bastion couldn’t swing his sword without slicing off my head or another important body part, and I was on death’s door. Only one person could help Indira.

      “Fight!” Bastion cried. “Cringer! fight!”

      The dwarf shook his head and focused on healing Indira. One of the Templar’s morning stars tore a chunk out of the magus’ arm, but the dwarf replaced it with a concentrated flow of raw mana.

      Despite Cringer’s heroic healing, the blow threw Indira off balance and sent her stumbling away from the dwarf. He raised his hands defensively and closed his eyes.

      Little bastard wasn’t kidding. He wouldn’t fight even if his life depended on it.

      One of the Templars raised his morning star over his shoulder like a batter teeing up for a homerun derby.

      “I’m sorry,” Cringer said and bowed his head.

      A small figure exploded through the gloom. A high-pitched war cry split the night, and the Templars recoiled in shock.

      Havelock had arrived.

      The gnome leaped into the air. His left foot landed on Cringer’s bowed head, and he launched himself off the dwarf’s skull. Havelock’s short sword scythed through the darkness and crashed into the Templar’s wrists.

      The morning star sailed off into to the snow, the Templar’s hands still wrapped around its haft in a white-knuckled death grip. The Templar fell back, arm upraised in disbelief as blood pumped from the stumps of his forearm.

      Havelock didn’t waste a second watching his foe collapse. The instant his feet touched the ground, the diminutive warrior whirled his short sword around in a tight circle that cleaved through the second Templar’s armor and spilled his steaming entrails into the snow.

      Indira recovered and raised both hands at the Templar amputee, broiling his face with a focused jet of blue flame.

      A gargling scream erupted from the Templar, who collapsed as the fire and superheated air destroyed his larynx and scoured his lungs. His arms and legs twisted into a fetal position as he twitched out his last moments in the snow with black smoke leaking from his charred lips.

      Havelock put the man out of his misery with a well-placed sword stroke that sent his head tumbling away. For a moment, no one said anything. We stared at one another and the dead bodies scattered around us.

      “Hey,” I said, breaking the silence with a weak gasp. “Cringer, you think you could take a look at this?”

      Then, like the hero I am, I fell out of the saddle and passed out in the snow.
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      Cringer woke me up with a mouthful of dirty snow and a couple of quick slaps across the cheeks. I came spluttering up out of the darkness with both hands flailing at the air and the rest of my adventuring team laughing at me. It wasn’t very dignified, and it wasn’t very much fun, but at least I was alive and my leg no longer felt like a bunch of little demons with burning pitchforks having a hoe-down in my thigh.

      The dwarf eyeballed me for a moment, then slapped me on the shoulder hard enough that my health bar threatened to drop. “Wasn’t sure you were going to make it back, kid. Never fixed someone who’d bled out, before.”

      “Thanks for the assist, man. I thought I was gone for sure.”

      Mercy helped me back to my feet, which I found touching in a surprisingly sincere fashion, and led me over to the small campfire someone had started on a patch of ground they’d swept free of snow. “You look better.”

      My eyes narrowed as I gave her a head-to-toe. She looked none the worse for wear, other than shivering from the cold despite her heavy cloak. The weather was wearing on her, and no matter how tough the dragonborn wanted us to think she was, her tolerance for hanging out in the snow was coming to an end. I had to marvel at the sadistic nature of the dev who would knowingly consign a cold-blooded creature to the wintry hell that was Frosthold.

      What an asshole.

      Despite how happy I was to see Mercy still on her feet, there was one burning question I needed her to answer. “Where were you when this all went down?”

      Everyone looked at me like I was a jerk for asking such an insensitive question. Apparently, I’d missed something while I was busy being, you know, kinda dead.

      Mercy frowned at my rude manners and shoved a stick of beef jerky at me. “I was leading the rest of the Templars around in a big circle so they wouldn’t kill you. Most of them followed me away from you guys, but they split up, and I couldn’t get them all off your trail.

      The fact there were more Templars than the ones we’d killed made my heart lurch to a stop. My eyes darted toward the darkness surrounding our camp. “Are there more out there? Are they going to come wandering into our camp now that they see the smoke from it?”

      Mercy shook her head at me, and her frown deepened. If the scales between her eyes could’ve wrinkled, they would have. She fished around in the leather pouch at her hip and pulled out a tangled fistful of heavy golden chains. She shoved them at me, and I opened my hands. Mercy dropped the chains into my cupped palms with a wry grin. “Not anymore.”

      I separated the chains. There were five of them, all gold, all holding a single heavy charm. The charms were all capital Ts with smaller chains dangling from each side of the crossbar.

      The scales symbol of the Hoaldites. “You killed five of them?”

      She tapped her bow. “It’s easier if they can’t get close to you. Their bodies are scattered all over the place out there. It was too cold to dig graves, and I was too tired to hide them. Hopefully, the snow covers them before their buddies come looking for them.”

      I tried to hand the chains back, but Mercy shook her head. “Keep them. Maybe you’ll find some use for them. They feel like bad luck to me.”

      I sighed. “When I asked where you were, I didn’t mean…”

      But Mercy wasn’t listening to me. She flipped her hood up and crouched down on the far side of the fire, hiding her face in a veil of flame and smoke. I knew she needed to keep warm, but this seemed like something else. The chill emanating from her was more intense than the cold weather. Great. I was in the doghouse again.

      The chains were heavy and cold in my hand, and I distracted myself by examining one of them more carefully.
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      Nice. I wasn’t a spell caster, much less a priest, but this might come in handy later. And if it didn’t, I could always sell it back in town. A thousand gold wasn’t a fortune, but it would help. I dropped the holy symbols into my backpack for safekeeping.

      Cringer took this as his cue to give me a closer look. He tapped my leg with his cane then poked at my shoulder with his blunt, sausage-like fingers. “No pain?”

      I winced, but his tapping and poking didn’t hurt any worse than barking my shins on a coffee table would. “No, I’m good. Thank you for your help. Please don’t beat me to death with that stupid stick.”

      That was the extent of our conversation while we sat around the campfire in a vain attempt to warm our bones. We filled our bellies with the trail rations we brought, though even the protein and carbs from the jerky and dried biscuits didn’t do much to take the edge off our hunger. The protein-packed calories added fuel to our tanks, which was all we could really hope for at this point.

      We’d survived the attack by the Templars, but no one was happy about the fight. The experience points we’d earned was great and all, but if we had to add the Church of Hoald to the list of people trying to kill us right this very second, it was a bit much.

      Maybe people just needed a break; we’d been on the road for 12 hours, which was a little over less than two and a half hours in the World. A little food, something to drink, would do everyone good. Plus, if they weren’t logged in I wouldn’t have to look at their sour faces while they contemplated every bone-headed decision I’d ever made. I cleared my throat to get their attention. “Why don’t you all log out for an hour or so, get something to eat, use the bathroom, whatever you need to do.”

      Mercy was the first to go, giving me a short nod of agreement, then closed her eyes, and leaned back from the fire. A red AFK sign lit up over her head.

      Indira turned up her pert elven nose at me. “You really hurt her feelings.”

      The rest of the guys had nothing to say to that, but all of them suddenly had more interesting things to look at than Indira or me. Bastion stared at the toes of his boots, Cringer fiddled with his walking stick, and Havelock whistled tunelessly and checked out the stars visible through the gaps in the tree limbs overhead.

      “I was just asking where she was. I was worried that—”

      Indira snorted. “She thinks you don’t trust her. After she saved our lives by picking off more than half of the Templars, who were after you, I’m pretty sure, you accused her of cutting and running.”

      That was a bit too far. I hadn’t accused anyone, of doing anything. “I did not. I just asked where she’d been.”

      Indira flicked her blond curls over the shoulder of her feathered cloak. “It isn’t what you said, it’s what it meant.”

      Then the red AFK sign floated over her head, and I was left more confused than ever. “Any of you guys have any idea what the hell she’s talking about?”

      Cringer cleared his throat. “I think it’s a girl thing.”

      Bastion snickered at that, but he didn’t offer any more solid advice. “Just figure out how to make Mercy happy when she gets back. I don’t want half our group pissed off at you when we go toe-to-toe with Corvus and her buddies.”

      And then Bastion was gone, too.

      Havelock, more relaxed now that Indira was gone, sat down next to me and extended his short legs toward the fire. “The thing about women is, they don’t speak the same language as men. I mean, the words are the same, but they don’t hear the words. They hear something else. Also, stop staring at Indira’s ass, or there’s going to be a problem.”

      I gawked at his accusation, but he winked and logged out before I could protest. Little bastard.

      A few minutes after everyone was gone, Cringer cleared his throat. He sat across the fire from me, between Mercy and Bastion, and started talking. “What I said back there? I meant it. I can’t fight.”

      This again. I raised a hand to cut the dwarf off before he could dive into some deep philosophical discussion about how fighting was a sin or a crime against nature or some shit. “Look, I agreed to bring Havelock along, so you don’t have to worry about that. Just try to stay out of the way, and don’t get caught in a battle, and we should be okay.”

      The dwarf fidgeted in his seat for a few seconds, chewing on his lip. Finally, he spat out his real problem. “It’s not what you think. I honestly can’t fight. Like, I can’t.”

      Something was troubling him, I could feel it. He wanted to let it all out, and I figured I might as well help him unburden himself. Going into a battle, even a virtual one, with unresolved issues was likely to get someone killed. Given my propensity for taking injuries that put me at death’s door, that someone might just be me.

      I suppressed a sigh and asked the question I knew would uncork the emotions bottled up inside our pacifist healer. “Why?”

      He stared into the fire so long I wondered if his connection had gone on the fritz. Finally, he turned his attention back to me. “I’m not sure where the rest of you are from, but, where I live, things are pretty grim.”

      That was the kind of statement you had to take with a grain of salt. It was pretty grim everywhere. The world was coming apart at the seams in far too many places. The United States, for all of its centuries of relative peace, was in constant turmoil and had been for the past fifty years. Between the food riots, the California Exodite Rebellion, and straight up terrorist attacks on government buildings over the past few years, the glory days of the Union were far in its storied past.

      Still, it was worse for folks in a lot of other places, and the Petroleum Wars had torn some countries completely apart. “I hear you.”

      Cringer eyeballed me for a few minutes, and I knew he was trying to figure out where I lived. I hoped he didn’t want to get into a big discussion of our backgrounds.

      That was always uncomfortable when you were dealing with people online. Some players only felt comfortable around others of their particular nationality or race. Others divided people by economic lines or based on sexuality. Why people chose to categorize others the way they did is something I could never figure out. Nor did I want to start puzzling over it. Most of us who spend a lot of time online know it’s better to just not talk about our real selves. We let each other assume whatever we like about ourselves, and leave it at that.

      Hell, the game made it impossible to tell anything about the other players. You might be able to pick up a little bit of an accent, like Cringer’s hard consonants and pauses, but it wasn’t enough to figure out where anyone was from or anything else about them.

      Cringer rubbed his beard for a moment and then said. “I really hope you don’t understand. But, just—look. This is kind of a safe place for me. Invernoth is where I don’t have to do anything I don’t want to do. Where I can witness the violence without having to cause it.

      “I like you, Saint. I believe in what you’re trying to do. So I’m going to help you. But I can’t ruin this for myself. I hope you understand.”

      Something in his words told me our conversation was over. There was a cold edge to what he said, like a cleaver chopping each sentence off before I could form a reply. Whatever motivated Cringer was beyond me, but it was as real and as powerful as my mother’s disease. He was driven by something no one else could ever understand.

      I respected his feelings, even if I didn’t understand them. Somehow, I knew, Cringer was going to be the death of one of us.

      But I wasn’t about to reject one of my very few allies, even if he was more damaged than me.

      He threw me a faltering wave, like he wasn’t sure how he should say farewell after dropping a ten megaton truth bomb on me, then closed his eyes and logged out. The AFK placard over his head glowed like a frozen ember.

      I watched my friends sleep, and tried to think of how I could keep them from running for the hills when they got a good look at what we were up against.
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      The morning sun rose, and I still didn’t know how to break the bad news about what we were up against to my companions. In the end, I said nothing, despite Mercy’s constant mumbling and clearing of her throat.

      An hour after everyone else had returned from their break, the five of us stood at the crater’s edge and stared into its gloomy depths. No one said anything for long minutes, and the wind’s chill wasn’t the coldest thing I felt.

      Indira broke the silence. “That is not some minor dungeon. It’s the size of a city block. I can see at least twenty guards from where we’re standing, and I don’t even want to think about how many are inside.”

      She was right, though I held out a faint hope that the guards we saw were the only guards we’d face. This was a low-level quest. There’s no way the devs would make it impossible for players to complete.

      Right?

      It was time to tear off the bandage and see who would stick it out and who would tell me to fuck myself and bolt. “There’s more bad news. Mercy and I found a camp last night.”

      I hoped they’d put the pieces together, but the rest of my companions said nothing.

      Mercy finally put me out of my misery. “The camp belonged to Corvus. She beat us to the punch.”

      That brought out the frowns I’d expected. “Before any of you make any rash decisions, I’ll give you the rest of the bad news.”

      Everyone followed my pointing finger with their eyes. The guards down there loped along with an animal grace that belied their true nature. Their reversed knees were apparent even at this distance. “Those guards are wargrai. I’m betting they’re Jarissa’s buddies.”

      Havelock cleared his throat and shifted in his saddle. “I guess that’s it, then. I mean, there’s no way we’re going down there. Look at that mess. We wouldn’t get halfway to the temple before one of those wolf people spotted us. And then what?”

      Bastion smiled at Havelock. “Then you’ll do what you’re paid to do. Fight.”

      Havelock scratched at his sparse beard and went back to eyeballing the opposition in the crater.

      Indira let out a long sigh. “I hate to admit it, but Havelock may have a point. There are a lot of guards down there. The place is huge. We could wander around inside it for days and not find what we’re looking for, even if we didn’t have enemies to contend with.”

      The gnome winked at his ex-wife. “I knew you’d have my back, sweet cheeks.”

      Indira frowned, and a spark of fire erupted from Havelock’s beard. He yelped and smashed out the flames with both hands, bloodying his lower lip in the process.

      Cringer puffed on his pipe for a moment and then jabbed the stem toward the wandering wargrai. “Our archer took out five Templars. What do you think those archers down there will do to us? We’ll look like pincushion’s long before we reach the temple. I believe in your quest, Saint, but unless you can show us another way I have to side with the gnome.”

      Great. My last rousing speech had brought them all on board, but they’d already lost their spines.

      Mercy shrank deeper into her cloak. Everyone stared at her, but no one said anything. As much as Indira and I jockeyed to position ourselves as the brains of this outfit, Mercy was its undisputed heart.

      Finally, she eased back in her saddle and rescued me. “I think we can do this. We’ll have to be careful, but I think there’s a way. I’m with Bastion and Saint.”

      I stifled a sigh of relief. I had my tie vote, but I still needed to convince the others. Fortunately, I had an ace in the hole. I knew how to get to the Temple without being murdered.

      “Look,” I said. “There’s a pattern to the guard patrols. One wargrai goes from that rock there to the next rock, and the next. Then he makes his way around the side of the temple. Two minutes later another wargrai does the same.

      “None of the guards at the Temple can see the far sides of those rocks, which is why the guards cover it with their patrols. We have a two-minute gap to slip between the guards.”

      “Okay. You can get us to the Crumbling Temple. Let’s say your plan works, and none of us trips or makes enough noise to attract attention while we’re sneaking around.” Havelock squinted at Bastion as he said that last part. “What do we do once we get inside?”

      Bastion leaned over the horn of his saddle. “Then Saint will come up with a new plan. You can’t expect him to lay out everything before he even sees what we’re up against. Enough chatter. Let’s do this.”

      All eyes turned toward Indira. If Bastion was my biggest cheerleader, she was my most ardent critic. Her eyes bored into me as she weighed our odds. “You really think we can do this?”

      My most winning smile didn’t even make a dent in her frown. “We can do this. It’ll be close, and it will be tricky, but we can do this. We have to.”

      She brought her horse up alongside mine and held out her hand. “Then I’m in.”

      I took it.

      She leaned in close, and whispered, “But you damn well better remember our Life Oath if we find anything good in there.”

      With a grinning confidence I didn’t really feel, I turned back to the rest of the party and raised my first into the air. “All right, folks. Let’s go save Frosthold!”

      And try not to die, I thought to myself.
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      We walked our horses back from the crater’s edge and looped their reins around thick tree branches. It was a small gesture, but it gave me hope the others thought we’d be back this way to collect our noble steeds. With the mounts secured, we crept down into the crater.

      The sloping path from the crater’s rim to its floor was more treacherous than I’d anticipated. Though the gusting wind kept the wide surface swept free of most debris, the same wind had created patches of difficult-to-spot black ice on the stone.

      Mercy and I led the way, leapfrogging past one another so there was always one of us scouting ahead and another guiding the rest of the group around dangerous spots. It slowed us more than I liked, and added a new problem to my plan.

      “You think this is going to work?” Mercy asked, worry creasing her brow.

      I didn’t respond at first. At this distance, I doubted the guards had any chance of noticing us. There were a few hundred yards between them and us, and the snow blowing over the crater’s rim hid our path behind a veil of swirling snow. But that same wind and blowing snow made our task more difficult.

      
        
        DEXTERITY CHALLENGE

        Rating: Very Difficult (70)

        The snow and ice make this next stretch of terrain very dangerous. If you are able to navigate it without falling, you can guide your companions safely across.

        If you fail, however, you may fall, and any of your companions attempting to cross this section of dangerous terrain will have to overcome the Dexterity Challenge or risk falling.

        

      

      Thanks for the warning, game. If the difficulty was 70, and it was a straight Dexterity challenge, then I’d need a roll of at least 56 to succeed. Anything less and I risked falling a hundred feet or more to the bottom of the crater. I’d never survive that.

      But if I pulled this off, then we were in the clear. Being the brave hero was getting on my nerves. “Wait here,” I called back to the rest of the party. “There’s some ice on the path, and I don’t want anyone falling.”

      The rest of the party froze behind Mercy, eyes wide as I started creeping across the dangerous stretch of ice. It’d really suck to come this far only to lose to Corvus because of a slip-and-fall accident.

      The game let me get ten feet down the path before it pulled the trigger on the skill check. My feet slipped on the ice-rimed snow, and I bit my tongue waiting to see how this would shake out.

      
        
        DEXTERITY CHALLENGE RESULT

        Dexterity (15) + d100 (74) = 89

        vs

        Challenge Difficulty: 70

        Challenge Result = +19

        SUCCESS! You navigate the ice with ease, and the rest of your party may follow you without danger.]

        

      

      Before I turned around, I took a moment to unleash a sigh of relief. I waved the rest of them on. “Just follow in my footsteps, and you’ll be fine.”

      I don’t know how the game knew who was in my party, but the rest of them joined me on the other side of the dangerous stretch without incident. It took them a while, more than a couple of minutes, which was the problem I’d been worrying about.

      The bottom half of the sloping path curled away from the Temple and put us even further away from the guards than we’d been at the top. The problem was, its location put us more than two minutes away from the nearest rock in the guard patrol.

      The icy stone, even on the crater’s floor, would slow most of the party down too much. They’d be spotted by a guard before they could reach cover.

      We needed more time to get them all down the last part of the ramp and into hiding. And there was only one way we were going to get that time.

      I raised a hand to stop the rest of them. “Change of plans. Mercy and I are going on ahead to make our two-minute gap a little wider. We’ll let you know when it’s safe to come down.”

      Mercy raised an eyebrow but didn’t argue. Neither did the rest of the party, who took advantage of the break to lean against the crater’s wall and gnaw on their iron rations.

      The Crumbling Temple looked a lot worse for wear when Mercy and I reached the crater’s floor than it had from the edge of the sinkhole.

      It wasn’t just a name, the whole place looked like it was on the verge of collapse. At some point, who knew how long ago, it had rested firmly on the surface. Then something had happened, and the whole place sank into this crater. The result was a big hole in the ground with the temple at its center, surrounded by mountains of rock and dark crevices in the earth. The crater’s floor was stone, but it wasn’t solid. The whole place was a maze of cracks and up thrust stone, making it difficult to traverse and even more difficult to patrol.

      For once, things were going our way.

      Mercy and I hugged the side of a pile of stone rubble, weapons drawn. She nocked an arrow, ready to draw and fire the instant one of the guards got close. I had a stiletto in my right fist, poised to strike. I really missed the other dagger and hoped some asshole goblin hadn’t taken it for his own.

      “How long?” she whispered.

      “A minute, maybe less. Time to hide.”

      
        
        STEALTH SKILL CHECK

        SUCCESS! You have become one with the shadows.]

        

      

      Well, that was something, anyway.

      Right on time, I heard one of the wargrai guard’s clawed feet scraping over the snow-dusted stone. I held my breath and waited as the guard drew near. When I saw his shadow fall around the corner of my hiding place, I struck.

      My attack carved a groove along the back of the wargrai’s neck, but it was the second attack from my bracers that did the trick.

      The stiletto punctured the back of the guard’s armor and punched through his trachea. The wargrai’s mouth opened, and blood trickled from the corners of its fanged jaws. Its eyes burned with rabid hatred for a moment, and then the tall beast collapsed against me.

      A wave of relief washed over me, but I had no spare time to enjoy it. If we wanted to widen the gap we had to get the drop on at least one more guard. We’d never do that if I left a dead body lying around.

      I scooped the wargrai over my shoulder, grunting under its bulk, and hustled away from our rock shelter. Going back to the ramp was out of the question, I had to move up to the next rock in the pattern. It took me a few seconds to get the corpse situated so it wouldn’t be spotted, then I hustled back to Mercy.

      The guard’s pattern was locked in my brain. My life depended on it, and I’d spent long minutes at the top of the crater memorizing their path and timing their movements. The clock on Dragon Web Online’s GUI told me it had taken 45 seconds to drag the dead guard into hiding, and another 30 seconds to get back to Mercy.

      Well, that’s how long it would have taken me to return to our hiding spot, but one of the guards broke the pattern.

      She appeared out of the blowing snow, one hand up to shield her face from the wind spiraling down from the crater’s rim. The droning, almost insectile, chant emanating from the Temple’s depths masked her footsteps. No excuses, I just plain didn’t see her until she was right up in my face.

      The guard was not a wargrai. She was a human and wore a ratty cloak, a pair of soft fur boots, and not much else. Her skin had an unhealthy yellow hue to it, and bulging blisters lined the sides of her jaw like clusters of rotting grapes. Her breasts were swollen and misshapen, the nipples a red so vibrant I thought they were bleeding. Her eyes were sunken pits, barely visible in the shadows of her skull-like face.

      For a moment, the guard and I did nothing but stare at one another. Then she raised one filthy hand, pointed at me, and opened her mouth to sound the alarm.

      This was it. Everything I’d done, all the work I’d put into getting a party together and leading them here, was about to come undone because of some mangy degenerate’s big mouth.

      We were too far apart for me to stab her. By the time I reached her, she’d have already sounded the alarm.

      I stood, like a big dummy, and watched her end my time in Invernoth.

      But all she could manage was a liquid croaking that even I could barely hear. That effort ruptured the blisters on her jawline, and a thick, sticky serum oozed from the open sores and ran down the side of her filthy neck.

      She turned to run, then, feet slipping and sliding on the icy stone. I lunged after her, but missed grabbing her cloak and skidded on the ice. My boots couldn’t find purchase, and my arms flailed wildly, as I struggled to regain my balance without stabbing myself in the face with the stiletto clutched in my right hand.

      We were a few hundred yards away from the Temple itself, but if she managed to attract the attention of another guard, we were dead. I had to stop her, even if the attempt ended with me slipping on the ice and breaking my neck.

      I ducked my head and ran, or tried to run, after the fleeing guard.

      Something whistled past my head, and the guard staggered, then fell. An arrow jutted from between her shoulder blades, its black fletching stark against the snow.

      “You want to drag her out of sight?” Mercy asked as she emerged from the shadows with a faint smirk twitching at the corners of her lips.

      “I guess I’ll do all the heavy lifting.” I snarked back, but scurried out and dragged the guard across the snowy stone to where I’d left her buddy. I stacked her diseased corpse on top of the dead wargrai and kicked a little snow over her boots for effect. It wasn’t much, but the guards didn’t seem to be terribly bright. I wondered how big a stack we’d have by the time the rest of the party joined us down here.

      Mercy and I slipped back to the first rock. I hoped the pattern wasn’t completely shattered, that the guard had been an aberration. Maybe she’d spotted me moving from rock to rock and decided to break her patrol pattern to investigate. The truth was, I didn’t know how long we had. There was no point in waiting any longer.

      I pulled Mercy in close and whispered, “Get the others. I’ll hold down the fort.”

      She grinned and her breath, warm and smelling faintly of cloves, tickled my nostrils. “You sure you can handle it?”

      “Get the fuck outta here.”

      She punched me in the arm and headed off to get the others.

      I had three more bodies stacked up by the time they arrived. No other guards had broken the pattern, which was good. But that many missing guards would attract attention sooner rather than later, which was not so great. There was no time to exchange high fives. We needed to move.

      I led the party to the next hiding spot and waited. The gap I’d created wouldn’t last much longer. At best, we had four minutes before another guard made the rounds and found the stack of dead ones.

      We leapfrogged from spot to spot, slipping along in the shadows. With every step, I expected an alarm to sound. Minutes had passed, which meant the guards could find their missing friends any second.

      And then we arrived at the temple. Up close, the place was in even worse shape than I thought. It was surrounded by broken pillars that rose like cracked teeth from its perimeter. The side door we’d arrived at was split in half, and the bottom of it had torn free of its hinges to lay on the stone, collecting snow. “Someone’s not paying their HOA dues. This place needs more than a coat of paint.”

      I stood guard as the others slipped inside, squeezing against the wall to keep a low profile.

      We didn’t have long before a guard came along and found us all standing around looking as guilty and conspicuous teenagers at a kegger. “Move,” I whispered.

      And they did, but not fast enough.

      Before I could get inside the Temple with my companions, a wargrai appeared from the opposite direction the patrols had been taking. It raised its head and sniffed the air, suspicious and paranoid. It knew something was up, but it didn’t know what.

      I froze, holding my breath and flattening myself against the wall in an effort to become invisible. Did it see me?

      The wind blew toward us from the direction of the stack of dead guards, and the wargrai whipped its head in that direction.

      Maybe it smelled the blood of its fallen companions, or maybe the wind annoyed it. I didn’t stick around to see what had gotten its attention, but slipped out of hiding and darted through the open doorway into the church.

      I crossed my fingers and hoped the wargrai hadn’t seen me.
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      The Crumbling Temple’s interior was even more spectacularly wrecked than its exterior. The high ceilings and wide hallways were covered with elaborate relief carvings and paintings, but these were distorted by jagged cracks running through the stone. The floor was uneven, some sections tilted as much as a foot higher or lower than their neighbors, a reminder of the violent collapse that had dropped this place into the bowels of the earth.

      Piles of refuse and assorted junk choked the passageway, forcing us to squeeze around piles of garbage and tumbled down architecture as we wormed our way deeper into the temple.

      At the first intersection, we found a massive banquet table so loaded with overflowing platters it bowed in the center. My stomach growled with hunger as we approached. The table held mounds of sliced ham and turkey piled high on carving boards next to huge tureens of stew. Bowls overflowing with exotic fruit stood at each end of the table, surrounded by small baskets brimming with rolls and hunks of cheese.

      But, as we drew closer, the stench of rot rose from the table to claw at my nostrils and transformed my hunger pangs into the queasy ache of nausea.

      Havelock poked his nose up over the edge of the table and took a sniff. He backed away from the mess with his eyes watering, and gasped, “What is wrong with these people?”

      I shuddered at the memory of the diseased guard who’d stumbled into me. “The usual crazy cultist stuff. You know how it goes when you live underground and practice vile magic. Keep your eyes peeled. There’s no telling what kind of sick shit we’ll run into down here.”

      Flickering candles and sputtering torches provided the only light. The air was damp and sticky as if the temple itself oozed decay from its very foundations. Something was wrong here.

      Indira crossed her arms over her chest and asked me, “What now, oh fearless leader?”

      No matter what Indira thought, the Burning Codex wasn’t a guidebook. The hours I’d spent studying its densely-lettered pages had taught me quite a bit about using the Throne once it was under my control, but not so much about what I needed to do before that happened. I knew we needed to find the key and perform a binding ritual to use it, but it was very vague on the particulars of how that was all going to happen.

      What do I know about the binding ritual?

      Not very fucking much.

      The chanting echoed through the temple, twisting the screws on the tension headache that’d been sneaking up to ambush me.

      Why won’t they shut up?

      “Oh,” I said, putting the pieces together. I closed the book and tucked it away. “We need to find whoever’s making that godawful racket.”

      Mercy tugged her hood down tighter around her head. “You know that’s where all the bad guys are going to be, right?”

      Bastion saved me from having to make another rallying speech. “Makes sense. They’re all down there getting ready for the big show.”

      Havelock rubbed his snotty nose with the back of one hand and scrubbed the green smear off on his leather breeches. He hacked up a lungful of mucous and spat it onto the grimy floor between his boots. I pitied the gnome; the devs were sadists for including the common cold in their fantasy world. “On the bright side, they’ll all be in the same place.”

      Even Indira grinned at that. “Show me the way. I’ll drop a firestorm they’ll never forget on their pointy little heads.”

      Cringer cleared his throat. “I don’t know if the rest of you can feel that, but whatever they’re doing is producing a lot of magic. It has a pull, like a magnet.”

      He shook his head. “That’s not quite right, but it’s there. I can feel it.”

      Before the dwarf could get too far up in his own bullshit, I clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Then you’re our fantasy GPS, Cringer. Lead the way.”

      Cringer grumbled but didn’t shirk his responsibility. He was the only one who had any idea where the power was gathering. Without hesitation, he pointed down the right branch of the intersection and led us toward the bad guys.

      Every step inside the temple was nerve-wracking. We didn’t see any guards inside, but the place was so huge and twisted in on itself there could have been a hundred wargrai around the corner, and we’d have no idea they were there until it was too late.

      But after half an hour, I realized we’d been worried for nothing. There were a lot of cultists here, but they were all focused on their own plans. I probably could have dropped a wrecking ball on the place, and no one would notice.

      The hallways grew wider and more ornate as we went deeper into the temple. The art on the walls and ceiling changed around us, gaining a sinister edge. The bas-reliefs showed the sun wrapped in a writhing ball of black serpents. Men and women cavorted beneath the eclipsed sun, arms and hands raised, mouths open to receive oversized drops of rain. In the next panel, the figures changed. They shed their clothes, and bulging blisters erupted from their flesh.

      What would drive people to such extremes? Why had the Sisters given up their sacred calling in exchange for whatever the hell this was?

      Cringer whispered, “It’s not far now.”

      The chanting was so loud it was more pressure than sound. There were words, but I couldn’t understand them and hoped I never would. The syllables were crazed, ecstatic, and utterly terrifying.

      The hallway ahead of us ended in a massive copper door emblazoned with the familiar snake-covered sun. I guessed it lead to the Temple’s sanctuary, and charging straight into the teeth of whatever was going on in there didn’t give me the good feels.

      A quick search of the area revealed a small hallway running perpendicular to the broad hall. It ended in a spiral staircase, and I motioned for the others to follow me up the steps.

      The staircase opened onto a balcony that ran around the perimeter of a massive, vaulted chamber. There were no crazies up top, but chanting voices bounced off the ceiling and crashed down onto us with deafening force. I took a quick peek over the edge of the balcony, and my fears were confirmed. The auditorium was enormous. And it was filled with chanting lunatics.

      Indira took a seat in one of the pews lining the balcony. She cradled her head in her hands and stifled a moan. “It’s too much,” she whispered. “Too much power. Too much everything.”

      Cringer sat next to her and rubbed one calloused hand across her shoulders. “Whatever they’re doing, it’s almost over.”

      I watched the cultists throw their heads back, spew their venomous words into the air, then rock forward to slam their heads into the stone floor they kneeled on. They’d been at this for a while; the floor was stained red, and their faces were crimson masks.

      “This is bad,” I whispered. “Crazy bad.”

      “You think?” Bastion asked. He’d taken up position next to me, crouched down so he could just barely see over the railing. “I think we got here just in time for this to blow up in our faces.”

      The chanting increased in frequency and fervor as a woman trundled onto the dais in front of the sanctuary’s altar.

      She was naked and massive. Not just fat, though she was definitely that, but oversized in general. She stood eight feet tall if she was an inch, and every undulating roll of fat glistened with oil. Her legs jutted from beneath an apron of flesh, and open sores and weeping blisters covered her slimy skin.

      She lifted a wide-mouthed bowl from the altar and raised it over her head. The chanting of her followers became a wild, chaotic ululation bordering on a scream.

      The priestess tilted her head back and emptied the bowl onto her upturned face. An opalescent fluid poured over her, and she wailed with an unholy mixture of ecstasy and agony. Blisters erupted from her cheeks and forehead. The boils bubbled up through the sticky fluid pouring over her like angry red warning signs. Streaks of the liquid flowed down her chest, peeling her skin back in curling red stripes. Her cry took form, transforming into words I could understand whether I wanted to or not.

      “After all these generations, after all this time hiding here, our time has come!” She stalked the dais like a caged animal. Her feet slapped against the stone, and her tortured flesh wobbled with every step. “The nightspawn have brought to us the wisdom the dragons long forbade, and our vengeance will be complete at last.”

      Havelock stood on tiptoes next to me, his eyes wide as he peered down at the religious service below us. “These fuckers are insane, right?”

      “Well, yeah,” I answered. The worshipers were obviously crazy, but that didn’t change the fact that they believed in their particular crazy.

      It also didn’t change the fact that Corvus was here, somewhere, and she’d stirred up this hornet’s nest for a reason. Crazy or not, the cultists were playing into the nightspawn’s claws.

      Cringer joined us and sat on the floor between Bastion and me. “They’re not crazy. They’re fanatical. This isn’t just babbling, it’s part of a ritual.”

      That wasn’t comforting. “What kind of ritual?”

      Cringer squinted pinched the bridge of his nose. “It’s not a summoning, exactly, but close. They’re gathering energy. They’re calling something.”

      The Key. It had to be the Burning Key.

      “How close are they?”

      Cringer shrugged. “I don’t know, exactly. But close.”

      
        
        PASSIVE LISTEN SKILL SUCCESS!

        Your keen ears pick up the sound of someone’s approach. You detect:

        One or more armored wargrai; medium range

        You have increased your mastery of the Listen skill. (Rank 6)]

        

      

      “Hush,” I whispered.

      The rest of the group stared at me, alarm stamped across their features.

      I held a finger to my lips and crept to the staircase we’d climbed to reach the balcony. I slipped down the stairs, using every stealthy skill I had in my arsenal to remain silent.

      At the bottom of the stairs, I poked my head around the corner to look down the hallway.

      The wargrai I’d dodged earlier was at the far end of the main passage, and he’d brought a whole pack of friends. They sniffed the air and pointed at the floor before creeping down the hall toward the sanctuary.

      Every few yards, they’d stop and sniff the air, then whisper together before coming to a consensus and continuing. They weren’t fast, but they had our scent, and they weren’t letting it go.

      I hustled back up the steps. “We need to move. Some of our friends from outside have come in looking for us. We need to decide what to do, and we need to decide now.”

      Bastion nodded toward the staircase. “You want me to wait here and bash the fuckers when they come up the stairs?”

      The plan had a certain appeal. It was blunt and straightforward, but I wasn’t sure Bastion could handle the group of hunters on our trail by himself. Even if he could, they’d raise the alarm, and we’d have every lunatic in the whole damned temple coming after us

      Below us, the priestess’ ranting wound down. “I go now, to prepare the way. Continue your prayers, sons and daughters of the Devourer, make your voices heard in the outer reaches. Our time has come!”

      The crazy bitch ended her sermon by taking a drink straight from the bowl in her hands. She twitched and shook as the burning poison coursed down her throat. Her mouth blistered and her lips swelled to three times their normal size. She drained the bowl, then tossed it aside. The priestess stumbled from the stage and vanished from our sight.

      The balcony ran around the sanctuary, and there was a staircase on its opposite side. It would be tricky, but I thought we could do what needed to be done. “We need to be quick. But I have a plan.”
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      Bastion almost got us all killed. We were halfway across the balcony, picking our way through the irregular rows of cracked stone pews when he stepped on a little chunk of fallen masonry. It gave way beneath his heavy boot with a sound like popcorn kernels crunching between a pair of enormous jaws.

      The noise sucked the air from my lungs. My legs wouldn’t move, no matter how much I willed them to start running. The rest of the party froze, too, incapable of doing anything, but staring at Bastion and waiting to see how bad this would get.

      Meanwhile, the worshipers continued smacking their skulls into the stone. I guess if you’re busy wailing and beating your brains out, it’s kind of hard to hear anything else.

      Chalk one up to being saved by the ridiculous power of zealots to ignore anything not related to their religion.

      We made it across the balcony without anyone the wiser and started down the steep marble staircase leading to the sanctuary’s perimeter.

      Of course, nothing can ever be that simple.

      We were almost down the stairs when the wargrai peered over the far side of the balcony. They hadn’t noticed us, yet, but they were gaining ground. They were relentless in their tracking, and it was only a matter of time before they caught up to us.

      The cultists didn’t stop banging their heads as we crept around the sanctuary’s perimeter. Even when we slipped behind the curtain at the edge of the dais, not a single one of them stopped abusing themselves. I had to admire their single-minded devotion to the ritual.

      A tunnel led away from the dais and descended further into the fractured earth. A trail of blood and glistening goo marked it as the path the priestess had taken. “Down we go,” I whispered.

      We hadn’t gone far when Bastion called us to a halt. “How can you people see anything?”

      Mercy shrugged. “Dark sight. Perks of being a dragon born.”

      “Same,” Indira said. “You have a torch?”

      Bastion dug around in his pack and came up with a tar-coated stick of wood. “Yeah. So everyone but we poor, downtrodden humans can see in the dark?”

      Havelock snickered. “Looks that way, but what about Saint?”

      That was unexpected.

      Indira’s eyes slid in my direction, suspicion plain on her face.

      I guess one of the benefits of being a thief was getting to creep around in the dark, but I needed a better excuse in a hurry. To be honest, I hadn’t even noticed it was dark, and I was surprised that Bastion couldn’t see. Everywhere else in the world, even where it didn’t make sense, humans didn’t have a problem with the darkness. “Weird, maybe it’s because I have points in the Spelunking skill?”

      Not that I’d discovered a Spelunking skill, but it could be a thing, and the explanation satisfied my traveling companions.

      Indira wiggled her fingers and formed a magical pattern over Bastion’s torch. A flickering flame caught in the tar, and soon we were traveling again.

      We followed the twisting, turning tunnel for what felt like a day before it leveled off.

      The passage changed around us. It grew narrower and smoother as if the stone had been melted into this shape instead of carved. Thin cracks spiderwebbed across the walls, forming a treacherous latticework of deadly faults. Every few yards a trickle of powdered stone leaked from between the cracks in the ceiling and onto our heads. The crash of falling rocks echoed from a distance. There were boulders as big as my head scattered around the tunnel. How long would it be before the whole place came collapsed on us?

      We were getting too close to the priestess. My Listen skill picked up her wheezing and gasping for air not far ahead of us. She had a long stride, but it was mostly eaten up by lugging her bulk around. It took a lot of energy to move that much weight and it didn’t sound like she had any to spare.

      “Hold up,” I whispered. If we got any closer, the deranged woman wouldn’t be able to miss Bastion’s torch light.

      While we waited for the priestess to catch her breath and move on, Cringer ran his fingers along the crumbling stone. “This is shale.”

      He said it like we should all know exactly what he meant. There was an ominous undercurrent to his tone, enough to irritate Indira and goad her into speaking. “Which means what?”

      Havelock tugged on Indira’s hand. Like dwarves, gnomes spent most of their lives underground. Understanding worked stone and natural cave formations was a survival trait for them. The gnome grinned and rubbed his hands together. “It means if you want to have one last fling with me, honey, now’s the time. Shale is soft, and its fracturing. It’s under a lot of pressure, probably has been for a few centuries. Good news is it hasn’t collapsed yet. The bad news is it’s only a matter of time before it does.”

      Cringer pulled a piece of the stone away and pinched it between his fingertips. The gray stone cracked and crumbled into fine shards. He held them in the palm of his hand and showed the gritty powder to the rest of us. “See? Soft.”

      As bad as that was, the dwarf wasn’t done spreading gloom and doom. He traced one of the cracks with his fingers. He squinted, and I realized the pale blue flicker across his eyes meant he was looking at some message from the game. “This fault runs through the whole complex. Too much pressure on it,” he clapped his hands together loud enough to make us all jump, “and the whole place comes down.”

      I glared at the dwarf. “We’re trying to be sneaky here,” I whispered.

      He blushed a vivid red and clamped both hands over his mouth.

      I whispered, “Let’s hope our little buddy is far enough ahead she didn’t hear that, and the wargrai are far enough behind us their fuzzy little ears didn’t pick it up. Cross your fingers folks.”

      A minute passed with no sound from the tunnel ahead or behind us. We were safe, for the moment.

      “Let’s keep our heads in the game,” I cautioned. “We’re almost done, it’d be a shame if we screwed the pooch now.”

      No one had anything to say to that. They kept their heads down and shuffled their feet. Having everyone take me seriously felt weird.

      I kinda liked it.

      We followed the trail of blood and ichor left behind the priestess for another fifteen minutes before it happened.

      “Did you feel that?” Cringer asked. “Something moved.”

      We all stopped, which was exactly the wrong thing to do.

      The floor shifted under us. It didn’t tilt but began to descend slowly and smoothly.

      “What the hell?” Bastion asked.

      A hollow grinding echoed through the stone around us as the floor continued sinking.

      Mercy nudged me with an elbow and pointed behind us. “The wall’s coming down.”

      At first, I thought she’d meant we were caught in some sort of slow-motion collapse, but that wasn’t the case. A thick slab of stone had descended from the ceiling behind us to seal off any hope we had of retreating.

      “Ahead of us, too,” Indira said with a resigned sigh.

      Havelock stared at me. “Saint?”

      That was my cue to figure out what the hell was going on. “Give me a second.”

      I took a look around with my Thief’s Eyes, but no obvious triggers or trap mechanisms jumped out at me. If it wasn’t a traditional trap, then it must have been something simpler. Maybe our combined weight was enough to push the slab down.

      Even the priestess, big as she was, didn’t weigh as much as everyone in our party combined. If the riffraff weren’t allowed down in this tunnel, then a sinking trap would be perfect. The priestess could walk through without fear of tripping it, but a party of intruders would set it off without fail.

      An eye-watering, pungent odor drifted up to my nostrils. It reeked of decay and something darker, fouler.

      Indira wrinkled her nose. “What the hell is that smell?”

      The floor had dropped six inches, and I could see the cracks in the walls were wider. They were also leaking a milky mist.

      “Gas,” I said in a horrified whisper. And then much louder, “it’s gas. Put out the torch before you blow us all to hell.”

      Bastion grumbled but did as I asked. Better for my brother to be blind than all of us to be dead.

      In a panicked frenzy, I racked my brain for solutions. Our weight caused the floor to slide down, so if we could reduce the weight, then it should rise back up.

      Which sounded simple, but, in reality, it was kind of a pain in the ass. There were no ledges to cling to or handles to grip. The stones that blocked the passage were flush with the boundaries of the pit, save for a very narrow gap where they met. The only place to stand was on the sinking stone block. Unless…

      I sheathed my stiletto and pulled the pegs I’d stolen from the Hoaldites’ library out of my inventory. They were only a few inches long, but they were sturdy. I stuck the end of one peg through the gap between the walls and the floor, which was now at waist height.

      It wasn’t much, but the peg gave me enough room to rest my feet on something other than the sinking floor. I pushed another one in a couple of feet away from the first one. I scrambled up onto the wedged pieces of wood and hugged the wall. “Havelock, stick your sword in the gap and climb up on it. We have to get our weight off the floor, so it’ll stop sinking.”

      The gas clawed at my nose and throat, making my eyes water. A coughing fit threatened to knock me off my perch, and if Bastion hadn’t stumbled over and pushed a gauntleted hand into my back, I’d have lost my balance.

      The gnome got the picture and slipped his weapon into the gap next to one of my pegs. He wasn’t as nimble as me, but the gnome was spry enough to get the job done. A quick hop had him off the floor and standing on his short sword.

      The floor was still sinking, and the gas kept pouring out of the cracks. It jetted out in reeking streams that filled the hole the sinking floor had created between the stone blocks.

      Mercy followed my instructions and rammed her sword into the gap between the block and the floor on my right. She scrambled up onto the wedged blade and dug her claws into the soft stone that had trapped us. Her nostrils flared wide, and she coughed. “Still not enough?”

      The floor didn’t stop sinking, and the gas didn’t stop spraying out of the cracks. It wouldn’t be much longer before it poisoned us all. “Cringer—”

      The dwarf, the shortest among those of us still on the sinking floor, picked that second to succumb to the gas. Poor guy had been breathing fumes for longer than any of us and never complained. He fell against the wall with a sickly groan, eyes fluttering into the back of his head, then flopped onto the floor. His lips were a disturbing shade of blue, and his skin had gone so pale I could see the capillaries surrounding his eyes like dark threads.

      Indira grabbed Bastion by the arm and dragged him over to the dwarf. She put my brother’s hand on the dwarf’s shoulder and shouted, “Lift him up! He’s dying!”

      Bastion got the picture without further encouragement and hoisted the dwarf onto his shoulder with a surprised grunt. “What does this guy eat? Horseshoes?”

      The effort of lifting Cringer cost Bastion. He gagged and choked, and had to lean against the Indira to keep from falling over. And, while the dwarf was no longer in danger of immediate suffocation, his weight was still pressing down on the floor. We needed to change that before it was too late.

      “Bastion,” I gasped through the thick fumes, “hand him up here before he gets choked out.”

      Bastion took a step forward, and Indira corrected his course before he bumped into the Havelock and knocked the gnome off his perch. My brother lifted the dwarf toward me, with Indira’s help, but warned, “You’re not going to be able to hold him by yourself. He weighs a ton.”

      Mercy burrowed the claws of her left hand deeper into the block of shale. “I’ll help. We’re running out of time.”

      We each grabbed one of Cringer’s arms and hung on with what little strength we had remaining. The poisonous gas was depleting our health, now, and our stamina was falling at an unamusing rate.

      My fingers were about to give way when Bastion choked out, “It’s moving.” He flicked me a thumbs-up with his free hand. “It’s even moving in the right direction.”

      Sure enough, the sunken floor was rising back into its original resting place. As it did so, the stone block holding our weapons in place started to rise, too. A few more inches and we’d drop right back onto the floor.

      I warned the others. “Mercy, Havelock. Step off your weapons and get your toes onto the ledge before you fall.”

      As the stone blocks rose back into the ceiling, the gas cleared out. Before long, I wasn’t lightheaded and my throat no longer felt like it was going to seal itself closed in protest over the poison I was breathing.

      Less than a minute later, the block was out of the way enough for Mercy and me to shove Cringer into the gap between it and the floor, giving our arms much-needed rest. Havelock followed the dwarf, ducking and crawling forward. “What? It’s easier than standing on the ledge while that block slides up into the roof.”

      Mercy followed him, shooting me a wink as she ducked under the stone. “He’s got a point. Come on.”

      I scrambled through the opening and flopped onto my back. The air was still warm and sticky, but it was clean, and my lungs drank it in. We might survive this after all.

      A few minutes later, the block was back in the ceiling where it belonged, and the section of sinking floor was level with the rest of the passage. Mercy and Havelock recovered their weapons from the floor, and I gathered up the helpful pieces of junk that had saved my life.

      Bastion slapped me on the shoulder, and even Indira gave me a curt nod. From her, that was practically a standing ovation and a ticker-tape parade.

      Once everyone was safe and sound I felt comfortable being a little smug. “See, I can figure stuff out.”

      A long, mournful howl echoed down the hall behind us.

      “What do you figure that is, genius?” Bastion asked me.

      The new threat deflated my ego. “I guess that’s those cute little puppies who’ve been on our trail.

      “They caught us.”
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      Mercy slid her bow off her shoulder and nocked an arrow. “They’ll be here soon.”

      Too soon. It’d taken the wargrai a while to sniff us out. But now that the humanoid hounds were in the tunnel, it was a straight shot to us. It wouldn’t take them more than a couple of minutes to catch up. “What if we triggered the trap?”

      Indira shot that idea down with a sarcastic barb. “I’m willing to bet they know this place better than we do. They won’t get caught in a trap. Especially one so obvious we should have been able to avoid it.”

      Ouch.

      Mercy defended me, which somehow stung even more than Indira’s jab. “At least it was an idea.”

      Bastion snorted. “Not a great one.”

      I glared at him. “Keep laughing, asshole. It’s not like you’re coming up with any alternatives. I guess your great idea is to stand here and fight to the death?”

      Havelock rolled his shoulders as he hefted his shortsword. “There’s better ways to die, but worse, too. Plus, Indira thinks it’s sexy when I get beat up.”

      He stood next to Bastion, and the pair of them looked like ancient berserkers ready to face their fate on the field of battle. I pursed my lips, before pointing out the obvious. “If we die, that’s it. We’ll all respawn in different places and never see each other again.”

      Havelock shot me a grin and stuck his tongue out at Indira. “Sweet cheeks and I can always find each other, seeing as how I have her phone number. Things might be a little tougher for the rest of you.”

      Bastion shrugged. “We’ll kill the dogs here, then go deal with Corvus and the cultists.”

      Indira crossed her arms over her chest and shook her head. “There isn’t time. The binding ritual will be complete before we finish the fight, and that’s if we don’t get killed.”

      Mercy pulled her hood up over her head and leaned against the wall. “The rest of you go ahead. With any luck, I can kill enough of them with arrows to buy you the time you need.”

      My gratitude that Mercy had figured out what needed to be done was dampened by her suggestion that she be the one to stay behind. At fourth level, if she died, that was it for this character. I wouldn’t see her again unless we were very, very lucky. And, so far, luck hadn’t exactly been my strong suit. Then again, what kind of leader would I be if I stifled someone else’s glorious self-sacrifice?

      “Thank you—” I started, but Havelock cut me off.

      “You’ve already got one monster of a warrior, and you’re going to need the archer. Cringer’s just going to have to get used to the idea of taking care of himself for the moment.”

      The dwarf immediately voiced his protest. “No. I won’t go anywhere without Havelock watching my back.”

      The gnome patted his charge on the arm. “They need you, pal. Someone has to keep that pointy-eared bitch alive, especially if I won’t be around to do it.”

      Indira got all huffy and jabbed a finger at Havelock. “I don’t need you or anyone else to keep an eye out on me. That’s why we divorced in the first place.”

      Havelock smiled a sad, sweet expression that momentarily transformed him from a lecherous creep to a doting husband. “That’s why you wanted a divorce. Because I tried to protect you?”

      An awkward silence filled the hall. When it became apparent no one else was going to say anything, I cleared my throat and put a hand on Havelock’s shoulder. “Thank you. But we have to go.”

      Havelock grinned. “Get her out of here. I got this.”

      He patted the pouch that held his pipe-smoking supplies. “And I’ve got a little surprise for those dogs if they think this is going to be an easy fight.”

      We exchanged glances, and I knew what he meant. “Hold the line as long as you can. Then do what you gotta do.”

      Havelock smiled and raised his blade to salute the rest of us. “That’s me. Always doing what I gotta do.”

      Indira cleared her throat, and for a moment I could’ve sworn I saw the glint of tears in her eyes. Then it was gone, replaced by a steely certainty and the frosty demeanor we’d all come to know, if not necessarily love. “Good luck. I’ll see you on the other side.”

      Havelock squared his shoulders. I gave him a nod and a thumbs up.

      And then we left him, alone, facing death with a smile on his face and a broken heart in his chest.
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      No one looked back. Havelock’s sacrifice was tough to swallow, and we couldn’t bear to see him standing all alone as almost-certain doom came for him.

      Plus, it took all of our concentration to make any progress toward our goal. Whether from our tripping the trap or the stress of the ritual taking place in its rotting heart, the Crumbling Temple was coming apart all around us.

      Within minutes of our leaving Havelock, a series of alarming cracks opened new fissures in the walls. They shot past us like bolts of black lightning, carving through the soft shale, and spewing grit and dust into the air. The floor and ceiling popped and buckled, raining chunks of stone on our heads and threatening to knock our feet out from under us with every step.

      Mercy and I took the lead, our lighter footfalls both stealthier and, we thought, less likely to cause a catastrophic cave-in. But it soon became apparent nothing we did was going to make things any better or worse.

      “You think it’s time to run yet?” I asked.

      Mercy looked back as a fist-sized chunk of ceiling bounced off Bastion’s armored pauldron with a metallic clang. “We should at least start walking real fast.”

      We picked up the pace, dodging around falling rocks and jumping over tilting chunks of the floor. I gave up trying to find traps; there was too much falling apart around us to worry about clipping a trip wire or stepping onto a trigger.

      The chanting was louder now, a throbbing echo emanating from the very stones of the temple’s foundation. Threads of nauseating green light wove through the cracks in the tunnel’s walls, pulsing to an ancient, erratic rhythm.

      Cringer bellowed in pain and Indira screamed. They fell to their knees and clutched their heads in their hands. Indira’s eyes rolled in their sockets, and Cringer started chanting in a language I was afraid I recognized.

      “Grab him,” I barked at Bastion as I hooked my hands under Indira’s arms. She was light, much lighter even than her slender frame suggested as if her bones were hollow. The feathers on her cloak tickled my nose as I lifted her off the ground despite her feeble, moaning protest. “Let’s just keep—”

      My throat locked up as a palpable wave of emotion slammed into me.

      We weren’t wanted here. Something dark and impossibly old stirred around us, awakened by the ritual and hungry for release. It had waited so long, so very long, for this moment. It would not be denied its freedom.

      It saw us, felt us, and it wanted us gone.

      Tough shit, I thought. I don’t want to be here, either, but there’s work to be done.

      Pushing back against the urge to turn tail and run was hard work. Sweat oozed from my pores, and my headache throbbed like an old wound. But I pressed on.

      “Fight it,” I snapped at Bastion. “Pick Havelock up, and fight it.”

      For a moment, I thought my brother would tell me to fuck off and die. He glared at me, his eyes narrowed with pain and confusion. But he didn’t want to fight me, he wanted answers. “What is it?”

      If we started down that rabbit hole, we’d never get anywhere. It could have been some dark god, banished by the dragons in the time before men. Maybe it was a demon, summoned by the Sisters to wreak vengeance on the world they felt had abandoned them. Or maybe it was just a bad-ass monster working for Corvus. The truth was, it didn’t matter what the thing was. “Who cares? Pick up the dwarf and keep walking. Let’s finish this.”

      Something changed in Bastion’s face. The belligerent glare died and determined acceptance took its place. Bastion scooped the dwarf up into his arms, and said, “Lead on.”

      Mercy took up the rear, keeping an eye on the passage behind us as Bastion and I struggled to haul our companions forward, against the titanic resistance grinding down on our souls.

      The tunnel abruptly sloped up, and the going became much more treacherous. The floor’s marble tiles shifted underfoot with every step, and their chipped and broken surfaces were too slick to offer study footholds.

      But the hideous pressure the ritual had thrown up in our path relented. It was as if the very act of resistance had taken it by surprise, and it had no fallback position. The ancient evil had given us its best shot, but once we’d shown we weren’t going to back down, it gave up.

      Remember that kids. Sometimes, evil is a wimp.

      Cringer gulped in a lungful of air and smacked a hand against Bastion’s chest. “Put me down.”

      Indira came around, too. A single tear leaked from her left eye and soaked into the leather armor covering my arm. “I’m all right, I think.”

      Bastion and I lowered our companions to the steeply inclined stone floor and braced them until they could recover their balance. “We’re almost there,” I said. “But we need to push on through before something else happens.”

      Cringer grunted in agreement and leaned into the wall for support. He managed to take a whole step before the shit hit the fan, again.

      His left arm pushed through the crumbling stone and disappeared up to his elbow. He shouted in surprise and Bastion grabbed him by the shoulders to yank him back before the collapsing wall could bury him in a rockslide.

      A chunk of rock fell from the ceiling and caught Indira in the shoulder. She yelped in pain and lost her balance, falling flat on her ass. She didn’t stay there long, though, as gravity and the uncertain footing turned her stumble into a roll.

      Mercy shouted a warning as another section of wall cracked and shed fist-sized chunks into the passage behind us. Indira slipped past the collapse, her body banging and bouncing off the stone as she rolled faster and faster. If someone didn’t stop her, she’d end up beaten to death against the rocks.

      Guess I’m someone, I thought and threw myself after the tumbling magus.

      The collapsing wall heaved boulders at my head and dumped a shifting layer of scree onto the sloped floor.
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      Battered, but alive, I dove past the danger, feet sliding on the jagged rocks and dust raining down from the ceiling. The second I passed the falling wall I bounced back up onto my boots and ran down the crumbling tunnel

      Indira was in a full-on slide, and her silk robes offered no protection from the stone clawing at her every inch of the way. Spots of blood appeared on her clothes, evidence of the wounds she’d suffered during her tumble.

      Then things really went to shit.

      The steep tunnel we’d just navigated gave way. Twenty feet ahead of the rolling magus, a section of the floor vanished with a bone-rattling roar and a thick cloud of powdered stone.

      For just a moment, Indira’s eyes met mine. She was a bloody mess. Her face was covered with cuts and bruises, and her eyes were filled with animal panic. I was her only hope of survival.

      I ran for all I was worth, struggling to close the gap between us. Then, praying I wasn’t too late, I dove after Indira.

      The stone floor rushed up to meet me, slamming into my chest and stomach hard enough to drive the air from my lungs. Dust and bouncing stones blinded me, and I shot my arm out in front of me in a desperate grab.

      For one, panicked instant, I felt nothing. Then my fingers found feathers, and I grabbed hold of Indira’s cloak.

      We kept sliding, our combined mass pushing us faster rather than slower. I clawed at the stone floor for purchase with my free hand, and two of my fingernails peeled away like wet decals. My index finger caught in a narrow fissure and snapped like a dead twig. I needed something else. Something stronger than just meat and bone.

      I managed to draw my remaining stiletto in a reverse grip with my injured hand. We were moving too fast to aim for anything if I’d been able to see through the dusty filling the tunnel. It was a long shot, but I didn’t have a choice.

      I slammed the tip of the stiletto against the stone floor and prayed it would find something to catch on before Indira and I plunged to our deaths.

      Indira ran out of floor. She screamed as her body shot out over the edge of a yawning chasm and the only thing keeping her from a fatal fall was my tenuous grasp on her cloak. If my stiletto didn’t catch on something, we’d both be dead.

      And then it did.

      The narrow blade found a crack in the floor and wedged in tight. The sudden stop twisted my arm and shot a bolt of crimson pain through my shoulder.

      Indira smashed into the wall below me with a muffled thud and went limp in my grasp.

      For long seconds, I didn’t move. My busted finger and wrenched shoulder ached with such intensity it took every ounce of willpower I could muster to hang onto the dagger. My left arm felt like it was going to pull free of its socket from Indira’s dead weight. A dark voice whispered for me to let her fall, to save myself. I didn’t know if she was alive or dead, and sacrificing my life to hang onto a potential corpse didn’t seem like a good trade.

      I rejected the thought. Until I knew she was dead, Indira was still alive, and I’d hang onto her no matter the cost.

      When I didn’t hear an immediate rescue attempt, I raised my voice. “Need some help down here.”

      There was no answer, and I thought the whole tunnel must’ve collapsed. Grisly visions of my brother smashed beneath a rock, Mercy and Cringer crushed into viscous red jelly alongside him, filled my head with despair. I needed these people. I couldn’t do this on my own. They had to be alive.

      “Holy shit.” Bastion peered down at me, and I realized the section of the tunnel had tipped precariously upward during the collapse. What had been a very steep 30-degree angle was now an impossible 60-degree angle. There is no way for me to climb up, and no way for anyone else to climb down without putting themselves in grave danger.

      I was fucked.

      “If you’re going to do something, might want to be quick about it,” I suggested. “I don’t know how long I can hang on.”

      “Just a second,” Bastion called down. His head disappeared from view, and I heard him and the rest of the group mumbling above me.

      Thirty seconds passed. A minute. My shoulders were on fire, and my fingers were little sticks of pain dynamite waiting to explode. “Seriously, I can’t hold on much longer.”

      “Hold your horses,” Mercy called. She appeared at the edge of the drop, a rope tied around her waist. A wave of relief shuddered through me. Maybe today wasn’t my day to die.

      Of course, looking at my in-Game clock, it wasn’t quite noon yet. There was still plenty of time for something to try and kill me.

      Mercy lowered herself over the edge, walking backward toward me. I’d known Bastion was strong, but if he was anchoring her on that steep slope, he was a hell of a lot stronger than I’d thought.

      It took Mercy a few minutes to cross half the distance to me, and every second felt like an eternity. My arms trembled uncontrollably from the strain of supporting Indira and hanging on to the stiletto. “No rush,” I gasped.

      By the time Mercy reached me, I couldn’t feel my arms or my hands. My fingers were frozen claws, clinging to Indira and the handle of my stiletto out of sheer survival instinct.

      “Thanks for hurrying it up,” I grumbled as Mercy eased down next to me.

      She pushed a coil of rope under my chest, then looped it up and over my back. “God, you’re such a drama queen,” she snickered. “Hold still while I tie you up.”

      “Under any other circumstances…”

      She tightened the knot with unnecessary force, cutting off my weak suggestion. “Dream on, lover boy.”

      Then she yelled, “Haul them up. I’ll take Indira once she’s over the edge.”

      The rope scraped over the stone, inch by agonizing inch, and I slid away from the deadly drop. Once my weight was off the stiletto, I pulled it free and tucked it back into its sheath. I didn’t have the strength for anything else, so I just held on to Indira and let Bastion pull me to safety.

      Mercy helped support Indira, giving my strained muscles a welcome break. Bastion hauled us up onto the relatively stable ground at the top of the incline. “Way to be a hero, bro.”

      If this was what being a hero felt like, I wanted to be a villain. I flopped onto my back and writhed as tracers of pins and needles fire shot up and down my arms. “Somebody had to do it.”

      Indira gasped and shuddered next to me. I turned my head to the side just as she opened her eyes. “I better not be dead,” she whispered.

      It wasn’t a very good time for smartass remarks, but I didn’t care. I winked at the elf and asked, “You don’t think this is heaven? Me and you together, forever.”

      For someone who’d been more dead than not just a moment ago, she packed a surprisingly powerful punch. “Not even in my worst nightmares.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      The magical pressure on my chest returned. A heavy hand clutched my heart and squeezed.

      Bastion helped me to my feet. “Even I felt that one.”

      Indira brushed herself off as Cringer bathed both of us in a golden, healing light. “That was another thread. They’ve woven almost the entire pattern.”

      “I’m going to pretend I know what you’re talking about,” Mercy said. “Magical mumbo-jumbo aside, I’m guessing that’s a terrible thing.”

      “Let’s get this over with,” I grumbled. We brushed ourselves off and climbed the rest of the way up the sloped passage. We emerged from the narrow tunnel into a wide, level hallway. To our left, it ascended an enormous set of stairs.

      The pair of massive iron doors at the top of the staircase, their surfaces wrapped in knots of writhing serpents, told us we’d arrived at the site of our final battle with Corvus and her buddies.

      The mother of all magical tremors shot through me as I stared at the door. The green light spilling from the cracks around us flared so brightly spots swam before my eyes.

      Indira and Cringer both groaned and clutched their heads.

      Shit.

      That was it. The last thread was woven, and the pattern was complete.

      We were too late.
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      Indira lowered her face. “It’s over. There’s nothing left for us to do here.”

      Bastion put his shoulders to the big doors, but they didn’t budge. He thumped his mailed fist against one of the iron snake heads adorning the barrier. “Even if we weren’t too late, we couldn’t get through these doors. I’d need to be ten times stronger to break them down.”

      I paced the floor, head in my hands. After all this, after Havelock’s sacrifice and everything else we’d been through, Corvus had still beaten us.

      Beaten me.

      Power thrummed around me. The air rang with it, like the trembling echoes of a plucked guitar string. If the ritual were complete, that magical go-go juice wouldn’t be hanging around. It would all be tied up in the pattern the ritual was powering. “We’re not too late.”

      Indira and Cringer both looked at me with skeptical eyes. The elf crossed her arms over her chest. “I just told you the pattern was complete.”

      “I know what you said, but completing a spell’s pattern just gives that spell a shape, right? That’s what you told me before. They still have to fill the pattern with mana to complete the ritual.”

      Indira’s eyes went wide. “That’s true. But that could happen at any time. They have a whole church filled with people working together to generate mana for this spell.”

      She had a point there. The cultists were still pounding their heads against the sanctuary’s floor, working themselves into an ecstatic frenzy to unleash the magical power contained within them. Their tortured hymns filled the air around the ritual chamber with the raw fuel Corvus needed to fill the pattern and complete the binding.

      “There’s still time to stop this, then. We need to get inside the ritual chamber.”

      While the rest of the party stared at the doors, my eyes were drawn up to the ceiling far overhead. This part of the temple hadn’t been as severely damaged as the passage we’d traveled through, but it wasn’t unscathed. Where the ceiling met the wall of the ritual chamber, a chunk of rock had broken loose. There was a narrow opening.

      Narrow, but just the right size for a scrawny thief.

      “I can get in there, but I don’t think the rest of you will make it.” I paced before the big doors. “Indira, can you burn a whole in these doors?”

      The elf reached out and pressed her fingertips against the iron surface. “I could, but it’ll take a very long time to make a hole big enough for one of us to get through.”

      The echoes of chanting made it clear we didn’t have a lot of time. But they also hinted at another way to do this. “What if you had more power?”

      Indira shrugged. “Sure. If I had enough power, I could blow a hole right through the iron in no time at all.”

      “Great—”

      “But that much power is way beyond my abilities. Like I’ve told you before, magi are limited as to how much mana they can channel at once. If I tried to handle that much power in one shot, it’d burn me alive.”

      All eyes were on the elf and me. We were at the literal threshold of completing this quest, we just needed to figure out some way to get inside. “What if you didn’t have any limits on how much mana you could channel?”

      Frustrated with my pie-in-the-sky dreaming, Indira threw up her hands. “Sure! If I had no limits, I’d be a god, and I could blow the damn doors down with a thought. But I don’t have the kind of raw power you’re talking about, and even if I did—”

      Her complaints died as I pulled my hand out of my backpack. The Focusing Lens of Primal Flame shone with an inner light that throbbed in time with the chanting. “Well, look at I found,” I said. “Would this fix your channeling dilemma?”

      Indira reached out for the Lens. “How did you get that?”

      I smirked and held it away from her. “That’s a story for another time. Will this solve your problem?”

      She nodded so hard and fast I thought her neck would snap. “Yes, with that I can channel as much power as I need. It’s unfettered. But how—”

      I wagged a finger in her direction. “Nuh-uh. Not gonna talk about it right now. I’m going to give this to you, and then you’re going to melt this door into a pile of slag. Also, it would be great if you killed everyone inside, other than Mercy and me.”

      Indira held her hands out in front of her, eyes wide with wonder. I dropped the Lens into her grasp and shot her a wink. “Don’t say I never gave you anything.”

      Bastion rested his elbow on my shoulder. “Neat trick, but you still have to get her the power.”

      “Already gotta plan for that,” I said. “But I need you to keep an eye on Cringer and Indira while she opens that door. If anything goes wrong, you have to give her time to do her thing.”

      “All right, bro. And then what?”

      “Then I expect you to charge in there and save my ass because the rest of my plan is a lot crazier than what you’re going to be doing.”

      I motioned for Mercy to follow me over to the ritual chamber’s outer wall. “We’ve got a lot of work to do.”

      Mercy looked at me with a skeptical eye. “Now it’s we, huh, kemosabe?”

      The nostalgic line made me laugh despite our dire circumstances. “You better believe it, Tonto. We’ve got us a crow to kill.”

      Though Mercy wasn’t a thief, she was a natural explorer, and those dragonborn claws of hers would help her keep pace with me. “Up we go,” I whispered, and started climbing.

      We scrambled up the ritual chamber’s cracked wall like a pair of monkeys hunting bananas. It wasn’t the easiest climb I’d ever made, but I was getting good at this. Hell, I was so good I didn’t even gain a skill point the whole way up.

      The hole in the wall was a little bigger than it looked from below, which was a nice break. I sucked in a deep breath and wriggled into the gap, careful not to snag my cloak or weapons on the rough edges.

      The ritual chamber was at least fifty feet across and just as tall. Thirteen holes burrowed through the room’s ceiling, and carved channels spiraled counterclockwise from each hole to the ceiling’s center. Flickering green power flowed through those channels and gathered in a swirling orb.

      As I watched, a sizzling drop of power as big as my fist fell from the orb and splashed onto a massive crystal hung ten feet below the ceiling. The crystal was secured in place by chains as thick as my thigh, and those chains were mounted to thick plates bolted to the chamber’s walls.

      The power that dripped onto the crystal flowed through an intricate pattern engraved into its surface. Most of the pattern glowed with unwholesome green radiance, but a good chunk of it wasn’t yet filled.

      Mercy nudged me forward, and I crawled all the way through the opening and out onto one of the chains mounted to the wall next to the hole in the wall. She joined me a moment later, eyes wide as the green light splashed over her face. “That’s it?” She asked, voice low.

      “That’s part of it,” I whispered back. “Look down.”

      The ritual chamber’s walls were lined with chanting cultists. Their gargantuan leader kneeled before an obsidian chair, which sat directly below the glowing crystal. It was a smaller copy of the Burning Throne back in Frosthold.

      Corvus sat in this version of the throne with a black box cradled against her chest. Jarissa and Yark, who watched the iron doors leading into the chamber, flanked her.

      Great.

      Mercy’s eyes flicked from the channels in the ceiling to the crystal, and then to the throne. She put the pieces together in no time at all. “So the juju power flows into here from the sanctuary, fills up the pattern on the crystal, and then the ritual goes off, and Corvus gets to be the Queen of Frosthold?”

      “That about sums it up.”

      “And your plan is going to stop all that?”

      The truth was, I didn’t know if my plan would work. When I shifted my vision over to my Thief’s Eyes, I saw pretty much what I’d expected, though, which was a comforting sign.

      The crystal was a little more than three-quarters filled. Each of the glowing green channels was a thread feeding magic to that pattern. The connections between the pattern and the threads throbbed with violent emerald light. They churned as more and more energy flowed through them.

      Another, thicker thread, descended from the bottom of the crystal like the tail of a tornado. The loose end of that thread whipped and writhed through the air, reaching desperately for the replica of the Burning Throne. Once the pattern was complete, that full thread would connect to the little throne, and all the mana would drain out of the pattern to finish the ritual.

      But if I grabbed that thread and used my mad Threadweaving skills to reroute its power, that couldn’t happen. The binding ritual would stall out.

      Easy, right?

      Except for the part where the thread was carrying so much power just looking at it made my eyeballs sweat. If I made a mistake all that mojo wouldn’t be rerouted, it’d surge through me like a bolt of angry lightning.

      I had a distinct feeling I was about to die.

      But, you know, never let them see you sweat. “Yeah, that’ll work.”

      Mercy grunted but didn’t jinx me by telling me I was full of shit. “What do you need me to do?”

      “Provide moral support,” I joked, but it fell flat. “Also, if anyone down there starts lobbing sharp objects in my direction, turn them into fucking pincushions.”

      “You got it, boss.” Mercy said, and left it at that.

      I appreciated her lack of sarcasm as I crawled out onto the support chain and began my challenging and terrifying task.
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      Climbing up the chains to the lens was tricky, but far from impossible for a pro such as myself. I reached my target without breaking a sweat or attracting attention from any of my enemies below, which I took as a fabulous sign. It took me a few minutes to get settled into position at the end of the chain and turn my attention to the crystal.

      Then it was time for the scary stuff.

      The fact I’d done this once before didn’t make me any more comfortable with the plan. My other threadweaving attempts had been the equivalent of unplugging my mom’s hotplate. Tampering with the throbbing primal thread before me was like grabbing the power mains on a nuclear reactor with my bare hands. A few hundred people were beating themselves to death to fuel this beast, and once I pulled the plug all that juice had to go somewhere.

      If I did this right, the circuit would be complete once again. The mojo would flow from the sanctuary, through the channels, and then out through the rewoven thread to where it could be put to awesome use.

      If I screwed it up, I’d be flash fried in seconds.

      Even better, I had no formal magical training. This was all running off theory Indira had taught me and the little bit of sorcerous thievery I’d picked up along the way.

      I didn’t have the foggiest idea what I was doing. Good times. Good times.

      I closed my eyes to shut out the world. I needed all of my wits about me if I was going to do this, and that meant no distractions from the outside world. It was just the pattern, all that juicy mana, and me. My normal senses faded away, leaving me with just my Thief’s Eyes to take in the scene.

      When I opened my peepers, the ritual chamber was lit up like a Halloween bonfire. The light from the channels above me was so bright it hurt even when I didn’t look directly at it. The pattern itself was more subdued, as the power it absorbed was used for a specific purpose. The thread descending from the bottom of the crystal looked like a snake made out of lava.

      Grabbing that monster of a thread didn’t seem like such a bright idea, now that I had an up close and personal look at the damned thing.

      The ritual continued below me, guided by the demented high priestess. The bloated monstrosity’s words assaulted my ears with a glutinous conglomeration of sloppy vowels and guttural consonants oozing an intense yearning. The high priestess wasn’t demanding anything. She begged the powers that be to accept her, to give Corvus what she needed.

      “Not today,” I whispered to myself and went to work.

      It was tricky, much more delicate than the work I’d ever done. This wasn’t about pulling a pattern apart, it was about draining its power without burning myself to a crisp. My mind reeled as I tried to wrap my head around how this had to work. I practiced every step in my thoughts so I wouldn’t have to think about it once the process began.

      The layers of reality were weirding me out. I was in a game, which was one level removed from the body lying in my bed. I was reaching from the virtual physical world of Invernoth into the virtual, virtual world of magic that existed beneath its surface. There was no physicality to what I was doing. Everything was all in my head, no matter how deep I dove.

      Enough, I admonished myself, and let my mental fingers do the walking.

      I brushed my mental fingers over the thread leaving the pattern, fully expecting to get zapped for my trouble. When nothing happened, I got a little bolder and imagined an invisible hand, an extension of myself, gripping it.

      The sensation wasn’t much different from grabbing a hot water pipe. There was power there, rushing through the thread with unimaginable force, but it was on the other side of a barrier that protected me from harm. With great caution, I imagined pulling the thread toward me.

      It popped free of the box in Corvus’ hand. Without an outlet to drain the energy from the primal thread, it grew thicker and more vibrant by the second.

      Corvus didn’t react to my tampering. She remained motionless on the throne. Her glossy black feathers never stirred, and her beak lolled open to reveal her ebony tongue.

      So far, so good.

      The next part was going to be trickier.

      The Lens I’d given to Indira was far away from me, physically, but magic doesn’t work like that. If I could imagine it, and I’d looked at the thing often enough to remember it with photographic detail, I could reach it.

      I twisted my head to look back at the iron doors, and I saw the Lens and the rest of my party. Indira glowed like a candle, as did Cringer, their magical strength faint but visible. Bastion appeared dull and gray, though the sword strapped to his back had a core of purest white running through it that was hard to look at for longer than a moment or two.

      I turned my attention to Indira and the Lens. Unlike the crystal, the Lens had no loose threads. But everything on Invernoth—people, monsters, inanimate objects, everything—had a pattern that defined its physical, mental, and spiritual properties.

      Careful to keep its loose end away from my own pattern, I guided the throbbing thread’s twitching tip toward the Lens. Like electricity, mana is always looking for the shortest, easiest path to take. As soon as it drew near the pattern that defined the Lens, it snapped into place like a magnet finding its mate.

      A tiny fraction of the power stored in the pattern shot out of the thread and into the Lens. It throbbed and pulsed like a living thing as it moved through the thread and into the Lens. As fast as the cultists tried to fill the pattern with their prayers and head-banging intensity, the Lens drained it away so Indira could use it.

      My spell thievery had worked!

      And a split second later, I knew I’d fucked up.

      Indira screamed like a scalded cat. As the magic flowed through the Lens and into her, she lit up like a Roman candle. To my Thief’s Eyes, the magic pouring through her burned as bright and relentless as a magnesium flare.

      I’m killing her, I thought.

      I’d miscalculated. The power was too much, even for the Lens, and it was immolating Indira right before my eyes. I had to do something, stop the flow of power before it was too late.

      Then she pointed the Lens at the door and let ‘er rip.

      Holy. Shit.

      A battering ram of magical fire slammed into the iron doors and knocked them off their hinges. The cultists standing inside the doors were hurled across the ritual chamber like dolls flung into the air by a hurricane, their bodies bursting like gory piñatas where they slammed into the ritual chamber’s far wall.

      Through the opened doorway, I watched Indira hose down the inside of the ritual chamber with a coruscating stream of elemental flame. Cultists screamed as the unimaginable heat transformed their flesh into piles of greasy embers. For a moment, it looked like Indira was going to end this fight before any of the rest of us could even contribute.

      And then the Lens ruptured.

      The power from the primal thread overwhelmed even the unfettered artifact’s pattern. Indira yelped with surprise as the explosive destruction threw her hands wide apart.

      The thread writhed in the air, searching for another pattern to latch onto. It found Indira’s and filled her with so much juice she levitated off the floor with fire billowing from her screaming mouth and bulging eyes.

      The thread, which I was still holding in my mind, carried Indira’s voice to me. “End this! Pull it away before I’m destroyed!”

      Her cries echoed in my head, and I jerked the thread away from her with all my might. It ripped loose from her with a roar of static and turned on me. It reared up above me like a scorpion’s tail, swaying as if ready to strike. It needed an outlet, and if I didn’t find one for it soon, it was going to come back to the path of least resistance: Me.

      Bastion, meanwhile, took advantage of the confusion in the ritual chamber to up his body count. His flaming longsword carved a bloody swath through the cultists. For a good thirty seconds, everyone in the room was too confused to react, and Bastion made the most of his time. A head flew off its cauterized neck, entrails spilled, and a trio of arms popped away from their bodies as the fiery sword did its work.

      Bastion rushed the priestess, raised his sword high overhead, and brought it down in a vicious swipe that should have opened her from her right shoulder to her left hip.

      But that’s not what happened.

      Yark recovered his wits and surged across the chamber, a challenging roar rumbling from his chest and growing louder with every step.

      The ogre slapped Bastion’s blade away with the palm of one gauntleted fist.

      Bastion, thrown off balance by the unexpected parry, pivoted in a graceless circle. His blade flew out of his hand, spun across the chamber, and slammed into the wall.

      Yark pounced before Bastion could recover, throwing a brutal lunging blow into Bastion’s lower back. The kidney punch rang off Bastion’s armor like a gong, and my brother went down on one knee.

      There was no blood, but Bastion’s armor was dented in six inches.

      Yark roared and raised his massive club. He laughed, a horrible bellow that echoed through the chamber. I wanted to save my brother, but I couldn’t move; all of my energy was tied up keeping the thread of power from attaching to my pattern and roasting me like an Easter ham.

      A stranger saved Bastion. It staggered through the ritual chamber’s doorway. A single horn jutted from the left side of its bald head. It trailed a cloak of greasy ashes in its wake, and its pale skin glowed with unholy power.

      It unleashed a screaming volley of fiery missiles, each one brighter and louder than the last. The blazing darts struck Yark, again and again, driving him away from Bastion and toward the obsidian throne.

      Who the hell is that? I wondered.

      I didn’t have time to contemplate the mystery monster’s name. Corvus’ pattern was still filling, and without the Lens draining the power away, it wouldn’t be long before the cultists had it topped off. Even worse, the high priestess had turned her attention to the new threats and was preparing some nasty supernatural defense. Jarissa was in on the act, too, firing one arrow after another at Bastion’s kneeling form.

      The priestess slammed her hands together, and a wave of seething shadows burst away from her. It struck the mystery monster in the chest and tossed it back out of the ritual chamber.

      Jarissa’s barrage of arrows kept Bastion from getting back to his feet; all he could do was huddle behind his shield and pray she didn’t land a critical hit.

      The thread struggled to break free of my control. The power flowing through it from the pattern was stronger by the second. Even without the priestess directing the ritual, the cultists kept on chanting and smashing themselves to bits. Until they were all dead, the power would keep coming. My heart ached, but I couldn’t do anything to help my friends. I had to concentrate on containing this power before we lost everything.

      Jarissa made a bounding leap that carried her over Bastion. She landed and spun, facing his unprotected back with an arrow drawn.

      “Hey, bitch!”

      Mercy’s shout caught Jarissa’s attention, delaying her killing blow for one, brief moment.

      That was all the time Mercy needed. She let fly, and her arrow hissed through the air and into Jarissa’s chest. The wargrai’s leather armor was no match for Mercy’s shot.

      The arrow plunged deep into Jarissa’s shoulder. The wargrai archer unleashed an impressive howl that echoed through the ritual chamber.

      A moment later, the rest of the wargrai responded with hunting cries of their own. They were close. Our time was just about up.
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      Thanks to Mercy’s cover fire, Bastion regained his feet and retrieved his sword. A cultist got too close to him, and my brother sliced the poor fool’s legs out from under her with a single backhanded swipe.

      Not to be outdone by a puny human, Yark re-entered the fight. His helmet was cracked, and his breastplate was covered in deep, scorched dents, but he still had his club, and he wasted no time swinging it at Bastion.

      My brother rolled away from the attack, bowling over another cultist as he scrambled to his feet. The ogre was nimble for his size, but Bastion was quicker and had plenty of room to maneuver.

      I, on the other hand, was a sitting duck for the priestess who’d figured out where her real problem was and hurled a ball of black lightning right at me.

      There was no way for me to dodge the attack, and I had no magical defenses to ward it off. It hit me full in the chest, and the world went black.
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      The attack knocked a big chunk of my health off with just one shot. There was no way I could sit around and wait for that to happen again. Though it hadn’t dislodged me from my perch, by some miracle, it stung like crazy and filled my head with a chattering echo that made it almost impossible to concentrate.

      Even worse, my control of the primal thread was getting shakier by the second. It needed an outlet, and it needed one now.

      So, I gave it one.
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      The primal thread connected to the priestess’ pattern and filled her with an unexpected surge of raw magical energy. Her pattern glowed like an overheating circuit board. Random flares of magic burst from her body on geysers of boiling blood. She opened her mouth to scream, but there was no sound. Her tongue melted like a salted slug, and black fire burned her teeth from her skull.

      The power surging through her burned out every thread of her pattern, snuffing out her life as surely as if Bastion had cleaved her head from her shoulders.

      Her body smoldered on the floor, arcs of black lightning jumping out of the bubbling flesh to strike anyone who drew too near. The cultists wailed at the sight of their leader’s bubbling corpse, and their screams rang through the ritual chamber.

      I’d thought the priestess didn’t have much to do with the ritual, that she was just orchestrating the true believers to channel power into the crystal.

      Turns out, she was doing a little more than that.

      The power of the spell unraveled around us. The main thread, no longer bound to the priestess’ pattern, surged out of control once more.

      Though I’d drained some of the power out of the crystal, it hadn’t been enough. The pattern overflowed, and mojo erupted in all directions. It blasted the stone walls of the ritual chamber with a series of lightning strikes that strobed through my Thief’s Eyes with blinding ferocity.

      Without the priestess to guide the ritual’s power, the binding couldn’t be completed. All the energy I hadn’t stolen overflowed and destroyed everything in its path. The ritual chamber’s walls cracked, and massive slabs of stone sloughed off to crash to the floor.

      Mercy shouted to me over the cacophony. “We have to go.”

      She was right, but I couldn’t just leave. We’d disrupted the ritual, and Corvus wasn’t going to take over Frosthold, but that wasn’t good enough. I needed to secure this power so Bastion and I could complete the ritual ourselves to claim the Dominion over Frosthold.

      Hanging onto the thread was taking too much of my attention. It was madness to think I could do anything else as long as I had to hold onto that live wire. I needed to tie it off. I needed some way to store all this power.

      Finally, the Hoaldites were useful for something.

      I didn’t even have to remove the stolen holy symbols from my inventory. I focused my attention on them, and their patterns were as obvious as neon signs.

      Even better, they were meant to absorb energy and the thread attached to the first one without a struggle. I drew a series of threads from one symbol to the next, until they were all bound together. The thread would fill them up in series, like charging a battery pack, and I wouldn’t even have to concentrate on it until they were full.

      See, I’m smart.

      I shot a quick thumbs up at Mercy, who was still harassing Jarissa with a constant flurry of arrows, and shouted, “Cover me!”

      Before she could ask what the hell I thought I was doing, I descended the wall like a crack-addled spider monkey. The instant my feet hit the marble floor, I sprinted straight for the throne.

      The side effects of the botched ritual kept Corvus subdued. Her eyes flicked open at my approach, but she couldn’t move. The spell bound her to the throne, and she was helpless to do anything but watch as the ritual came apart around her.

      The box in her hands held the key, I was sure of it. I reached in and closed my hand over a rounded, ovoid shape that fit snuggly in the palm of my hand. Twice the size of a chicken egg, it was still very clearly an egg.

      Its surface was covered with exquisite carvings of scales. No, not carvings. Actual scales.

      The egg was warm in my hand.

      Alive.

      I didn’t have time to think about what any of that meant. I needed to get out of here to complete the binding ritual somewhere I wouldn’t have to worry about the roof collapsing and crushing my skull.

      Mercy slithered down from the ceiling on her spider silk rope. She hit the ground and fired arrow after arrow at Jarissa who snarled and ducked for cover behind a shield of scrambling cultists.

      Yark lay on the floor near the room’s only exit other than the iron doors. His breastplate was carved open to reveal ugly, burnt flesh beneath. My brother stood before the ogre, head down, leaning heavily on his sword, which was no longer burning.

      Mercy fired an arrow at Jarissa and punched another hole through Jarissa’s armor. The wargrai scout fell out of sight as I scuttled over to Bastion and hooked an arm around his waist.

      “Come on, brother. We gotta go.”

      “Hurts,” he said. His armor was streaked with blood and marred by massive dents. He was alive, but his health bar showed me that might not be the case for much longer. Judging by the damage to his armor, he’d taken a savage beating before he’d downed Yark.

      In the distance, the wargrai hunting party howled again. It was a bloodcurdling sound, a primal victory cry that signaled the moment of their coup de grace.

      Goodbye, Havelock, I thought, my heart heavy.

      An explosion rocked the temple. The victorious wargrai howls transformed into agonized screams. Something shifted deep inside the earth, and a rush of wind blew through the wreckage of the iron door.

      The little guy had done it. He’d lured the wargrai into the trap, then ignited the gas with this pipe kit. Havelock had some giant balls, I’ll give him that.

      A tremor ran through the temple, and a slab of stone the size of a school bus calved away from the ritual chamber’s wall. It crashed to the floor and split the chamber in half, separating Bastion and me from our allies.

      An aftershock sent countless cracks racing up the walls and jarred more stone loose from the ceiling. The floor jumped and shuddered, tossing cultists off balance and sending Bastion and me stumbling toward the only exit we could reach.

      I didn’t know where the doorway led, but we couldn’t stay in the collapsing ritual chamber. Bastion shuddered and did his best to walk on his own. “Let’s go.”

      As we left the chamber, Corvus screeched, an angry, wordless cry that made my blood run cold.
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      We didn’t stick around to see if the nightspawn or any of the cultists were on our asses. If we were pursued, we’d deal with the assholes when they showed up.

      At that moment, I was just happy no one was actively trying to kill me, and cave-in wasn’t crushing me

      Fortunately, the tunnel leading away from the exit we’d been forced into wasn’t on the verge of collapse. The stone seemed stable, there weren’t many cracks and crevices opening in its surface, and I didn’t hear the telltale sound of rocks crashing to the ground ahead of us.

      I slogged up the stairs, and Bastion followed on my heels. His heavy footfalls and clanking armor were deafening in the narrow hallway, but I was past caring about being stealthy. It was all about speed; as long as we kept moving, I didn’t care if we sounded like a marching band on the move.

      The staircase climbed up through the earth in a tight spiral. The walls were natural stone with ancient tool marks plainly visible on every surface. The stairs themselves were uneven and far from level. Whoever had created this passage never meant for it to be used for a lot of foot traffic. Maybe it was someone’s secret escape route.

      We had to take a break after a few minutes spent staggering up the staircase. Our health regenerated over time, whether we were resting or not, but our stamina needed a chance to refill, or we’d end up gasping for air and unable to move.

      Bastion stretched and twisted, struggling to find a comfortable position inside his dented armor. “That ogre beat the hell out of me. I’m going to have to buy a whole new set of plate when we get back to town.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Just get a hammer and beat your tin can back into shape. We didn’t get shit for loot on this little outing, so it’s not like we’ll have any spare cash when we get back to Frosthold.”

      Bastion grunted at that. “We did get something, though, right?”

      I’d shoved the Key into my pack. It was heavy and felt solid enough, so I wasn’t worried about it breaking. It’d be fine until we got back to town and finished the binding. “I got it.”

      Thinking about the binding ritual reminded me to check the holy symbols I’d used as batteries for the thread. But I wasn’t going to do it standing on this staircase. “Let’s find someplace to hole up for a few minutes. I need to check something.”

      We kept climbing the stairs, at a steady, reasonable pace, so we didn’t have to worry about our stamina dropping through the floor. I didn’t hear Corvus or any of her little buddies on our tails, so there wasn’t any point in running.

      After a few minutes, we passed a narrow door set into the side of the spiral staircase. We kept on moving until we’d passed a few more doors, and then I ducked through one at random. A short, narrow passage led us to another door, and beyond that into a small room.

      It wasn’t much, but I didn’t need much. Just somewhere to hide until I could finish filling the holy symbols with stolen mana.

      Bastion closed the door behind us, and I took a look around the room. It was round with a high ceiling. To my surprise, there were three windows punched through the room’s outer wall.

      A quick peek outside tied my stomach in knots. We’d climbed a lot farther than I’d thought, and were above ground level. We were inside a mountain, approaching its summit. A short drop from any of the windows would put us on the snowy slope. That would be a dangerous climb, at best.

      I poked my head through the window and looked up. The mountain rose hundreds of feet above me. The tower must climb up to the peak and then exit to a road or path of some kind. With any luck, we’d be able to walk down the mountain and head home. It wouldn’t be easy, but we didn’t have any other options.

      I shrugged out of my backpack and dropped it on the room’s only furnishing: a small table. It was time to get to work.

      Bastion paced the room. His weapon was still clenched in his fist, though it wasn’t burning. “Now what?”

      “Well,” I said as I pulled the holy symbols out of my backpack. “The binding itself isn’t finished. I need to gather up all the power that was channeled into that big crystal by the ritual so I can use it to finish up when we get back to town.”

      The holy symbols were almost full. My little trick had worked, and I watched as the primal thread filled the fourth symbol and the overflow poured into the fifth. I could get used to this magi stuff.

      My brother flopped down in the chair across the table. “And then what happens?”

      This decision had been niggling at the back of my mind for the whole trip. On the one hand, if I bound the key to myself, I wouldn’t have to worry about trusting anyone. I’d be in charge.

      On the other hand, I was a pretty shitty leader. My decisions had ended up with a split party, and I had no idea if any of us were going to survive. If I had a whole Dominion to control, I’d probably end up killing everyone in town.

      Plus, being the boss sounded like a ton of work. I’d hated it when I was on the hook for the Shadows and the Hoaldites. It would be much worse when I had to answer to a city council and a whole bunch of angry townsfolk. Visions of spreadsheets and resource management and boring meetings flitted through my thoughts, tightening the screws on my headache.

      There was also my growing disgust with all forms of authority. I didn’t want anyone in charge of me, and I didn’t want to be in charge of anyone else. The only reason I’d agreed to go after the Burning Codex, and kept on going even when the quest spun out of control, was to keep Frosthold free. I didn’t want a bunch of monsters or tyrannical priests running my town.

      On the third hand, running the Dominion gave a person a lot of power. Managing city taxes was a good way to skim off a good living, and careful husbanding of resources could generate a lot of income for the man in charge. I’d stolen the Key, and the thought of turning it over to someone I didn’t know rankled.

      That only left one choice. I fished the egg out of the bottom of my backpack and placed it on the table between us. It hummed with restrained power and throbbed with a pulsing rhythm. “You want to be the mayor of Frosthold?”

      Bastion eyed the egg and then turned his attention to me. “Are you serious?”

      I pointed both index fingers at the egg. “That is the key. As soon as I’ve siphoned off all the power from the crystal, and get back to the Burning Throne, we can bind it to you. Bingo-bango, you’re the king of the Dominion.”

      I’d expected Bastion to grab this opportunity with both hands. This was exactly the kind of thing he’d hoped to pull off when he’d pressured me into joining him in Dragon Web Online. His sudden reluctance to take charge of the matter put me on edge.

      What was his fucking problem?

      He stared at it for a long moment, then steepled his fingers in front of his chest. “You’re really going to let me do this?”

      He was starting to piss me off. Here I was, trying to be the bigger man. I was going to let him run the whole damn show if he’d stop questioning me. “Look, I’m not going to twist your arm. If you don’t want it…”

      “It’s just,” he paused and shoved back from the table. He paced the floor, back and forth, back and forth. “You’ve done an excellent job with this quest, Saint. I’m not sure I could have done any better. You led us here.”

      My eyes tried to roll out of my head. “Big deal. Once you pointed me at the right map, anyone could have guided us to this place. It’s not like it was hidden.”

      Bastion shook his head. “That isn’t what I mean. You’ve been our leader. This whole thing almost fell apart, but you kept us all together. Hell, you convinced Indira not to turn you into the Hoaldites, and I don’t think she’d ever changed her mind about anything before that moment.”

      We both laughed, and I was surprised to find a little speck of dust or something in my eye. Despite our differences and our arguments, Bastion was my brother. I'd never felt closer to him than I did in that moment. He'd finally accepted me, not just as his equal, but as a person worth listening to. He respected me. It was all I'd ever wanted from my brother.

      I brushed the tear away with the back of my hand. “The truth is, I don’t want to lead. I’m bad at it. If I were meant to be in charge, they wouldn’t have made me a thief, you know?”

      We didn’t say anything for a few minutes. The holy symbols were full. Their power hummed at the back of my mind like a television tuned to an empty channel.

      Bastion cleared his throat. “Do we need to go back to town before we do it, or can we do it here?”

      “We’ll need to get back to the Burning Throne. I don’t know the ritual that Corvus was using to bind the key from here.” I sighed. “She almost got us.”

      The last symbol was no longer filling up, so I unplugged the thin primal thread and let it dangle in the air. No power surged from its disconnected tip. It didn’t try to attach itself to me and overload my pattern.

      My Thief’s Eyes found the pattern of the table we were sitting at. On a whim, I tried to tie the primal thread to that pattern, for safekeeping.

      
        
        SUCCESS! You impose your will over the raw elements of magic and bind a primal thread to your target.

        

        You improved your mastery of the Threadweaving skill. (Rank 3)

        

      

      Nice. I was getting good at this. I reached out to load the charged symbols into my backpack, but Bastion put his hand on one before I could retrieve it.

      Bastion ran one fingertip down the symbol’s length. “Do you know what this means?”

      “Sure. It’s a Hoaldite thing.”

      “No,” Bastion paused and pulled his hand away from the symbol. “I know what that is. I mean, do you know what controlling the Dominion will mean for me?”

      I didn’t know if he expected me to keep talking him into this, but his hedging was getting on my nerves. “I don’t know what you want me to say. It probably means a lot of management bullshit. Settling grievances between disgruntled peasants. Trying to keep the city council from screwing over every businessman in town with new taxes to build themselves fancy estates. Mostly a lot of boring crap.”

      Bastion shook his head. “I don’t think you ever listen to me. Not that I blame you. I haven’t always made a lot of sense. But, this is a big deal. It means I’m going to be a paladin. Finally.”

      “What?”

      “This is what they wanted.” He said. “They wanted me to bring them the key. If I did, they said I’d have proven my worth, and they’d make me a paladin.”

      He must’ve seen the shock on my face, because he kept right on talking, rolling over any objections before I could raise them. “They want to turn the town into a place where the faithful can find refuge. A holy city where they can help the weak and the poor find solace.”

      The sick and queasy feeling clawed its way up my spine. I asked the question I knew the answer to but didn’t want to admit to myself. Who?”

      “Who do you think? The Brotherhood of Hoald.”

      My nerves jumped. It took all the effort I could muster to keep from shouting. It almost worked. “No. No fucking way.”

      Bastion glared at me. “Why are you doing this? Why do you want to take this away from me? I’m trying to do the right thing. Paladins are the good guys.”

      He reached for the key, but he wasn’t fast enough. I snatched it off the table before his fingers could close around it. We stared at one another, eyes locking across the small table, and something changed.

      Bastion stood up and came around the table, a dark light burning in his eyes.

      I snatched the last holy symbol off the table and circled in the opposite direction. “Stay back,” I warned.

      This is what I got for trusting anyone. I’d thought Bastion would give up his stupid fascination with being a paladin if I offered him the chance to become a ruler. But, no, he couldn’t shake loose from the image he’d built of himself in his own mind.

      Bastion the Paladin.

      Bastion the Hero.

      Bastion the Goddamned Idiot.

      Bastion my brother.

      He couldn’t have this. I wouldn’t let the Hoaldites take control of Frosthold even through the proxy of my brother.

      It was difficult, but I started working on Plan B. I plucked a thread loose from my pattern and wound it into place in the Key’s pattern.

      Something inside the key stirred. A cold intelligence glared up from pitiless depths and into my soul.

      What the hell was this thing?

      Bastion tried to close the gap between us again, suddenly reversing direction around the table. He wasn’t fast enough to stop me, and I skirted the table to keep my distance. “Don’t do this,” I pleaded. “You don’t know what those assholes are really like.”

      His fingers squeezed around the hilt of his longsword, and its fire blazed brighter than I’d thought possible. “Don’t you dare steal this from me. The Hoaldites want to make the city safe again. They want Frosthold to be a place for everyone who intends to obey the law to live in safety. They’re looking out for everyone’s best interests.”

      The words tumbling out of Bastion’s mouth weren’t his own. There were the lies fed to him by the priests of the faith he’d adopted to get ahead in the world.

      “You believe that shit?” I spat. “Because I’m telling you, the Hoaldites are not what you think they are. Everything good they do is just another way for them to put a leash around the collective neck of the faithful. They don’t want to help anyone, they want to control everyone.”

      Bastion raised his sword. Flames raced along its length. He pointed the burning tip in my direction. “You don’t know anything about them. How could you?”

      There was no hiding from it anymore. If my brother was going to judge me, it was time for him to know who he was dealing with.

      “You think you know them? I know them.” My hate for the Hoaldites boiled over and laced my words with stinging venom. “They’ve been blackmailing me for weeks, making me do their bidding. All those times when I wasn’t around? I wasn’t working for the Shadows. I was a slave for your fucking Brothers of Hoald. They had me picking the locks on the chests their treasure hunters brought in.”

      I expected the news to send Bastion into a fury, but my words had the opposite effect. The color washed out of his cheeks, and his voice was cold and calm when he spoke.

      “If you’re working with them, why can’t you just give me the key? You’ve seen them. They do good work in Frosthold. Without them, how many of the poor would starve? How many of the homeless would freeze in the streets?”

      He couldn’t see it. He’d swallowed their line of bullshit whole, and now its hooks were twisted around his heart. They were offering him a chance to do good, to become a paladin, to be a pillar of the community.

      If I gave him the key, he would rule Frosthold. But the Hoaldites would rule my brother, and they would use him as their puppet to turn the whole place upside down. The Shadows would get run out of town. The people of Frosthold would be enslaved under the guise of charity.

      “I can’t.”

      There weren’t any other words. No explanation I could offer would do any good, and nothing I had to say would convince my brother I was right. “I can’t.”

      Bastion stared at me. His shoulders rose and fell as emotions warred within him. We’d become so close over the past few days, but it had all fallen apart in the blink of an eye.

      The key’s attention boiled inside my skull. Whatever it was, it couldn’t wait to be free. Something flashed between us and I understood more about the ritual than I’d thought possible.

      The binding wasn’t to claim the Dominion. The binding was to claim the Key. And that ceremony was almost complete. It just needed power and a target.

      Bastion didn’t move. He stared at the sword in his hands, shoulders shaking as he struggled to come to terms with what he thought he needed.

      While he battled with himself, I wove threads from the holy symbols to my pattern. A rush of power filled me yearned to be unleashed.

      Only one thread was left to weave. As soon as I connected my pattern to the Key, I could let the power flow, and the ritual would be finished. I’d be bound to the Key, and no one would be able to take it from me without starting a whole new ritual.

      I tugged a thread free of my pattern and prepared to tie it off and end this thing, once and for all.

      Bastion took that moment to screw everything up.

      “Give it to me.” His words emerged through his clenched teeth, flat and dead. My brother was in there somewhere, but he was buried beneath rage and pain and thwarted ambition. He’d come so close to achieving what he wanted, and now I was the only thing standing in his way.

      He didn’t understand it wasn’t that simple. He couldn’t see the dangers he was threatening to unleash on the world.

      Worse, he didn’t care.

      “No. I can’t let those fuckers take Frosthold. Not even for you.”

      My brother lowered his head, and his sword arm fell to his side. The weapon’s tip touched the stone floor, and a ragged sigh leaked out of him.

      My heart jumped into my throat. More than anything, I wanted to reach out to my brother and make him understand just how much I cared about him. Couldn’t he see I was doing this for us? I didn’t want the Hoaldites to take him away from me, and I didn’t want us to lose everything because of their misguided plans.

      Bastion didn’t see it that way. Without warning, he reared back on his left foot and drove his right leg forward. His hobnailed boots slammed into the edge of the table, and it shot across the room.

      The wooden rim caught me just above the knees and pinned me to the wall. My legs went numb from the point of impact down to my toes. With a gasp, I folded over the table.

      The thread dangling from my pattern slipped free of my thoughts, and I couldn’t concentrate well enough to grab it. The power held within the holy symbols threatened to run amok and spew their power indiscriminately.

      Bastion couldn’t see it, he didn’t understand what he’d done. He didn’t know how dangerous things had become. I tried to warn him.

      “Don’t,” I said. “If you don’t let me finish this ritual, we’ll lose the key. We’ll lose everything.”

      Bastion took two steps across the room and flung the table away with his left hand. Without its support, my numb legs wouldn’t hold me up. I crumpled to the floor and curled around the key, protecting it with my body. Bastion aimed his sword at my face. The blue flames were so close my eyes ached.

      I couldn’t see Bastion through the flames. He’d become a towering, massive shadow. “Give it to me.”

      I shook my head. “We’ll lose everything.”

      “I already have,” Bastion snarled.

      A croaking laugh stopped my brother from splitting my skull. He pulled the burning blade away to face the door.

      Corvus limped into the room, her black eyes narrowed with hatred. “What do you idiots know of loss?”
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      Bastion couldn’t decide who was the bigger threat. His weapon wavered between my position on the floor and warding off Corvus as she limped into the room.

      It was impressive that the aryx was still on her feet. Patches of feathers had burnt away to reveal stretches of scorched skin on her skull and hands. Blood, wet, red, and steaming in the cold air blowing through the windows, stained her beak.

      Despite her visible and painful wounds, she emanated an indomitable aura of strength. Her curved blade stayed rock solid before her, a barrier of barbed steel ready to lash out at anyone who approached. “Drop the Key. Walk away. If I never see the two of you again, I won’t murder you where you stand.”

      Bastion decided she was the bigger problem. He probably had a point, given that my legs didn’t work anymore and all of my attention was focused on trying to reclaim the errant thread before the hoarded power burst free and incinerated me. I didn’t know how long I had to get the job done, but I knew it wasn’t as long as I needed.

      Bastion stepped between Corvus and me. “Take another step, and I’ll cut you down.”

      Corvus laughed. It was a pained sound as if it was dragged up from somewhere deep inside of her. She feinted with her sword, aiming a blow at Bastion’s face, and then reversed the stroke at the last second.

      If she’d been trying to kill him, he’d never have stopped the attack.

      Corvus was proving a point. She was faster than my brother, and faster might be enough to win this fight. “Get out of my way, boy. My masters have planned for this moment for centuries, they will not allow a whelp like you to block our path.”

      Bastion took a two-handed grip on his sword. “Then let’s not delay the inevitable. Come, and we’ll see whose masters are more powerful.”

      Corvus shook her head and chuckled. For a split second, I thought she was going to respond with a jibe in kind.

      Instead, she lashed out with a brutal swipe of her sword. Bastion jumped away from the attack and raised his longsword to ward off her follow-up strike.

      Corvus, on the other hand, didn’t wait to see whether her attack had connected. As soon as her blade passed through the space Bastion no longer occupied, she twisted her body and leaped from the floor. Her right foot sliced through the air and crashed into the armor covering Bastion’s sword arm. Before her foot touched the floor, her left leg lashed out and drove a snap kick into the side of Bastion’s knee.

      Corvus’ left leg was injured, which limited the strength she could put into her kicks. Neither of the attacks was powerful, and neither put a real dent in my brother’s health. I could still see the glowing red bar over his head more than 90% full.

      But Corvus wasn’t trying to whittle away at his health bar. Her attack had knocked Bastion off balance, and something was wrong with his leg.

      Bastion tried to stand up, but his knee wouldn’t support his weight. He kept his sword held high, but it was evident he didn’t have the strength or stability to stand up to more attacks like that.

      Corvus clucked her tongue at him. She wove a sinuous pattern in the air with the tip of her hooked blade, and its black length flowed and writhed like a serpent. “Who do you think you are, man-child? You are nothing. You’ve come here hoping to become a hero, but your death will only add to my dark legend.”

      Bastion didn’t have the strength to respond. He’d backed himself up to a wall, using the stones to support his weight. A quick glance with my Thief’s Eyes showed me he’d taken a critical hit to his leg. Until it was healed, he’d suffer substantial penalties to his offense and defense.

      It was a shitty thing to do, but I left Bastion to fend for himself. As long as Corvus was not focused on me, I was free to finish the ritual. I snatched the loose thread from the air and wrestled it back into position.

      Corvus was sensitive to magic, I knew that. I didn’t want to tip my hand, just yet, so I waited to complete the pattern until they started fighting again.

      Corvus didn’t even glance in my direction. One second, she was several paces away from my brother, the next she was surging across the room. Her blade flicked at my brother like a stroke of black lightning.

      Bastion tried to deflect the blow, but he was far slower than Corvus. His longsword dipped toward the hooked sword, but she corrected its course, and her weapon slid around his defenses.

      At that moment, I connected my pattern to the Key’s pattern.

      Two things happened in the same instant.

      Corvus’ blade carved through Bastion’s breastplate with a sound like a tortured cat being thrown into a fire. The black metal vanished through his steel armor, plunging into my brother’s side before bursting through his back and pinning him to the wall with a sickening crunch.

      In the same breath, the power bound to the holy symbols burst free and poured through my pattern and into the Burning Key. The air around me went from winter cold to blast-furnace hot in the blink of an eye.

      Power flooded my senses, pouring through me in a relentless flood. My fist tightened around the key, and it pulsed against my flesh. An ancient, powerful eye opened through the Key’s pattern, burrowing into me with its intent gaze.

      Things were not going according to plan. The Key wasn’t content to be bound to me, it wanted to control me. I pushed back against its oppressive intent, and my skull ached with the effort.

      Through the haze of my pain, I saw Corvus wrench her blade free of my brother. She stalked across the floor toward me, black eyes burning with unholy fury. “What have you done?”

      Time shifted and slowed as my battle with the Key intensified. It struggled to gain the upper hand, but I was having none of it. The power flowing through me demanded to be used, and I bent it to my will. I forced it into my legs, where it repaired my torn muscles and stitched the blood vessels back together with lightning-quick needles. The table flew away from me and crashed against the fall wall, freeing me.

      I don’t know how I did it, but in that one moment, I was in command of power so great it defied reason.

      The Key recognized my control and bent to my wishes. Whatever lived inside the egg finally acquiesced to my control.

      A faint voice echoed in my thoughts, sarcastic and bitter. “Good luck, kid. You’re going to need it.”

      Time lurched back into motion, and Corvus screamed across the room at me. I rolled away from her first attack, and her weapon bounced off the stone floor in a shower of sparks. Her hooked sword slashed through the air, again and again, missing me by inches each time.

      She was a better fighter than me, a better fighter than anyone I’d ever met. There was no point in trying to counterattack, it took every ounce of effort I could muster to keep from getting my head chopped off. Being the Master of the Burning Key didn’t do jack for me when it came to combat.

      Corvus came for me again with a series of brutal slashes. I ducked beneath the first, sidestepped the second, and jumped over third and past the overturned table. We glared at one another around the obstacle.

      “You don’t want to do this.” As long as I kept her talking, she’d have less time to slaughter me. “Killing me won’t fix your problems.”

      Corvus cawed. “You really did it?”

      I flashed the egg in the palm of my hand. “The key is bound to me, now. The followers you duped into doing your dirty work are all dead. You can’t repeat the ritual.”

      Corvus glared at me as I tried to slip toward the room’s exit. She stepped to the side and cut me off, her blade leveled at my chest. “Killing you will free the Key from your control. That will have to be enough.”

      My lips were dry, and the inside of my mouth felt like someone had poured a well-used cat box into it. With the rush of magic power that had healed me and got me back on my feet gone, I felt empty and alone. The Key was still there, a glittering, alien presence in my thoughts, but I couldn’t make it do anything. I was alone with a killer crow, and I didn’t know what tricks I had left in my bag.

      “We can work something out,” I tried. Bargaining wasn’t my strong suit, but I had to try something to keep Corvus from carving out my spleen.

      “I’d rather just kill you.” She snapped and lunged at me again.

      Her angle of attack prevented me from moving toward the room’s exit. Instead, I dodged toward Bastion. His face was screwed up with pain, and I didn’t think he’d be up to any last-minute heroics, but I needed any edge I could find.

      Because Corvus was a terrifying opponent. She was so fast I didn’t dare take my eyes off her long enough to draw a weapon. If Bastion couldn’t defeat her in a fair fight, her skills were way out of my league. If I had a sneak attack lined up, I might drop her. But in a closed room without surprise on my side, I was a dead man.

      Corvus flicked her sword at Bastion. “Don’t think that one will help you. He’s already dead, he just doesn’t know it yet. This blade is poisoned, down to its very core. There are barbs lodged in his wound, worming their way toward his vital organs. He’ll be gone before he can help you.”

      “Last chance,” I offered. “Let us walk out of here, and I won’t kill you.”

      Corvus laughed at that, so hysterically that for one brief moment, she wasn’t looking at me.

      That opening was the only chance I was going to get. My left hand shot to my hip, and my fingers closed around my stiletto’s hilt. In one motion, I drew and flipped the weapon at the aryx.

      It was a wild throw, the kind of attack that had almost no chance of success. And yet, for a brief instant, I thought it would land.

      But waiting around to see if it would work wasn’t in my plan. I kicked Bastion in the leg to get his attention, and snarled, “I would never have let you have the key. You’re a joke, a failure.”

      Corvus took the bait, smashing my dagger out of the air and moving toward me with rage in her eyes and a burning hate in her heart.

      She closed the gap with alarming speed, leaping through the air to cut me in half with her hooked blade.

      Bastion lunged, not at her, but at me. On death’s door, he couldn’t see through my painful remarks. Just like I’d hoped, my brother had turned on me and lashed out with his longsword. He wasn’t playing around, he was trying to murder me where I stood.

      I didn’t have a weapon in my hand. I didn’t have any room to dodge with Bastion’s attack coming from my left and Corvus’ from the right.

      My brother’s brutal, death’s door attack was going to cut me in half. I’d misjudged, and I was going to die.

      Then time skipped a beat, and my Friendly Fire talent kicked in.

      With time stopped, it took no effort at all to step around Bastion’s lunge and shift the sword’s tip toward Corvus’ sternum.

      Time shot forward. Bastion’s eyes went wide, stunned that he’d missed.

      Corvus stared down at me from the height of her arc. Unable to comprehend what had happened, she had no hope to duck the attack.

      Bastion’s burning blade shot through Corvus’ chest with a meaty crunch. Blood spewed from her beak, and her eyes rolled into her head.

      But she wasn’t dead yet. She drove a kick into my chest, and her foot caught me in the sternum and pushed me back through the air.

      Right through the gaping window behind me.

      My left hand scrabbled at the edge of the window, but there was no chance to grab hold.

      The bitter winter wind whipped at my face.

      I fell, right down the side of the mountain.
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      Falling distorts everything. The world around me became a white blur that whipped past my vision with alarming speed.

      In those few, scattered seconds, my own death only occurred to me in passing. I’d hit the steep slope of the mountainside and plunge into a ravine, never to be seen again. The Key would be lost, the Dominion denied to the Hoaldites and the nightspawn alike. Maybe someday, in the far future, some lucky asshole would find the little egg nestled in the splintered remains of my rib cage and figure out what it was and how to use it.

      My greater fear was for Bastion. I worried about my brother, even after how we’d parted ways. Alone, wounded and bleeding, poisoned, Bastion would die. He’d lose his character, he’d forfeit the relationship link we’d paid for, and he’d have to start all over again. A whole month’s worth of bills flashed before my eyes, awash in red ink. Drugs, medical equipment rentals, rent, electricity, Internet access, food. There was an endless litany of things to steal my money away, and if I lost this character, I’d have no way to replace those funds.

      I had no choice.

      I had to survive.

      My back slammed into the snowy mountainside, turning my spinning fall into a stomach-dropping slide.

      The Key was still in my right hand, but I flailed my left hand out hoping to find some purchase. My fingertips grazed something smooth and hard. The impact bruised my fingertips, and I couldn’t grab the protrusion, but even that little bit of friction was enough to slow me down.

      I spread my arms and legs wide, digging them into the freezing powder like snowplows. That slowed me down a little more, but it also turned me around, so I was leading with my head, not my feet.

      The ravine I’d feared yawned wide ahead of me. Its lip was a solid sheet of curling ice. As soon as I hit that, I’d fly out into the void like an Olympic ski jumper.

      I imagined the messages that would flash by when I splattered across the bottom of the chasm ahead.

      
        
        CATASTROPHIC FALL

        Your health has been reduced to zero by the impact of your fall!

        You’ve suffered an explosive herniation of your spinal cord!

        Both legs collapse like twin telescopes!

        Critical injury to your internal organs! Your liver is now pâté!

        Terminal damage to your lungs! Popped balloons have more structural integrity!

        Explosive skull fracture! I guess you won’t be using that brain after all!

        

      

      You get the idea. The developers probably had a whole list of terrible ways to die, and I was going to get to experience most of them in the next second or two.

      “It’s been nice knowing you, kid.”

      Great. The last words I would ever hear had to come from the smartass Key at the heart of this whole mess.

      “Who are you calling —”

      My shoulder slammed into a rock hidden beneath the stone, and the impact threw me into the air. My teeth rattled in my skull, and my eyes bulged from their sockets as I flipped over and landed hard on my stomach. The breath gushed out of my lungs on impact, and my vision went black. The only thing I could think about was hanging onto the Key. I’d hold onto the damned thing until I launched into the ravine and shattered at its bottom.

      Only, I didn’t shatter.

      My boots dug into the snow, and it piled up in my crotch, then spilled over onto my back. I plowed deeper and deeper into the clinging white. And then, when I thought it would go on forever, I stopped.

      
        
        HYPOTHERMIA WARNING

        You are freezing! Unless you find warmth within the next 10 minutes, you will begin suffering the effects of hypothermia!

        

      

      After what I’d expected to see from the system, this was a bit of a letdown.

      Hypothermia! I can survive hypothermia. I’d already done that on my first in Dragon Web Online!

      The snow was packed tight around me. It wasn’t white anymore, but black. How deep did I have to be before sunlight couldn’t penetrate through the ice crystals? How much snow was packed on top of me?

      The answer, it turned out, was one hell of a lot.

      Holding the key in my hand was no longer an option. I tucked it into one of my cloak’s many pockets and secured it as best I could. I needed all of my fingers to claw my way out of this mess.

      I guess you don’t know any fire magic? The Key asked.

      I didn’t feel like talking to the Key. The fact that it was talking at all bothered me, and the fact that it seemed to speak with an obnoxious Manhattan cabbie’s rough accent was even more annoying. Keys weren’t supposed to talk. And they weren’t supposed to ask pointed questions about my skills.

      Or my lack of skills.

      I guess you don’t know as much about keys as you thought you did. We can all talk.

      That was it. My brain was frozen. Fine, if I was going to go insane, at least I could keep myself company. “No, I don’t know any fire magic.”

      The Key didn’t respond.

      Of course, now that I wanted to talk, it gave me the cold shoulder. The silent treatment would drive me just as insane as the damn thing babbling.

      I scraped away the snow, pulled myself up. Scraped away the snow, pulled myself up.

      The monotony chewed at me. The cold threatened to destroy me.

      It went on for days. I’m pretty sure it was days. It might’ve been weeks, but that seems like a really long time to be buried in the snow.

      But it was definitely days.

      When my fingers finally pushed through the snow’s icy crust, I couldn’t believe it. The way my luck had been going, I assumed I’d burrowed down into some sort of hidden snow cave and was about to fall to my death.

      Then sunlight hit my face, and I realized I’d done it.

      I’d survived.

      Crawling out of the snow was hard. My muscles ached, and the white death was loathe to release me. My health points were dangerously low because I’d been ignoring hypothermia warning messages for far too long.

      I didn’t have the strength to go anywhere. I flopped over on my back and stared at the sky, waiting to die.

      If this was how it was going to end, fine. Let it come.

      “You are such a damned drama queen. Get up. Start walking. Build a fire.” The egg grumbled at the back of my head. “You’re bonded to me, and I’m not in the mood to be lost for another thousand years. Get moving.”

      I ignored it. What was the point?

      Pinpricks of pain flared in my toes. “Leave me alone.”

      Get up. If you think you’re going to get some kind of peaceful snow-covered death, you’re out of your head. I can’t do much, but I can make you hurt. I’ll turn every second of your death into a waking nightmare.

      Razor blades curled up the inside of my shins, flaying my skin to the bone and opening the muscle like a spatchcocked chicken. The Key wasn’t kidding.

      It took more energy than I thought I had left, but I got back to my feet. “When this is over, I’m going to kill you.”

      The Key laughed, a chuffing noise that reminded me of that stupid dog I’d seen in reruns of ancient cartoons. Laffalympics? Some bullshit like that.

      “How are you going to kill a Key?”

      I didn’t know much about magic keys, but I remembered that movie with the short guys and the evil magic ring they’d stolen from a wizard. “I’ll find a volcano and chuck your stupid ass into the lava.”

      The key purred in response. It actually purred, like some sort of giant cat. The sound rumbled through my thoughts like a passing freight train. “I’d like that. Be my guest.”

      It went on like that for another half hour. Every few minutes the cold would get to me, my health would drop, and I’d think about giving up.

      Then the Key would torture me back into motion.

      At last, I crested a ridge. At its bottom, there was an open, trampled down section of earth. The snow hadn’t been so much cleared away as transformed into a grisly slush, but I saw my salvation there.

      I stumbled down the hill toward it, kicking up a little avalanche of snow in my wake. The snowballs I dislodged tumbled down the side of the mountain, growing larger and larger as they raced me to the bottom. I sloshed through the muck, and then fell to my knees in front of the only thing in the world that could save my life.

      It was a campfire. Not a big one, but big enough. Someone hadn’t bothered to put it out, and its coals radiated a life-saving warmth.

      When you’re on the verge of death, you don’t think too hard about why you’ve been spared or how it happened. Sitting there, soaking up warmth, was all I could manage. Bit by bit, the heat penetrated my freezing flesh and sank into my dangerously chilly core. It took a while, but the fire warmed me past the danger point.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have thawed out. Hypothermia damage healing.

        

      

      Little by little, my health bar filled back up.

      Freed from the threat of imminent death, I had room in my head for some evil thoughts. Why was there a campfire right here? More importantly, why were dozens of other still smoldering campfire scattered around this one? What was going on?”

      It’s about time you started thinking. It looks like whoever built this is heading east. Around the tower. You might want to take a look.

      Leaving the fire was like walking away from an elaborate holiday feast with your stomach still rumbling. An almost physical pain, a yearning so deep it made me want to cry, tugged at me as I walked away and the cold settled into my bones once again. I’d miss that little fire.

      A wide swath of trampled snow led around the tower. I clambered up the top of the hill to look down at its source, and my heart stopped.

      Heading south around the tower, was an army.

      I recognized the twisted banners and tattered pennants at once.

      The goblins were on the march. And they were headed to Frosthold.

      Fuck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixty-Seven

        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
          [image: ]
        

      

    
    
      Armies stink, and goblin armies stink more than most. Trust me on this. I’ve been around a lot of armies in my day, and goblins are the worst.

      This one was most of a mile away, and downwind from me, but the stench of unwashed bodies, raw meat, and burning torches still curled into my nostrils like a zombie’s rotting fingers.

      The goblins stretched across the field before me like a tide of insects. I gave up trying to count their flags to estimate their numbers after a few minutes. There were just so damn many of the little fuckers.

      Their sergeants marched among them, cracking whips and banging on drums strapped to their hips. They slapped aggressive rhythms across the taut skin of the bongos, driving the soldiers before them.

      The soldiers responded with raw-throated shouts. They bellowed marching cadences in a language I didn’t understand, but their broken syllables reminded me of violence and hate. It was a long way to Frosthold, but these little guys were already whipped into a frenzy. By the time they reached my town, they’d be champing at the bit to get to the killing.

      Following the Army was easy. They were focused on the ground ahead of them, and their scouts ranged far afield before the main body of troops. No one watched their rear because the only thing behind them was an endless white waste and a path leading back to their miserable homeland. Even if they knew I was back here, I doubted they would do anything about it. There wouldn’t be a point. Why waste time and energy chasing down a lone thief who couldn’t hurt your troops even if he tried?

      Despite being free of the Crumbling Temple, I didn’t feel like a winner. Havelock was dead. Bastion was almost certainly dead. Mercy might be dead. Indira and Cringer were more likely dead than alive, given that I’d last seen them all on the wrong side of the collapsing temple.

      I was following an army of vicious monsters, and the key in my pack was a heavy weight reminding me of new responsibilities I had no way of fulfilling. I held all the power of Frosthold, which meant precisely nothing. If I couldn’t get the Key back to town and seated on the Burning Throne, none of this mattered.

      And, if I did get back to town and took control, the army ahead of me would arrive to tear it all out of my hands. A quick tally of the guards I’d seen in town told me there might be a hundred men I could count on. Counting adventurers, that number might be as high as five hundred but trusting other players as allies was a risky bet. One-on-one they might be reliable, but in a big mob, half of them would turn out to be trolls or traitors and the other half would figure out a way to turn my death into a fat payday for themselves.

      Hell, I hadn’t even been able to trust my brother when push came to shove.

      The Key rustled in the back of my brain. “You do a lot of crying, don’t you?”

      The rough voice bugged the shit out of me. “It’s easy to be a smartass when you don’t have to do any of the work.”

      There was no response from the Key, and I kept on walking. It wouldn’t take me long to catch the goblin army at this rate, but I didn’t think catching up to them was in my best interest. I hung back, followed the marching goblins, and tried to think of a plan.

      It took most of the afternoon to circle around the sinkhole that held the Crumbling Temple. It was hard to believe just a few hours ago I’d been planning how to infiltrate the place, and now I was carting around its most precious treasure.

      A lot can change in a few hours.

      A lot can change in a few minutes.

      Standing on a hill behind the army, I saw the problem brewing before their scouts did.

      A string of shadows staggered away from the rim of the crater surrounding the Crumbling Temple. It was impossible to see details at this distance, but I knew the identities of the trio. Cringer, Indira, and Mercy had escaped the temple after all. But they’d stumbled right into the jaws of our enemies.

      My heart sank as a detachment of goblin soldiers peeled away from the main body of the troops and surrounded my friends. In moments, the whole group was captured, and the goblins dragged them back toward army’s main body.

      My fists clenched in aggravation. Seeing my allies in the goblins’ hands drove me nuts. My blood boiled and the urge to rush down there and start stabbing my way through the goblins was overwhelming.

      “That’d be smart,” the Key snapped. “Go to all this trouble to find me and then hand me over to the same assholes you stole me from. Genius.”

      The Key was infuriating, but it was also right. Charging down the hill and starting a fight would only end in my death and the Key’s capture. My friends and I would all get to die together in a stupid, pointless execution that would undo all of our accomplishments.

      “You have a better idea?”

      The Key chuckled again, and somehow the sound was worse than its smartass comments. “You’re a thief. Steal your friends from the goblins.”

      
        
        INFILTRATE THE GOBLIN ARMY

        The forces of darkness have captured your allies. While a frontal assault is a suicide mission, there is another way.

        Objective 1: Reach the captive tent without being detected.

        Objective 2: Free the captives without alerting the guards.

        Objective 3: Escort the captives out of the camp without being caught.

        Difficulty: Hard

        Primary Reward: Your friends will not die.

        Secondary Reward: Objective 1. You will gain +1 Hide in Shadows skill

        Secondary Reward: Objective 2. +1 Dexterity and 1500 experience points

        Secondary Reward: Objective 3. 1500 experience points

        Penalty for Failure: Death for you, death for your friends, death for everyone! Also, the key will be lost to the nightspawn and Frosthold will become the property of the Noctivagant Legion.

        Do you accept this quest?]

        

      

      “Well, when you put it like that,” I reached out and tapped the “Accept” button on the interface, and the system added the tasks to my quest log.

      On the plus side, the goblins were preparing to camp for the evening. The sun was already low on the horizon, and even the goblins couldn’t march at night without risking injuries that would offset any progress they’d make.

      The night winds also kicked up the snow into a useful cloak of whipping white that would hide me from prying eyes and cover my tracks. Hopefully, that would give me the concealment I needed to get into the camp and back out again without getting butchered.

      As the goblins pitched their tents and lit their fires, I slithered down the hill on my belly. Muck and mud coated my armor and plastered my hair to the sides of my head, but I didn’t care. The dark earth smeared across my cheeks and forehead would obscure my face and make it harder to find me hidden in the shadows.

      I needed every edge I could get.

      The thing about Goblins is that they’re disorganized and fractious. While individual sergeants did their best to keep their squads in line, there wasn’t a lot of coordination above or below the immediate command level. Scouts filtered out of camp in random directions and poked around looking. There were a lot of them, but they weren’t very good at their job, and they didn’t take pains to be sure they covered every angle.

      The scouts we’d encountered earlier must have been an advanced group. They were definitely more professional and capable than these louts. They’d also had their own commanding officer, which went a long way toward keeping the unruly monsters in line.

      With the uncertain light of the setting sun throwing long shadows over the earth, hiding from these scouts was a piece of cake.

      Even the pickets surrounding the camp were next to useless. The guards were bored and tired from a day of marching and just wanted to get away from their posts to huddle around the campfires their friends were roasting meats over. The assignments they’d been given irritated them and made them unruly and argumentative. All I had to do was wait for a pair of the guards to start squabbling and scuffling, then I slipped right past their post without even needing to make a skill check.

      Goblin were cheap and effective soldiers, but they weren’t the cream of the crop.

      The goblins had laid out their patchwork tents in a seemingly random, maze-like pattern. The lack of long sight lines and open spaces made it a cinch for me to slip through their camp like a deadly shadow.

      Most of the goblins were gathered around campfires, roasting rabbits or rats or whatever other wildlife had fallen into their hands. The tents were empty, for the most part, so I slipped inside one and waited for the goblins to settle in for the night. Trying to rescue my friends while the monsters were all up and about would be a lot harder than it would be after our enemies were fast asleep with full bellies

      Alone in the dark, sheltered from the cold, exhaustion started taking its toll. I blinked away the first few urges to sleep, then resorted to pinching myself to stay awake. My stamina didn’t look bad, but I was just plain old tired. If I didn’t get some sleep in the next few hours, I’d end up falling right into a coma on my feet.

      It must’ve caught up with me faster than I’d expected, because one moment I was pinching my wrist to stay awake, and the next I was waking up to an angry goblin brandishing a crooked knife in my face.

      He opened his mouth and barked a string of broken syllables at me, none of which I recognized as anything friendly. I lifted my hands high, showing him I was no threat.

      So far, none of the goblins outside had taken any notice of us. They were busy fighting over poorly cooked scraps of food and who had to stand guard next. But it wouldn’t take much more of a disturbance before this guy’s friends came looking for trouble.

      He sidled up to me, pointing at the pouches hanging on my hip with the tip of his dagger. I nodded and reached down to loosen the purse strings. His eyes were glued to my hand, greed overpowering survival instinct.

      I wasn’t sure how much of this was just bad AI programming, and how much of it was baked into the general stupidity of the goblin personality, and I didn’t care.

      I pulled a fistful of nothing from my pouch and stretched it out toward him. He pushed his hand under mine to catch whatever baubles I was going to drop for him and never saw the attack coming.

      I closed my fingers around his wrist and yanked him forward. Off balance, he flailed with his knife hand, but his attack went wide. My free hand looped around his clenched fist and redirected the knife. Just like that, the fight was over.

      He fell back, his own weapon shoved up through the bottom of his jaw and into his brain. Blood leaked from his nose and ran out over his lips. His eyes bulged from their sockets from the sudden shock and displacement of the knife entering the vault of his skull through his soft palate. Poor guy didn’t even get a chance to gargle or let out a death scream before his legs collapsed.

      I eased him to the floor and went to work stripping him of his filthy clothes.

      The goblin was shorter than me and walked with a hunched, bowlegged gate. His armor was leather, like my own, so I didn’t need to take that. He wore a canvas cloak waterproofed with layer after layer of rancid oil that stank like a dead fish left outside on a hot summer day. My goblin also carried a ridiculous, oversized knife. It was inscribed with all kinds of crude signals and had bone charms hanging from its hilt like status symbols. It was pretty nice for a goblin knife, but it was still a junk weapon good for little more than killing rabbits or skinning rats.

      My stilettos were so much nicer than this garbage. But they were also missing.

      I pulled the goblin’s cloak over my own, shuddering at the stink, and yanked his knife out of his brain. More blood oozed from the fatal wound, and his eyes sank back into their sockets. I wiped the blade on his greasy hair and got most of the blood off it.

      Good enough.

      With the cloak’s hood pulled down low over my face, and my shoulders sloped forward, I could pass for one of the goblins. I stank like them, I looked like them, and I wiggled my knife around in front of me like I wanted to stab someone just like them.

      The disguise wasn’t anything fabulous, but it must’ve done the trick.

      
        
        SUCCESS! You have fashioned a crude, but serviceable disguise.

        Only your mother, your neighbor, that kid down the street, and the occasional wandering monster can see through your disguise attempts.

        You have learned the rudiments of the Disguise skill. (Rank 1)

        

      

      There seemed to be a definite shift in the tone of the game’s messages since I’d picked up the Key. There was a lot more sarcasm floating through the prompts now, and the sullen, straightforward descriptions I’d been getting had given way to this more conversational, and much more confrontational, tone.

      Don’t flatter yourself, the Key snarled. It isn’t always about you.

      The last thing I needed just then was the Key giving me lip. I shoved it out of my thoughts and focused on finding my friends.

      To that end, the game was proving most helpful. As I’d picked up a quest to rescue them, their location showed up as an objective on my in-Game minimap. A dull golden light blinked in the upper right-hand corner of my screen.

      Of course, they couldn’t be close. They were being held all the way across the camp from the tent where I’d hidden. I kept my head low, my posture aggressive, and just kept walking in the right direction. There were a few detours to move around clusters of tents, and I did my best to avoid going anywhere near the sergeants, and it took almost an hour for me to get close to my friends.

      And the closer I got to the tent where they were being held captive, the more confident I became. The goblins I passed avoiding making eye contact with me and steered well clear of my knife’s tip.

      Trying to imagine how these poor creatures lived gave me a moment of empathy I didn’t enjoy. Somewhere, someone much more powerful than them cracked the whip over their head and pushed them into this life. They didn’t have a choice in the matter, and no one asked them what they wanted to do for a career.

      Lost in my musings over the hidden lives of the average monster, I almost missed the change that ruined everything.

      The dot representing my friends was no longer stationary.

      Oh. Shit.
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      If the goblins were moving Mercy and the others, they weren’t doing it for fun. Someone important must’ve wanted to see the captives. With our luck, the army’s general wanted to eat them.

      Screw that noise. If I was going to free my friends, I needed to do it before they got wherever they were being taken.

      Picking up the pace drew attention to me. One of the goblins barked something as we passed, and I responded with a shove I hoped convinced him I wasn’t to be fucked with. I waved my knife around with a little more gusto, hoping the violent gestures would convince other soldiers to give me a wider berth. It worked, at least for the few minutes I needed.

      According to the radar flickering in the corner of my vision, I was close. Rounding another set of tents brought me within sight of my friends.

      It didn’t do me any good because they were surrounded by a group of very unpleasant looking goblins. These were bigger than the others I’d passed and wore armor you could almost consider useful. It was fashioned from thick iron plates fastened to rows of black chain. It didn’t look comfortable, and it certainly made it harder for them to move around, but it would absorb a hell of a lot of damage. Anything short of a ballista would have a hard time punching through armor that heavy.

      This was going to me get me killed. It was pretty obvious I couldn’t win this fight, but maybe I didn’t need to. Maybe I just needed to give my friends the edge they needed to fight their way out. It was the only shot we had.

      A goblin bumped into me while I was eyeballing the captives. Our faces were only inches apart, and his widening eyes told me he wasn’t fooled by my shitty disguise.

      Crrraaaaap.

      He opened his mouth to sound the alarm, and I responded the only way I knew how. The stolen goblin’s knife flashed between us and vanished up under his rib cage. A trickle of blood dribbled over his lower lip; I shoved the knife up into his lungs and gave it a twist for good measure.

      A quick shove sent the goblin stumbling on his way, his hands clutching his wounded side. He took a few steps, then collapsed in a heap between a pair of tents.

      There was no time to gloat over my brief victory. The back of the first guard was within reach, and I knew it was time to kick my plan into gear. I blinked, and my Thief’s Eyes scanned the enemy targets. Their armor was solid, but it wasn’t without flaws. Where the plates met the chains, there were small gaps. Highlighted in red, these chinks were the key to my victory.

      Once I made my move, I was committed. Whether my friends were able to fight back or not, I’d be exposed. This shot had to count.

      I took careful aim, clutched my stolen goblin knife, and lunged. The crude weapon vanished between the links of chain below the plate protecting the closest guard’s left shoulder. The hilt banged into the chains, and I was ripping the dagger free before the status message stopped scrolling past.

      
        
        SNEAK ATTACK X5 DAMAGE!

        Critical Strike!

        Damage: 100 health

        Goblin Elite Guard’s lung is punctured! Stamina reduced to zero with zero recovery until healed.

        Goblin Elite Guard is bleeding severely! (20/second)

        Goblin Elite Guard is stunned for 30 seconds.

        BRACERS OF THE STRIKING SERPENT ACTIVATED!

        SUCCESS!

        Damage: 30 health

        You have increased your mastery of the Weapon (Piercing, 1H) skill. (Rank 5)]

        

      

      The big guy wasn’t dead, but he was as good as gone. Judging by the length of his remaining health bar, he’d lost three-quarters of his total health, and the rest would bleed out over the next 30 seconds while he was stunned.

      The guard standing next to the one I’d just punctured noticed what was going on a second too late.

      There was no time to aim for the gap in his armor, so I went for my favorite target: the throat.

      He was taller than me but not by much. A little jump brought me within striking distance, and my dagger found its mark.

      Its tip entered the soft flesh just below his jaw, striking through his skull and into the lump of fat and stupid between his ears.

      
        
        CRITICAL STRIKE!

        Damage: 30 Health

        Goblin Elite Guard suffers serious brain damage. Intelligence reduced to 0 with no recovery possible.

        Goblin Elite Guard is bleeding moderately! (10/second)

        Goblin Elite Guard is enraged!

        BRACERS OF THE STRIKING SERPENT ACTIVATED!

        SUCCESS!

        Damage: 40 Health

        

      

      Well, that was unexpected.

      Though the goblin’s brain was reduced to a slurry sloshing around the base of his skull, he was far from out of the fight. I’d triggered some primal survival instinct built on the need to kill.

      Faster than I’d imagined possible, his oversized scimitar slammed into my left shoulder. The berserk rage filling him with extra strength and speed saved my life.

      He was so lost in his bloodlust, he’d hit me with the flat of his sword. The shot still landed with enough force to knock 20 hit points off my total and send me sprawling into the mud.

      But it didn’t kill me.

      The rest of the goblins realized they had a problem that needed their attention. Three elite guards remained, and they all turned their attention to me.

      My allies, on the other hand, were standing around gaping. My disguise had worked too well. Indira and the others thought they were watching a goblin revolt, not a rescue attempt.

      Jumping away from the approaching guards, I shed the goblin cloak to reveal my much nicer armor and much more handsome face. I was still covered in mud, but I didn’t look that much like a goblin. “Come with me if you want to live!”

      Look, I can’t help it. I’m a sucker for the old Terminator movies, and I wasn’t going to pass up a chance to use such an iconic line when it fit the situation.

      It worked, spurring them into action.

      Mercy, her hands bound in front of her, managed to pitch into the fight with surprising speed. None of the guards were looking at her, so she jumped into the air and drove both of her feet into the small of the nearest elite’s back. Her claws weren’t sharp or long enough to punch through his armor, but the impact knocked him off his feet. He sprawled in the mud and Mercy rode him to the ground. She jumped up and dropped both knees onto his shoulders. Before he could lift his head from the mud, her talons shot forward and latched onto either side of his neck. With a cruel twist of her wrists, still bound by thick cords, she shredded the sides of his throat and removed all the important bits carrying blood to his brain and oxygen to his lungs.

      The elite flopped around under Mercy, but he was already dead.

      The enraged goblin guard didn’t stop coming after me to mourn his dead companion. He stomped and swung his massive scimitar like a farmer scything wheat.

      His first stroke missed me by inches, but a passing goblin soldier wasn’t so lucky. The poor bastard never saw it coming. One second he was on his way to take a dump, scrounge up some tasty rat meat, or whatever it is goblins do in their downtime, the next an oversized scimitar ripped through his armor and emptied his torso like a watermelon dropped from the top of a ten-story building. Distracted by this new target, the elite proceeded to stomp the eviscerated corpse into a bloody paste.

      Even the other elite guards paused for a moment to watch as the berserk brute completely lost his shit.

      Apparently, enraged wasn’t something they saw every day.

      An idea occurred to me, and I darted forward and nicked the back of the berserker’s left leg. Not enough to cause serious damage, just enough to get his attention.

      The goblin roared, deciding he’d much rather have live prey than keep on stomping a corpse into muddy goo. His enormous scimitar swept after me as he returned to the chase, ripping through the side of a tent and scattering goblins like chickens running from a fox.

      Too late, the other elites realized what I was doing. I charged right between them.

      The enraged goblin came after me. He didn’t care who he killed or how. He kept right on swinging that big ol’ sword and kicking anyone who got too close, occasionally lashing out with an unarmed fist if anyone was stupid enough to get within range.

      The resulting carnage was even more spectacular than I’d hoped. Out of his mind with pain and near death, the enraged elite cleaved another elite in half and punted a goblin soldier into the gathering crowd.

      That set off a confused chain reaction, and the goblins turned on one another in a crazed attempt to keep from getting killed. Too stupid to just stop fighting and run, the camp was soon engulfed in a bloody struggle for survival as panic and homicidal mania spread through their ranks like wildfire.

      I stopped next to Mercy and sliced the ropes from around her wrists. I handed her a fallen goblin weapon and nodded toward Indira. “Get her loose, I’ll get Cringer.”

      We worked quickly. In a few seconds, the four of us were on the run.

      It wouldn’t be long before the rest of the goblins figured out what had happened, but the mass melee gave us a head start. Maybe it would be enough to let us survive.

      We ran as fast as could go. We were exhausted from our day, but fear and adrenaline gave us enough energy to keep going despite all that.

      We cleared the camp in record time, but our problems were far from over. Scouts responded to the alarms raised inside the camp, and our pursuers had finally figured out we’d slipped the noose. In a few more moments, we’d be trapped between the returning scouts and the army, and they’d pop us like zits.

      Then I saw our escape.

      The damage to the Crumbling Temple had spread to the land surrounding its crater. Cracks and crevasses opened all around us, and I spied a gap in the earth that looked wide enough to accommodate us, but also had a bottom I could see. The last thing I wanted to do was jump into an escape route only to discover it plunged a few thousand feet into the abyss.

      “There,” I shouted and pointed out the hiding spot to my friends, “get in there.”

      The others followed my lead without hesitation. We slid off the snowy earth and into the trench, dropping five feet to its cold bottom. We hunched over to keep our heads below ground level and followed the channel away from the camp.

      The goblins raced across the ground behind us, screeching and hollering. Their torches cast a bloody glow over the snow, but they hadn’t seen us drop into the trench.

      If our luck held, we’d get out of there.

      But, of course, it didn’t.

      The trench we were running through suddenly descended and curved back toward the camp. We couldn’t risk popping up out of the ground and running into the army, so we just kept on keeping on.

      The crack narrowed until we were forced to run single file, our shoulders scraping against the earthen walls, and our knees banged against the occasional outcropping. Our flight became a bruising stumble, and I wondered how long it would be before the walls narrowed to an impassable crevice and we had to turn back.

      Knock it off with the pessimism, I warned myself. People depended on me to lead them out of this mess. I was the ruler of freakin’ Frosthold, after all. This was a good plan, and it would get us through this mess. I just knew it.

      Then the goblins found us.

      They dropped screaming into the trench behind us. A thrown spear stabbed into the earth ahead of me. The little bastards weren’t great shots, but the goblins would get our range soon enough.

      We ran, and Indira shouted a spell that threw light and heat in every direction. I couldn’t see what she’d done, but I smelled singed flesh and burning hair. From the sound of our pursuers, she hadn’t killed many of them, but she’d certainly given them something to think about.

      And then things got even worse.

      Cracks appeared in the trench’s walls. A familiar, noxious scent leaked from them. “Gas!”

      We scrambled to get out of the trench. The walls were high, but so close together even Cringer managed to wedge himself in between them and climb toward the surface. The choking reek of the gas grew stronger as we climbed, a terrifying reminder of how close we’d come to dying the last time we ran into it.

      I clawed my way out of the trench, threw myself prone, then turned around to grab Cringer and haul him out of the trench. Indira and Mercy scrambled up from the earth and joined us on the snow. The goblins raced into the narrow portion of the channel, screaming with rage when they realized we’d gone up instead of forward. With any luck, a bunch of them would die before they realized they were standing in a cloud of poison gas.

      But that wouldn’t stop the rest of the goblin army. Hundreds of them were screaming across the plains, torches held high and weapons flashing. In a few minutes, they’d reach us, and it would all be over.

      Unless…

      We’d run into gas cracks in the Temple and out here on the plans. That suggested the whole area was riddled with them and there was a whole lot of gas beneath our feet.

      I pointed down the trench. “Indira, can you cast a delayed fire spell? Something that will ignite in a few seconds?”

      “Of course I can,” she said from beneath the hooded cloak she’d picked up somewhere during her escape from the temple. Everyone’s gotta have a souvenir, I guess.

      She wove a small pattern in the air and filled it with mana. With a flick of her wrist, she dropped the spell into the trench.

      “Run!” I shouted and showed everyone what I meant by fleeing from the trench as fast as my legs could carry me. The others followed me, putting as much distance between us and the trench as we could before Indira’s spell ignited.

      I slowed and risked a glance over my shoulder. Goblins crawled up out of the trench, howling and pointing their weapons in my direction. Had Indira’s spell failed or…

      A muffled thump sounded from deep within the earth. The snow jumped under us, flinging us off our feet and onto our bellies and backs. Violent tremors rocked the ground, making it impossible to stand.

      The dark sky above me caught fire. A billowing column of roaring flame rose into the air and curled into a towering mushroom that stung my eyes with the intensity of its light and tightened the skin against my skull with a wave of fierce heat.

      Indira crawled across the shaking ground toward me. The hood of her scavenged cloak was thrown back, and the light from the burning sky gave me a clear view of the elf for the first time since the Crumbling Temple. I couldn’t register what I saw. It was her, but it wasn’t. She’d changed, in so many ways.

      The ground jumped under us again, accompanied by the sound of great stones grinding together.

      The goblins chasing us vanished into a burning sinkhole that swallowed acres of land. The flames transformed tons of snow into a cloud of steam that billowed into the sky like a geyser.

      The rumbling went on for minutes that felt like hours. The sinkhole expanded, gobbling up snow and dirt at an alarming rate.

      My companions and I helped each other back to our feet when the tremors settled down enough to allow us to regain our balance.

      I looked out over what had been a snow-covered plain, and my jaw dropped in disbelief.

      The sinkhole we’d created by igniting the gas had expanded by miles. The network of cracks filled with highly flammable gas had become an enormous bomb. Unstable stones had shattered and fallen inward, revealing a massive hole filled with burning gas.

      The goblin army was gone.

      So was the Crumbling Temple.

      And everything in between those two points.

      If the temple was gone, then so was Corvus. And Yark. And Jarissa. And all their little cultist buddies.

      And Havelock.

      And Bastion.

      We’d won. But we’d lost so much in the process.

      The earth rumbled. From somewhere far below us, another explosion sounded. It rolled like thunder through the ground, vibrating up through the soles of my feet.

      Jagged cracks radiated away from the crater, new fissures opening in the earth as the fractured foundations of bedrock gave way.

      The earthquake split the world, and we ran, blind with panic.

      We fled the disaster until our legs were exhausted and we could go no further. I couldn’t tell if my friends were following me. I couldn’t tell where I was going.

      Exhausted, I flopped to the ground and watched as the earth shuddered and collapsed, leaving me stranded on an isolated butte of shivering snow.
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      I stared over the edge of the jagged chunk of earth I was stranded on and saw nothing but fire below me. Waves of heat rushed up from the blazing depths, melting the snow at the butte’s edges. Smoke and steam poured into the night sky, obscuring everything behind their undulating waves.

      Standing seemed like a lot more effort than I was willing to put forth. I lay on my belly and watched the world burn. “Well, that was a little more extreme than I’d anticipated.”

      The Key hissed in the back of my brain. It sounded like an angry snake, looking to strike. “Now what, genius?”

      Great, the mighty Key had decided it was time to start giving me shit again. I dragged myself to my feet and paced the perimeter of my new domain. It was a little more than 10 steps on each of its three sides, a rough triangle isolated from the rest of the land around me by vast, steaming cracks in the earth. Two of the sides were raised above the land across the crevasses from them, but a towering pillar of earth overshadowed the third side.

      Jumping was out of the question. The smallest crevasse was twenty feet wide if it was an inch, and the largest was three times that size. I was trapped on a shuddering pillar of snow and earth, which could collapse under me at any moment.

      I’d come all this way, and I was about to get dumped into a burning cauldron beneath the earth. It was enough to make me want to punch something.

      Even if that something was me.

      A quest icon appeared at the corner of my vision, and I checked it. I needed some good news just then.

      
        
        QUEST SUCCESS: INFILTRATE THE GOBLIN ARMY

        Objective 1: Success! +1 Hide in Shadows skill

        Objective 2: Failed

        Objective 3: Success! +1500 experience points

        CONGRATULATIONS! You have ascended to Level 4!

        CHARACTER INFORMATION

        Saint, Human Thief, Level 4

        ABILITY SCORES: Strength: 10, Dexterity: 15, Endurance: 11, Intelligence: 13, Wisdom: 10, Charisma: 10

        HEALTH (Strength + Endurance + (Level x10)): 61

        MANA (Charisma + Wisdom + (Level x10)): 60

        SPEED (Intelligence + Dexterity + (Level x10)): 68

        TRAITS: Fast Learner, Adaptable, and Favored Class

        TALENTS: Weapon Affinity (Piercing, 1H), Friendly Fire, Shadow Magic

        SKILLS: Acrobatics: 1, Cartography: 6, Climb Walls: 5, Craft (Fletcher): 1, Detect Traps: 1, Disarm Traps: 1, Disguise: 1, Evade: 2, Foraging: 1, Herbalism: 1, Hide in Shadows: 9, Listen: 6, Lore (Noctivagant Incursion, Third Screaming War): 2, Lore (Screaming War): 1, Pick Locks: 15, Pick Pockets: 10, Search: 1, Spot: 3, Threadweaving: 2,  Unarmed Combat: 2, Weapon (Bow): 2, Weapon (Piercing, 1H): 4, Weapon (Thrown): 1

        REPUTATIONS:

        Church of the Freehold: -10

        Law: 0 (-50 if revealed as a thief)

        Priests of Hoald: -10

        Shadow: -24

        Sisters of Merciful Fortune: -20

        Sunmurder: 1

        Villagers: 0 (-10 if revealed as a thief)]

        

      

      I had to give it to the devs for DWO. They made leveling an event. In other games, getting to Level 4 might take an afternoon, and the achievement would feel hollow. Here, I felt like I’d done something.

      Like killing bunch of bad guys. That goblin army was gone. My explosive trick had killed the whole host, wiping them out in a single blow. There might be a few stragglers here and there, but I doubted it. From the destruction around me and the soot raining from the sky, I was the only living thing for miles.

      Which meant I’d managed to kill my brother, my friends, and my enemies all in one day.

      I flopped down on the snow and hugged my knees to my chin. I wasn’t cold anymore, the air around me was warmed by the fires burning in the ground all around me, but I’d never been so alone.

      Karl was going to kill me the second I logged out of the game. I was actually surprised he hadn’t ripped me out of the game already, but he probably didn’t want to lose everything in one fell swoop. He’d wait for me to log out, see if I’d succeeded or failed in my quest, and then beat me bloody for being an idiot.

      It stung to admit it, but I’d kind of earned that beating.

      The Key roused itself. There’s no point in sitting around crying. You don’t even know everyone’s dead.

      “Are you going to suggest anything, or is bitching at me the only thing that brings you joy in this life?”

      That got me a nasty chuckle from the Key, but not much else. Clearly, it wasn’t in the mood to listen to anything I had to say.

      “Saint!” I heard Mercy cry from across the foggy wasteland. I couldn’t see her, but that didn’t mean much with all the steam and smoke in the air.

      “Over here!” I called back.

      Mercy peered over the edge of the pillar towering above mine. “How’s it look down there?”

      I shrugged. “Pretty crappy, honestly. I’m stranded.”

      She sat back on her haunches and shook her head. “Same.”

      “Well, look who it is.” Indira’s voice came from the other side of my butte.

      Indira looked terrible, and with a shock, I realized she’d been the one who’d saved Bastion back in the Crumbling Temple. Her long, golden locks were gone. Her pale scalp was ridged with black veins, and one jagged horn curved up from a knot of blackened scar tissue on the left side of her skull. Her feathered cloak had burned down to become a cape of greasy ash, and her silk gown was riddled with scorched holes. Swaths of her naked skin were covered in black, flame-like patterns that undulated like living things.

      The elf spread her arms and turned once, giving me a clear view of my handiwork. “Like it?”

      It was hard to look at her, but I forced myself to meet her gaze. “What happened?”

      She smirked and showed me her hands. A perfect half-circle was branded into the flesh of each of her palms. “Your little plan happened. Even the Lens couldn’t contain all the power you pushed into it. When the artifact shattered, the power escaped into my pattern. It…changed me.”

      Cringer shuffled his feet next to Indira. He looked worse for the wear, but at least I hadn’t turned him into a monster. Half his beard was gone, and his eyebrows had been scorched off leaving him with a perpetually wide-eyed, surprised expression. He sketched a shaky wave in my direction, then let his hand fall to his side.

      “We lost all the loot,” Indira said.

      Not all of it, I thought to myself. Better if everyone thought we had left with nothing, than suspect I was holding out the only piece of good treasure we’d gotten our hands on. “Yeah. Sucks.”

      Indira shrugged and pointed at me. “At least it’s not a total loss. I can still get the reward for turning a thief in.”

      For a moment, I thought she was kidding. She smiled at me, but it was a cold and calculating thing, not the grin of friendship. “How did you know?”

      The elf rolled her eyes. “You aren’t as sneaky as you think you are. I called you a thief back in the Wenderly place. Then there was the atrocious lie you told about your ability to see in the dark. You weren’t exactly trying to hide what you were.”

      She was right, and that stung most of all. I’d trusted her, trusted all of them, and now I was going to pay the price for being such a fool.

      Even Mercy was appalled. “Indira come on. You can’t do that. You’ll ruin him.”

      The magus shrugged. “I didn’t spend the past three days traipsing all over the back end of hell and getting turned into a bald-headed freak, to come home with nothing. You promised me treasure. And I’ll have it, one way or another.”

      I wrestled with the truth. If I told Indira I had the Burning Key, could I convince her not to turn me in?

      No, that would just push her toward fucking me over. Even Bastion had turned against me when the Dominion was on the table. Indira was already pissed off, so I could only imagine the hell she’d drop on my head if she knew I had the Key.

      If she wanted to turn me in, she could. I’d deal with it later. “If that’s all our friendship means to you,” I tried, “I guess you can go ahead and claim your reward. What difference does it make, anyway?”

      Indira shrugged. “I’m sorry. I told you there had to be some payoff for me. I’m not playing this game for charity. I have things I want to accomplish, and the reward will help me reach my goals. I’m sorry if it hurts you, but you lied to me.”

      That was the ultimate problem with everyone online. I didn’t know Indira, at all. She’d been my companion and ally in-Game, but outside? She could be anyone. This could’ve all been one epic troll she was using to earn laugh points with her friends. There was no point in trying to convince her otherwise. “Good luck.”

      Indira nodded, waved once more, and patted Cringer on the shoulder. “All right, well, I guess we’ll see you back in town?”

      I gave Indira a one-fingered salute and shook my head. “You’d better hope you never see me again.”

      She threw me a weak pout. “Well, if you’re going to be like that, good luck to you, too.”

      And just like that, they were done with me. Indira turned her back and stalked across the snowy plain with the dwarf by her side.

      Mercy called down from her perch. “You think they’ll beat us back?”

      I gestured to the fiery chasm surrounding my patch of snow. “I don’t see how we’ll catch up to them. I don’t even know how I’m going to get off this hunk of rock.”

      Mercy grinned at me. “You think we have to walk the whole way to Frosthold?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “What, you have a magic carpet somewhere?”

      Mercy chuckled. “This is the problem with you. You get so into the game, you forget that it is a game. Do you really think the devs expect us all to walk everywhere we want to go? You didn’t even know about the fast travel system?”

      My jaw fell open. “Then why didn’t we just fast travel back as soon as you found me?”

      Mercy shrugged. “I thought you were looking for Indira and Cringer. Your brother maybe? I don’t know.”

      I groaned and threw my arms up in exasperation. “How does it work? Let’s get the hell out of here!”

      Mercy reached into the air between us and made a quick gesture with her fingertips. “See—”

      The map was twenty feet way from me. “How the hell am I supposed to see that?”

      “Oh,” Mercy said. “Let me share it with you.”

      Her fingers danced through the air, and the map split into two perfect replicas. She shoved one in my direction, and it floated down to hover in front of my face. I had to remember to ask her how to do that trick when we were safely back in Frosthold.

      “This map shows us everywhere we’ve been.” She tapped her map, and a pair of glowing green dots appeared on mine. “That’s us.”

      Another tap lit up a bright white spot far from our current position. “And that’s Frosthold.”

      “So how do we get from here to there?”

      Mercy groaned. “I swear, you don’t know anything about the game part of this game. Tap the white dot.”

      I did as I was told, and a small menu appeared over the map.

      
        
        FAST TRAVEL OPTIONS

        Fast travel to Frosthold?

        Set waypoint at Frosthold?

        Change hometown to Frosthold?]

        

      

      I reached out and tapped the fast travel option, feeling more than a little foolish. I really did need to read the manual.

      The option flashed red, then yellow, then red again.

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      Mercy scanned the horizon. “Only a few things can block fast travel.”

      “Such as?” People being obtuse was really starting to get on my nerves.

      “Well, some magical barriers can stop it, but I don’t think that’s it. I’ve fast traveled back to Frosthold before.” She kept looking, one hand shielding her eyes from the blowing snow.

      “Can you not tell me what it’s not, and say what it is?”

      “You also can’t fast travel to someplace you’ve never visited. But we both been to Frosthold.”

      I was going to kill her. “Tell. Me. What’s. Going. On.”

      Mercy pointed across the snow. A hulking black figure limped through the snow, a massive club dragging in the snow beside it. At this distance, it was hard to make out details, but the enormous death’s head helm was impossible to miss.

      “You also can’t fast travel if you’re currently being threatened by an enemy.” She lowered her finger and drew her bow. “And I reckon this guy qualifies as an enemy.”
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      Yark crossed the snow with the implacable, unrelenting pace of a glacier. His armor, once gleaming steel, was blackened and ruptured from the intense heat he’d endured. His skull-like helm was cracked, and its jagged gaps revealed horrifying blisters and glistening, abraded flesh. His eyes were filled with a crazed hatred, and he aimed his massive club at us. “You.”

      The single word traveled across the frozen wasteland like the voice of God. It contained hatred, rage, and something I hadn’t expected. A bitter, bottomless grief that elicited sympathy almost as much as fear.

      We’d taken everything from Yark, his friends, his leader, his very purpose for existence. And now, having survived that pain, having emerged from the virtual hell we’d created from the snowy landscape, he was coming to return that pain to us. He was through with it, and he wanted someone else to carry the burden.

      Lucky us.

      As he closed the gap between us, I realized Yark wasn’t dragging his club. That was a tree in his hand, and he planned to use it to bridge the gap between us.

      Mercy fired an arrow at the ogre, but Yark’s massive armor plates deflected the missiles like stones skipping off the surface of a still lake. He was a monolith of blackened metal, an elemental force of destruction coming to grind us under its heel. We were done.

      But we weren’t going down without a fight.

      Mercy fired a last shot at the closing behemoth and glanced at me. “Where the hell are you daggers?”

      I hoped she couldn’t see me blushing. “I, uh, lost them?”

      Yark lifted the tree onto its splintered truck and let it fall across the gap.

      Mercy flicked her short sword down into the snow next to me. “Make yourself useful.”

      I snatched the weapon up and gave it a few practice swings. It was heavier than my stilettos, but it seemed to work on the same principles. Hold the hilt, point the sharp end at your enemy, poke, and repeat. “Let’s do this!”

      Mercy kept firing arrows, trying to slow the ogre or injure him, but she had no success at either. Yark shrugged off every shot and kept right on coming.

      The ogre drew his club from the sheath on his back and crossed the makeshift bridge without hesitation. The tree bowed under his weight but didn’t crash into the fiery depths.

      Mercy fired another shot at Yark, but he swatted the arrow out of the sky with his club and roared his fury at her. Ignoring me for the moment, he snatched a chunk of ice from the snow and hurled it at her.

      The improvised missile crashed into Mercy’s left leg, knocking it out from under her. I watched in horror as she lost her balance and fell. She dug her fingers into the heat-softened earth at the edge of the drop. She dangled from her precarious grip, struggling to get her bow back onto her shoulder so she could use her other hand to climb without losing her weapon.

      The ogre grinned and hoisted another ball of ice. It reared back for a throw I knew would kill Mercy if it landed.

      “I don’t think so,” I shouted and rushed Yark.

      My left foot landed on his right hip, and I grabbed his collar with that hand. My fingers closed over the blackened edge of his armor, and I used my grip to raise myself over his shoulder. Before Yark could react to my presence, I drove the short sword into the space between his helmet and his breastplate.

      
        
        CRITICAL STRIKE!

        Damage: 90 health

        Yark the Ogre’s throat is slit and his jugular is severed!

        Yark the Ogre is bleeding severely! (30/second)

        Yark the Ogre is stunned! (10 seconds duration)

        BRACERS OF THE STRIKING SERPENT ACTIVATED!

        SUCCESS! 50 health damage!]

        

      

      My attack had done all I’d hoped, and more. Most of Yark’s health bar was gone, and the blood jetting out of him would drain the rest before he could recover from being stunned.

      I jumped free, not wanting to get pinned between Yark and the ground when he collapsed.

      Mercy couldn’t get her bow in place, and she couldn’t pull herself back up with one hand. She glanced back at me and offered a nervous grin, which was my only warning she was about to do something stupid.

      She pulled herself up as far as she could with one hand, pushed her feet into the wall, and jumped.

      Her jump was clumsy and off-balance, and she flew through the air with her arms  and her mouth open wide. She tossed her bow to the snow and stretched both arms out in front of her as she neared the butte where Yark and I waited.

      She wasn’t going to make it.

      Mercy’s claws just missed the edge, and she vanished without a sound.

      “No!” I ran to where she’d fallen and stared into the fiery depths below.

      Mercy’s golden eyes set into her pale face returned my stare. Her claws were stuck into the shale face of the butte, five feet below the edge.

      I saw the problem at once. Her claws were wedged deep into the brittle stone, but if she tried to move them she’d end up peeling the shale away like an old scab. There was no way to climb this stuff. “Help.”

      Her bow was in the snow next to me. I grabbed it, threw myself flat on my belly at the edge, and held the bow down to her with both hands wrapped around one end. “Grab hold!”

      “It won’t hold me,” she warned. “It’ll snap in half.”

      “Take it,” I commanded. “We have to try something.”

      Her forked tongue darted over her scaled lips. She pulled one hand free of the wall and grabbed hold of the bow with the other. “Pull,” she said.

      I scuttled back from the edge, worming through the snow as I tried to haul her out of the chasm. She held onto the bow with one hand and used her other to dig into the wall and keep some of her weight off the fragile weapon.

      When her hand grabbed the edge, I switched grips from the bow to her forearm and yanked her onto the butte. She scrambled up, and we tangled together, then collapsed into the snow.

      I laughed, relief and terror at war inside me. “That was close,” I gasped between laughs.

      “Saint,” Mercy said, her voice low.

      “You should have seen your face,” I said with a choked laugh. “You thought you were dead. Hell, I thought—”

      “Saint!” She barked and rolled away from me, pointing at something out of my line of sight.

      I rolled onto my feet and snatched the short sword from the snow. To my shock, I saw the ogre was still on his feet.

      Yark shuddered. His body vibrated from the tip of his head to the soles of his feet. He was having a seizure, a final death rattle that would end with him collapsing onto his knees and his last breath whistling out through the hole I’d punched in his trachea.

      “Yeah! Take that, you big son of a bitch!”

      Yark’s shoulders slumped. The business end of his enormous weapon thudded to the ground, though he still held the handle in one hand. He wobbled for a moment, and a terrible sound grated through his damaged throat.

      Too late, I realized he was laughing.

      I watched in horror as a pale blue aura surrounded him, and his health bar refilled. An empty glass flask fell from his other hand.

      The asshole had a healing potion. And it was a lot more powerful than the one Bastion had given me.

      His club moved so fast I was flying through the air before realized I’d been hit.

      That left me with just a handful of health points. I landed at the edge of the chasm. If he’d hit me any harder, the blow would have killed me outright or sent me sailing into the abyss.

      Before I could get back on my feet, he turned his attention to Mercy. She twisted to the side, but his club still clipped her shoulder. The attack wasn’t enough to kill her, but it sent her sliding through the slush of the battlefield. She rolled, came up to her feet, and fired another shot at the ogre’s face. It pinged off his helmet, but the attack rattled him enough to give Mercy room to run circles around him.

      Running in circles was our only real chance at survival. Unless we could get over the tree bridge Yark was guarding, we were trapped with the ogre in a space so small he could catch us without any real effort.

      I shook my head to clear the cobwebs and crawled back to my feet. We could do this. It would be hard, and we had to hope he didn’t have another potion tucked away somewhere, but there was still a chance. I rushed forward, ready to jump up and stab him again

      Mercy fired another arrow, and then pointed her finger at me. “No, you idiot. Run!”

      I skidded to a halt. She fired arrow after arrow, one, two, three in a pattern that pinged off Yark’s cracked helmet one after another.

      She couldn’t kill him by herself. None of her arrows had caused any real damage to the ogre.

      She was, on the other hand, really pissing him off. Yark was so furious he wasn’t even paying attention to me. All he could think about was killing the little thing shooting arrows at him. And every shot that landed on his helm stunned him for just a second, keeping him from charging at Mercy.

      I realized what she was doing, and my heart ached. I couldn’t do this again.

      “Run!” She fired two more arrows at the ogre, and then one at me. I knew she wasn’t trying to hit me, but it still stung. “You have to get out of here!”

      She dodged another of the ogre’s attacks, but her roll was clumsy, and she didn’t come up shooting. She was tired, her arms and legs would give out soon.

      There was only one way off the butte. I ran across the bridge Yark had left behind.

      I pulled open the map and pressed the icon marking Frosthold’s location. It flashed red, then returned to white.

      The bridge. As long as it was there, Yark could come after me. The game still considered him a threat.

      “I’m sorry,” I shouted and kicked the tree’s splintered trunk. It slipped through the snow and mud and tumbled into the chasm.

      And then I left Mercy to die.
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      Fast travel wasn’t as much fun as I’d anticipated. The world around me lurched, and my vision shrank to a pinhole surrounded by a swirling aurora of distorted color. There was a moment of intense disorientation, and my insides felt like they’d moved to the outside of my body via a new orifice in the top of my skull. Imagine a giant cramming an inch-wide straw through the top of your head and sucking all your thinky bits through it.

      That’s fast travel.

      
        
        !!!WARNING!!!

        You are no longer welcome in the city of Frosthold. A warrant has been issued for your arrest, and you have been branded a thief.

        As a result, Fast Travel cannot return you to a safe point within the city, but will instead leave you 100 yards outside its walls. You will have approximately 30 seconds of invulnerability during which time you cannot be detected, attacked, or otherwise harmed. This will give you sufficient time to seek cover from the local authorities, should you choose to do so.

        !!!GOOD LUCK!!!

        

      

      That message hovered in the air for the 15 seconds I was suspended in the space between spaces that was fast travel. Then a small timer appeared in the lower right-hand corner of my vision, and I fell a couple of feet onto the snowy ground.

      The timer ticked away the seconds so loud it was all I could hear for a moment.

      A pair of guards patrolled Frosthold’s walls, and another couple was stationed in front of the gates to the east of my position. They hadn’t seen me yet, but they would as soon as the invulnerability I’d gained from fast travel wore off.

      10 seconds gone.

      Time to move. There was a low hill to my left, and I scurried over and ducked behind it.

      Safely out of sight, I tried to hide.

      
        
        SUCCESS! You skulk in the shadows, unseen by your foes.

        You have increased your mastery of the Hide in Shadows skill. (Rank 10)

        

      

      “That’s your big plan?” The Key snarked. “You’re going to what? Just amble up to the city, climb over the walls, stay hidden all that time, find your way to the Burning Throne and claim the Dominion?”

      You do what you’re good at. I sauntered across the open ground between my hiding place and the city walls. “Yep,” I whispered to the key, “that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

      The guards didn’t notice me. I was 10 yards away from the walls when I realized why the Key had been so surly about my plan. The guards weren’t alone.

      There were Templars on the walls, and they were a hell of a lot more perceptive than the doofuses manning the gates. They weren’t looking at me, not yet, but that wasn’t going to last. In just a few more seconds, one of them was going to turn his beady little eyes in my direction, and I’d more than likely be spotted.

      “Told you,” the Key remarked.

      “You’re so helpful,” I thought back at the Key. “Why didn’t you warn me about these assholes before we got this far?”

      “What did you think I meant when I asked about your plan?”

      If I didn’t need the Dominion so badly, I’d have chucked the egg as far away from me as I could throw it. Its annoying Brooklynite’s voice in the back of my head was more than I could handle. I did my best to ignore it and kept moving. When you don’t have any other options, it’s best to just plow ahead and hope things work out.

      That’s actually terrible advice. Please don’t follow it.

      The good news is, no one saw me.

      The bad news is they didn’t see me because they were too busy paying attention to another intruder.

      Shouts and alarms exploded from atop Frosthold’s wall, and I realized my fighting days were far from over.

      A black shape darted up and over the wall, slashing a Templar’s throat as it vanished from sight.

      Corvus. Fucking Corvus.

      She knew where I was headed and had come to cut me off before I could get there. She was taking a terrible risk coming back here and making such a spectacle of herself, but I knew the aryx didn’t do anything without a plan. If she was raising a ruckus and attracting attention, she meant to do that.

      I needed to figure out why, before it was too late.

      If it wasn’t already too late.

      Taking advantage of the distraction she’d created, I scurried forward and clambered up the wall before I lost my nerve. The guards had all shifted position to try and cut her off, which left the wall next to the gate wide open. I knew the guardhouse was inside that wall, which would make it a short drop from the wall to the shingles. From there, I could get to the storm sewers. Then it wasn’t all that far to the Burning Throne.

      I crossed the top of the wall with a quick jump, landed on the roof, rolled forward, slipped off the shingles and onto the cobblestones, and ran for the open sewer grate in the alley.

      I expected something terrible to happen at any moment. I expected arrows to rain down around me, or the priestess’ spell to freeze me in my tracks, so the Templars could come and collect me.

      None of that happened.

      The guards were shouting, and the Templars were chasing after Corvus, which left me free to do what I’d come to do.

      I slipped through the open sewer grate and vanished. Just like that, I was off the streets and safe in my natural surroundings. I was shocked I’d made it.

      All I had to do was get the key to the Burning Throne, and the Dominion was mine.

      You really think it’s going to be that easy, kid?

      “It never is,” I grumbled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventy-Two

        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
          [image: ]
        

      

    
    
      There was something wrong. I didn’t know what it was, or when it was going to catch up to me, but there was something wrong in the tunnels. The sewers beneath Frosthold were both too big and too complicated. I recognized the twists and turns that would take me to the Burning Throne, but there were other passages, as well, changes I hadn’t expected. The little town was becoming a city, and as a result, its infrastructure was growing, too.

      I’d only been gone a few days, I didn’t see how it was possible for so many changes to be taking place, which made me wonder exactly what I’d missed while I was out.

      There wasn’t time to concern myself with that, though. I had bigger fish to fry.

      When I passed under the open storm grates, the sounds of chaos fell down around me like hailstones. The city streets were filled with shouts, panicked cries, and outraged demands. Something was going on up there, but I didn’t know what. I did know Corvus was behind it because that bitch was behind everything bad in my life in Invernoth.

      Well, her and Indira. And the priestess.

      I wondered if Indira had figured out the fast travel, or if someone else had turned me in for the reward. It aggravated me to think my friends, people who’d followed me on such a dangerous quest, could so quickly turn their backs on me when the chips were down.

      Boy, were they going to feel like idiots when I pulled this off.

      If I pulled this off.

      It took me most of an hour to reach the Burning Throne. When I arrived, I knew I was screwed. The door was wide open.

      There were only a handful of people who knew where the Burning Throne was and how to get inside its chamber. None of those people were my friends anymore.

      Watch yourself in there, the Key whispered. Something’s off.

      “Thanks for the tip, Captain Obvious. I’ll try to remember that.” If the Key wasn’t going to offer me any useful advice, I didn’t see any reason to be polite.

      When I entered the chamber of the Burning Throne, the channels in the floor flickered with faint green phosphorescence. They pulsed like LED lights on a runway, flashing on and off in a steady march from the perimeter in toward the Burning Throne.

      All I had to do was put the Key on the throne, and I was done. I’d be the king of Frosthold.

      Maybe not king. Whatever they called it. Mayor? Governor? President?

      I’d make my own damned title when I took control of the Dominion.

      Emperor sounded good. Emperor Saint, first of his name, ruler of Frosthold, Master of Shadows.

      Corvus emerged from the shadows behind the Throne, and my thoughts turned darker.

      She couldn’t smile, not with that beak of hers, but there was a twinkle of merriment in her eyes. She seemed playful, not at all the aggressive, domineering enemy I’d faced every step of the way to this point. I drew Mercy’s short sword from my belt and aimed it at Corvus’ heart.

      “Step away from the throne, and no one gets hurt.”

      Corvus laughed. It was a rough, cawing sound, but there was genuine humor in the sound. It was startling after our protracted conflict to hear her acting like a normal human. Or normal aryx. I don’t know, it was confusing. “You think I came here to fight? I came here to warn you.”

      That was a twist. Paranoia kept me from accepting anything Corvus said at face value, but she wasn’t drawing weapons, and she wasn’t making any effort to get closer to me. If she wanted a fight, this was a weird way to start it. “Out of the goodness of your heart?”

      She laughed again. “You could say that. I came here to stop you, but I can’t force you to deny the Dominion. Just hear me out, and then make your own decision.”

      I didn’t trust her, but talking was always better than fighting. “All right, let’s hear what you have to say.”

      Green light pulsed through the channels on the floor. The longer I stayed here, the more intense it became. In the few moments we’d been talking, the lights had gone from a runway flicker to a steady, pulsing throb. The lights were still dim, but they also grew brighter with every second.

      Careful, kid. The Key warned. This one’s tricky, and she’s trying to get inside your head. Maybe you should just put me on the throne and call it good.

      It’s amazing how when people try too hard to convince you to do something, they often push your decision in the opposite direction. Hearing the Key admit it wanted to be on the Throne made me wonder if it should get its wish.

      I held my ground and nodded to Corvus to get on with her explanation.

      “You know there’s no coming back from this?” Corvus held her hands a few inches from the surface of the Burning Throne. Waves of heat poured off the obsidian and ruffled the feathers that remained on her hands. As pulses of power poured into the Throne, it was living up to its name. “Once you accept the Dominion, you can’t back away from it.”

      “Then why were you so hot to get your hands on it?”

      Corvus clucked her tongue at me. “You’re assuming I had a choice. You think I wanted this?”

      That was a twist I hadn’t seen coming. Confused, I leaned back against the wall and did my best to keep my hand from hauling the key out of my backpack. The urge to hold it was so powerful, I knew it was in my best interest to resist it. “You trying to tell me someone was twisting your arm this whole time?”

      Corvus gave me a brisk nod. She opened her hands, to show me she wasn’t holding any hidden weapons. Her skin was blackened and wrinkled with burns, the feathers scorched away. “This wasn’t my plan. I was sent here to do a job. You screwed it all up, but you don’t have to ruin your own life like you ruined mine.”

      “A bit dramatic, aren’t you? It’s a game.” I felt a little guilty about throwing that in her face after all the times it’d been done to me.

      This was my life. Maybe it was hers, too.

      “You know better than that. I know some things about you, Adam. Things you probably don’t want anyone else to know, and things you might not even know yourself.”

      Hearing my real name come from that beak was like a splash of cold water thrown in my eyes. A shiver ran down my spine, a visceral reaction that made my whole body tense. “Who told you that name?”

      She steepled her fingers and lowered her head. “I tried to warn you. I told you to let this go. But you’re like a dog with a bone, aren’t you?”

      Fear transformed into rage. “Who do you work for? Who sent you?”

      “Now you’re beginning to see the picture. That question is more important than you know. We don’t have much time, so there’s no sense trying to explain it all to you, but I work for some people who want to see this world changed. They’ve invested a lot of money in Dragon Web Online, and they’d like to get some of that money back.”

      My mouth felt like it was full of sand it was so dry. I could hardly swallow, much less speak. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m giving you a chance. Put the Key on the floor, and walk away.” She stepped away from the Throne, which had become so hot I could feel the temperature rising from the doorway. “Before it’s too late. Let someone else take over the Dominion before it destroys you.”

      Exhaustion washed over me. I just wanted this to be over. “Even if I did, you couldn’t use it.”

      Corvus paced the far side of the throne room. She watched me from the corner of her eye as if trying to decide how much to tell me. “We’ll have to perform the ritual again, that’s true. It will take more resources than my employers wished to expend on this endeavor, but we can undo the damage you’ve caused.”

      “What’s the catch?” I wasn’t going to give up, but as long as she was talking, we weren’t fighting.

      “This character will have to die, of course. It’s the only way to sever the threads that bind you to the Key. Once the pattern is no longer bound, we’ll perform the ritual again. It won’t be easy, but it’s doable.” She stopped and cocked her head to one side. “If you agree to do this, I am authorized to offer you a substantial sum of money for your trouble. You didn’t know what you were doing. You thought you were helping yourself. Helping the people of Frosthold. And your actions did keep the Hoaldites from gaining the Dominion. My employers are grateful for that.”

      A faint crackle of static shot across my vision. It reminded me of a system message, but it wasn’t one I’d ever seen before.

      
        
        Pending Balance Transfer: $150,000

        

      

      That amount of money was insane. But if Corvus’ boss was willing to offer that much, there was a reason. “Why?”

      Corvus clucked her tongue at me. “You know why. My employers want to get their money out of this system, and the only way to do that is to secure certain territories within the game world.”

      None of this made any sense, but I didn’t know what else to do. “Forget it. I’m not going to let a bunch of Richie Rich goons come in here and take over the whole game.”

      My words hit a nerve. Corvus recoiled from them, and her eyes went wide. “Who do you think made this? All my employers want is a return on their investment. If you believe that Dragon web Online is just a game for your amusement…”

      I remembered Cringer’s words to me earlier. I thought about how this game had affected my life. “It isn’t just a game. Not to any of us. Which is why I’m not going to let you take control of this city. This is our place. If your bosses think they can waltz in here, wave some money under my nose and take it away, they’re insane. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”

      Corvus raised both hands and backed away from the Burning Throne. A hint of sadness seeped into her words. “They’ll never let you survive if you claim the Dominion. You don’t know who you’re dealing with. These are not friendly people.”

      A deep, cleansing breath did little to calm my nerves. There was something wrong here, something I didn’t understand, but I couldn’t work it out.

      The Key urged me to get on with it. You’re worrying too much about nothing, kid. Do what you came to do. Let’s get the show on the road.

      Again, the Key’s words did nothing to assuage my guilt or lessen my concerns. If anything, I felt more conflicted than ever. There was no one I could trust. Everyone had their own motives, their own desires, and greedy wants.

      But I had my needs, too. And the only way I could take care of my family was to claim the Dominion.

      I pulled the Key from the pouch, walked to the Burning Throne, and nestled the egg into that massive chair’s seat. It clicked into position as if held by magnets. The narrow end pointed straight up, and the fatter end rested firmly on the Throne’s seat.

      But nothing else happened. Corvus watched from the corner of the room. “Not quite what you expected? Thought there might be more fireworks? Something more spectacular?”

      Her snide commentary was getting under my skin. The last thing I needed was some smart-ass monster mouthing off about my inadequacies. Things were tough enough without this kind of nonsense.

      I closed my eyes and let my Thief’s Vision take over.

      There was a thread binding the key to me. A thread binding the Throne to the room around it. A hundred threads, a thousand threads, led away from the room’s intricate pattern to other terminals scattered across the face of Invernoth. The Dragon Web was vaster than I’d imagined, and trying to follow those myriad threads made me dizzy and sick to my stomach.

      But there was one thread I didn’t see.

      Of course.

      I’d forgotten the most important step. The Key’s pattern wasn’t tied to the Throne. I reached out and plucked a thread from the Key’s pattern, and eased it toward the. It shouldn’t take long, and once the connection was complete…

      “Stop.” Corvus drew her hooked sword and brandished it. “Stop, or I’ll cut your fucking head right off your shoulders.

      I couldn’t stop, not when I was so close to finishing this. The thread slipped through a hole in the Throne’s pattern, I just had to tie it off, and my work was done.

      Corvus struck while I was distracted. Her sword plunged into my left side, punching through my leather armor as if it were tissue paper. The tip burst from my abdomen, exploding out of my flesh just to the left of my navel. My blood sprayed from the wound, boiling and spitting where it touched the Burning Throne.

      A blast of agony turned my world red.

      I struggled to maintain my grip on the thread and prayed I could finish one last knot before I died.
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      I'd lost a lot of blood. It poured out of the wound Corvus had carved through my side and puddled around my feet.

      Corvus ripped her blade out of me. A cold wind gusted through me, chilling me from the inside out. I was dying, and it was happening fast.

      I’d expected a fight, but I hadn’t expected to come out on the losing end so quickly. I knelt before the Burning Throne, all of my remaining attention focused on tying off the thread. A numb dread at my impending demise made it difficult to manipulate magic on such a delicate level.

      “Just die.” Corvus snapped. “Just die and let it go. This was never for you. This was our back door. Our way to regain control of the resources we’d invested in this stupid project. This isn’t for you.”

      Her words enraged me. My whole life was filled with people telling me things weren’t for me. Telling me I was too poor. Telling me I didn’t deserve a world without fear and want.

      I was done being told things weren’t for me.

      This was mine.

      I’d pulled it out of the shit and the blood with my own two hands, and I wasn’t going to be denied.

      “Fuck.” I wrestled the thread into place, and the pattern snapped into focus. “You.”

      Corvus screamed, throwing herself at me in a frenzy. “You idiot. You have no idea what you’ve done.”

      A swarm of system messages flashed in front of my eyes, one after another. Dominion statuses whizzed by faster than I could comprehend. An entirely new menu bar snapped into place across the top of my UI, obscuring my vision for a moment before I could shove it out of the way. My experience points shot up like a rocket, flipping in and out of focus as the numbers escalated.

      But Corvus’ attack kept me from focusing on any of that. Her hooked blade hissed and spun through the air, sparking where it hit the stone as I dodged out of the way. She struck again, knocking my short sword out of my hand. She sneered at me. “Kneel, and I will end this now. There’s no need to endure this pain. You have no weapon. No allies. You have nothing.”

      Corvus came in again. In her rage, there was no artistry, no finesse. She had no thought of defense, just a single roaring line of aggression.

      It was her undoing.

      She leaped into the air and swung her cruel weapon at my face. It was a blindingly fast attack, but it was also clumsy. I stepped back and to the side, and the scything attack screamed past my face with less than a handbreadth separating me from death.

      Committed to her attack, Corvus spun and landed facing away from me. She’d expected to take my head off with that blow, and missing threw her off balance. Her sword was across her body, and she was half-crouched, out of position to defend herself.

      I didn’t have time for anything fancy. I threw my weight forward and down, slamming both fists into the base of Corvus’ feathered skull.

      The blow landed where her spine connected to her brain and drove her to the floor. I landed on her back and pinned her arms to her sides with my knees. She wriggled and writhed beneath me, spitting and cursing, her beak clacking with each sharp word. “You’re dead. There will be others. And they will not stop until you are dead.”

      “Stop,” I commanded. “You don’t have to do this. We can work together against whoever’s forcing your hand.”

      “You’re an idiot,” she snarled. “They’ll find you for this. Your brother, your mother, none of you are safe. They’re coming for you now.”

      “Shut up!” I shouted. I grabbed her head between my hands and bounced it off the cold stone floor.

      Her body went limp, consciousness fleeing.

      I staggered to my feet and stumbled away from my fallen foe. The throne blazed a brilliant green, the fire shifting colors as light poured into the thick channels surrounding it. And then, a moment later, light flowed out from the throne, filling the narrower channels and rushed out of the chamber with a sizzling crack.

      Oh, yeah, the Key whispered. That’s the stuff.

      My breath caught in my throat. My side ached, but it was no longer the sharp agony it’d been a moment before. It was dull now, a slow, rumbling throb that made me aware of my own mortality. Every beat of my heart spit blood onto the stone floor. I was dying.

      Corvus didn’t stir. Her health points were at zero.

      I’d killed her.

      I kicked Corvus’ hooked sword away, and it skittered across the floor and struck the wall with a dull clang. I found a glass flask filled with glowing blue fluid in her belt pouch and confiscated it.

      
        
        POTION OF HEAL MAJOR WOUNDS

        Object Class: Consumable

        Object Power: N/A

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Consuming this potion will heal 50 to 100 health damage. It will also remove one crippling wound, one serious injury, and any non-poison, non-curse status effects.

        Approximate Value: 500 gp

        

      

      Oh, yes. I popped the stopper on the potion and gulped it down in a single swallow.

      “You look like hell.”

      Indira sauntered into the room. Her single horn glittered with supernatural power, and a ball of fire bounced in her palm.

      “Little late,” I said, wiping the last of the potion from my lips. “I could’ve used your help a few minutes ago.”

      She smiled. The changes to her face transformed the expression into a narrow rictus, and there was no humor in her eyes. “I didn’t turn you in. If that’s what you’re worried about.”

      I shrugged. I was too tired to care if she had or not. “Someone did. It doesn’t matter who. I’m more worried about that fireball you’re bouncing.”

      She feinted at me, flicking her wrist, so the ball rolled to the end of her fingertips. She reined it in before it could fly at my face. Another flick of her wrist and it split into three smaller fireballs, all of which orbited Indira’s twirling fingers. “This little thing? This is nothing. Just something to distract me with.”

      The air was thick between us. I didn’t know what Indira wanted, but I knew she wanted something. Finally, she tilted her head back and tapped her chin with one forefinger. “Remember the promise you made?”

      I laughed. The wound in my side ached, despite the healing potion having restored most of my health. “I made a lot of promises. You’re going to have to be more specific.”

      Indira grinned. “This one was pretty specific. You promised me the first choice of any treasure.”

      I nodded. “Sure. Of all the nothing we recovered from the Crumbling Temple, which nothing did you want the most?”

      She pointed at the Burning Key. “That. I want the Key. I want the Dominion.”

      My headache was back. Everyone thought this stuff was so simple. Surely Indira would understand I couldn’t just hand it over. “I can’t give you the Key. It’s tied to me. The pattern is complete and as long as I’m alive…”

      Indira grinned. “We can fix that.”

      Then the fire came, and I burned.
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      I saw Indira complete the pattern tied to those little balls of fire too late to do anything about them. They streaked away from her hand in tight formation, getting bigger as they came at me.

      The first ball hit me square in the chest, knocking me back onto my heels and setting me on fire. The flames chewed away at my health bar, and I knew I wouldn’t survive another direct hit.

      Throwing myself prone saved me from the second ball of fire, and rolling behind the Throne kept the third one from finding its mark. But the balls didn’t sail past and splatter harmlessly against the wall. They curved through the air, pursuing me with dogged relentlessness.

      I jumped to my feet and ran to the nearest wall, kicked off it, and did a rough tumble back in Indira’s direction. The second fireball just missed me, exploding against the wall, and I landed in front of Indira, close enough to strike. I drew my fist back for a punch to her chin.

      The third ball slammed into my back and bowled me off my feet. I didn’t even try to get back up, just lay on the ground and burned.

      Indira kicked me in the ribs with her pointy little toes. She didn’t put much force behind it, but that was all right. I was dead.

      “All you had to do was give it up. It didn’t have to end like this.”

      
        
        Congratulations! You have mastered the Shadow Death talent!

        You look really, really dead.

        In fact, you basically are dead.

        Any effects, magical or mundane, do not affect you while you are within the grasp of the Shadow Death. You will suffer no damage from the environment, you cannot be further injured, and NPCs will not attack you.

        To return to the land of the living, simply cancel this talent.

        However, you must wait at least five minutes from the time this talent is initiated before you can end it.

        Be warned, as well, that any status effects, magical or mundane, will re-assert themselves when you return to the land of the living.

        Enjoy being dead!

        You have earned enough experience to ascend to Level 5!

        

      

      Indira ignored my corpse and turned her attention to the Burning Throne.

      I was dead, which meant I was only vaguely conscious of my surroundings. It wasn’t as if I was blind or deaf, but my senses were muted. I was aware of Indira moving around, and I was somewhat aware of what she was doing, but I couldn’t focus on her or anything else.

      The counter in the upper right-hand corner of my vision ticked down. Four minutes to go. I waited patiently as Indira chanted and moved her hands through arcane patterns. She was pulling apart the Dominion, reweaving her threads to its pattern using the massive energy channeled into the Throne by the Dragon Web.

      What she was doing was risky, but she’d seen the ritual in progress and knew enough magical theory she might be able to make it work. Without the power of the Dragon Web flooding the Throne, she’d have certainly failed. With so much mana pooled around her, though, maybe anything was possible.

      With a shout, Indira went rigid. Green flames crawled over her body, covering her in a cloak of light so intense I couldn’t even see her through it. “Yes!”

      She was so excited by her achievement, it almost seemed a shame to disappoint her.

      Almost.

      The timer counted down to 0. I ended the Shadow Death and prayed my little plan had worked.
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      Coming back to life was painful. It felt like my skin was on fire and my head was being pulled apart by an ogre’s clumsy fingers. I hoped it wasn’t going to be like this every time, and crossed my fingers the sudden spasm of agony meant my plan had worked.

      Status messages from the game popped up into my field of view faster than I could discard them. I sifted through them until I found what I was looking for, and grinned.

      Indira spun to face me, balls of fire jumping back and forth between her hands. “What did you do?”

      I brushed myself off and got back to my feet. The healing potion I’d swallowed earlier had done most of the work, and I’d limped through the fight with Indira pretending to be far more injured than I truly was. Most importantly, I’d fooled everyone, including the Key, into thinking Indira had killed me.

      I raised both hands toward the magus, trying to calm her down. We needed each other, now more than ever. “I didn’t have a lot of choices, did I? You tried to kill me.”

      Fire dribbled between her fingers and sizzled on the stone floor. “I can still do that.”

      I gestured at the Burning Throne with one hand and toward her with the other. “No, you can’t. Look at the pattern.”

      I turned my Thief’s Vision toward the throne and smiled a little too smugly.

      When I died, my thread to the pattern had been suspended. The game thought I was dead, and removed any status effects from my corpse. That included my bond to the Burning Key.

      And when I returned to the land of the living, the game restored all status effects to me. Including my bond to the Key. And the Dominion.

      “It was the only way. Now we’re both bound to the Key. We both control the Dominion.”

      Indira reared one hand back to fling fire at me. “Not if I destroy you.”

      The Key’s voice rang through the chamber. “Wait! You can’t do that. We’re all tied together. Killing him will kill you. It might even kill me.”

      Indira stopped, and the fires in her hands sputtered out. “What are you talking about? He was just dead.”

      The Key snickered a nasty little laugh. “He was only pretend dead. You’re both bound to me. Which means that you’re also both bound to one another. Killing him would be like cutting off one of your hands. On the plus side, you know he won’t stab you in the back, either.”

      For the moment. This was the only way I’d figured out to stay alive and keep Indira from trying to kill me every chance she got. On the other hand, this plan offered me a few outs. I just needed time to explore them.

      Indira had betrayed me, and she’d done it knowing full well the cost. That wasn’t something I was going to forgive or forget, quickly.

      She leaned back, arms crossed over her chest. “Now what?”

      I smiled and offered a hand. Indira looked down at it, sniffed, and then took it in her own.

      “Now, partner, were going to run this town the way it was meant to be run.”
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      RISE UP!

      One of the most amazing things about publishing these days is how much of an impact you, as a reader, have on me, as a writer.

      If you liked this book, or even if you hated it, I’d really appreciate a quick review on Amazon. You don’t have to write anything huge, just click your star rating and submit. These reviews are a great way to get books in front of like-minded readers. Which is a great way for you to get more books you dig from authors you love.

      That one thing means a great deal to me, and will help get more of my books into your hands faster.

      To leave a review, just head to the link below:

      
        http://srwittwrites.com/dwod-rev

      

    

  


  
    
      Where’s Mercy?

      If you want to find out what happened to everyone’s favorite hunter, you do NOT want to miss the totally free story, Dragon Web Online: The Blood Crone. Click the link below and it’ll be ready for you to devour in no time (like, a week, honest!)

      Plus, you’ll get your free guide to Invernoth and regular infusions of LitRPG goodness to boot.

      
        Get your free story and your free guide to Invernoth!

      

      
        
          
            [image: A warrior woman wants you to get your free book now]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Without my wife, Kim, none of these books would ever get written. If you're digging what you're reading, the credit goes to her. If you hate it, well, my email address is in the back of the book. Drop me a line and lemme hear what I can do better.

      [image: ]
* * *

      This book had a lot of helping hands getting out into the world. My beta readers, Jay, Eric, and Chris provided me with helpful notes and feedback that made this a much better book.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Huge props to Andrew B. for a last-minute catch. You da man!

      [image: ]
* * *

      And a special thanks to Dorene who stepped in for editing duties.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Couldn't have done it without all of you!
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          About the Author
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      When I was a wee lad, my mother bought me the Blue Box edition of Dungeons & Dragons. You know the kind with no dice, just cardboard chits you had to cut up and draw out of a cup to generate your random numbers? Ah, the olden days...

      So started my lifelong obsession with writing and gaming, the culmination of which you are now holding in your hands. It’s been a long, strange trip, and it’s going to get even stranger as we travel through Dragon Web Online together.

      Strap on your shield, grab a sword, and call up the hirelings - it’s time for adventure!

      For more kick-ass litRPG excitement, check out the Facebook groups at:

      
        http://srwittwrites.com/litrpgs-fb

        http://srwittwrites.com/litrpg-fb

      

      And if you’re in a web browsing mood, why not swing on over to my site for free stories, sneak peeks, maps, and other goodies:

      
        http://srwittwrites.com/dwo

      

      I look forward to hearing from you, and can’t wait to bring you even more exciting tales of adventure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Other Books By S R Witt

        

      

    
    
      THE ELECTRIC SHADOWS SERIES

      Dragon Web Online: Inception

      Dragon Web Online: Dominion

      Dragon Web-Online: Invasion (coming soon)

      THE GAMER’S UNIVERSE SERIES

      Operation: Catspaw

      Operation: Snowblind

      Operation: Pirates vs Ninjas (with J.L. Hendricks)

      Operation: Baitdog (coming June 2017)

      Operation: Starmind (coming July 2017)
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      Writing as Sam Witt

      THE PITCHFORK COUNTY SERIES

      Half-Made Girls

      Ghost Hunters

      Night-Blooded Boys

      Witch Hunt

      Dead-Eyed God

      THE ARMAGEDDON THRONES SERIES

      The Apocalypse Hive: Episode 1

      The Apocalypse Hive: Episode 2

    

  


  
    
      PARTING SHOT

      Dragon Web Online: Inception was one of the fastest and easiest books I’ve ever written. The burgeoning LitRPG genre played to my strengths and the whole story burst out in a frenzied bout of dictation.

      The sequel, though, had a more troubled development process. The world grows more complex and detailed with every new book in the series. The characters start getting minds of their owns, which played hell with my plot.

      Indira, the once-elven magus, was only meant to be in a small part of the book. Her role was initially to get the Lens into Saint’s hands, after which she’d disappear until book three.

      Too bad for me, she had other plans…

      Havelock, on the other hand, started out as a new ally who would follow Saint throughout the series. And then…

      There’d initially been the idea that Bastion would take Frosthold with Saint’s blessing, allowing the thief to move on to other problems and adventures.

      But Saint just wouldn’t let go of that damned Key.

      The good part of this is that the story is way more awesome now that I let the characters run their own way. They’ve given us a lot of hooks to follow on their further adventures.

      So many questions, right?

      Did Corvus kill Bastion?

      What happens with the Hoaldites?

      Is the Grandfather of Shadows going to be really pissed at Saint?

      Who is Indira’s guild leader, and when’s he going to show up?

      How the heck is the fight between Yark and Mercy going to end?

      Lots of those questions are going to get answered in Book 3, Dragon Web Online: Invasion which is coming very soon to a Kindle (or computer, or phone, or bookshelf!) near you.

      Oh, and if you want an answer to that last question, you really want to sign-up for the totally free novella, Dragon Web Online: The Blood Crone, like, right now, at the link below:

      
        http://srwittwrites.com/dwo

      

    

  


  
    
      What Came Before

      It’s been a minute or two since Dragon Web Online: Inception was released. If you need a summary of what happened in that book, I’ve got you covered.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Karl and Adam are brothers who enter the virtual world of Dragon Web Online in order to make money to pay for the deathly ill mother’s medical bills. Karl, a former professional gamer, has a plan that he hopes will give them the edge they need to prosper in this brave new world.

      In a nutshell, Karl is going to play a warrior while Adam plays a healer. With this combination of characters, Karl believes he and his brother will be able to blaze through the low-levels of the game and gain an edge over the other players. This will get them into more profitable and exclusive content quicker.

      Unfortunately, the brothers soon discover that Dragon Web Online doesn’t let players pick their race and character class. Instead, they are immediately confronted with a character creation quest in the wintry city of Frosthold.

      After selecting their character names (Karl goes with Bastion, while Adam picks Saint) The brothers leave the starting tavern to begin their quest and get into the real game. The winter temperatures and their crappy starting gear conspire to kill the brothers via hypothermia. On the verge of becoming human popsicles, Saint and Bastion decide to accelerate their progress by splitting up. Bastion will continue searching for the first leg of the quest while Saint hunts down some clothes.

      Saint’s hunt for clothes leads him to a shabby little church. Inside, he discovers a donation box. He promptly figures out how to pick its lock and loots the church. He knows it’s not the most honorable course of action, but he and his brother are on the verge of freezing to death. You do what you gotta do.

      The brothers regroup and continue on their quest. Their journey leads them to the home of a humble smith, who informs them of the town’s greatest problem: The Bloody Brotherhood.

      After haggling over a suitable reward, the brothers agree to hunt down and dispatch this brutal gang of cutthroats.

      This leg of the quest finds the brothers engaged in a variety of battles. While Bastion dives into every fight headfirst, Saint is more cautious. He prefers to use stealth and ambush tactics.

      After wiping out the Bloody Brotherhood, and claiming the leader’s burning longsword, the brothers return to claim their reward from the smith.

      The next leg of the quest leads them back to the starting tavern, where they speak to the old man who set them off on their adventures. The old man informs Bastion that he is, indeed, a warrior. Bastion is told to seek out his trainer for further advancement.

      But Saint is another matter. Throughout the character creation quest he never acted like a healer. The old man informs him that his path is not yet chosen. Pissed at this turn of events, the brothers part ways and Saint goes for a walk through the winter night.

      And is promptly snatched up by a band of kidnappers. They spirit him away to a hidden temple below the town. After a harrowing initiation, Saint discovers his true calling. He’s a thief.

      This doesn’t sit well with Bastion. He had a plan, and Saint screwed it up. The brothers argue, and Saint vows to show Bastion that this can still work.

      Saint soon discovers that thieves are hated in Dragon Web Online. There’s a reward other players can claim by turning thieves into the city guard, which forces him to be very stealthy and careful in his activities.

      While looking for ways to make money, Saint is befriended by Lyr. She doesn’t know he’s a thief and shows him the ropes of the game. The two get along quite well, until Lyr spots Saint stealing from the local pawnshop.

      Forced to choose between his friendship and his need to save his own hide, Saint kills his only friend in the game. Saint has earned enough money to show his brother he’s not a failure, but he knows his life in the game is now going to be much, much more challenging than it would otherwise have been.

    

  


  
    
      Some Corrections from Book 1

      If you read Dragon Web Online: Inception, you may have noticed two inconsistencies, which have since been corrected.

      First, Saint started the game with 31 health points, not 50. This has been corrected in new editions of Inception.

      Second, the smith mentioned Frosthold had no guard. That was obviously incorrect and has been fixed. The Bloody Brotherhood existed because the guard was afraid of the criminal enterprise within their city.

      Which is now dead.
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          Awesome Books from Awesome Authors

        

      

    
    
      Thanks for reading Dragon Web Online: Dominion. If you’re hungry for even more awesome LitRPG action, why not check out Harmon Cooper’s The Feedback Loop?

      And if you’d prefer some fantasy without the game elements, Spencer Pierson’s Glimmer of Destiny is sure to hit the spot. Flip the page and check ‘em out!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Harmon Cooper’s The Feedback Loop

        

      

    
    
      
        
        Quantum Hughes is the sort of guy who doesn't back down from a fight.

        Trapped in an online VR world with a limitless inventory list, Quantum lives his days on repeat, fighting the same killer NPCs and hashing out the same gritty story lines again and again.

        Then he receives a message from an actual human player, his first message from a real person in two years, which sparks an epic adventure across multiple online fantasy worlds.

        But everything isn’t fun and games for Quantum Hughes. 

        Suddenly he’s being hunted by a murder guild known as the Reapers; suddenly he’s no longer the toughest guy on the block; suddenly, his real world body is no longer safe.

        LitRPG action, humorous cyberpunk musings, and fantasy settings combine in this ground-breaking sci-fi series. Get started on The Feedback Loop today, and join in the adventure!

        

      

      [image: ]
* * *

      What are readers saying?

      "This book was so unexpected. I loved it. The story flowed easily with the perfect amount of sarcastic wit and adventure. In a new world descriptions tend to stop the action but in this case I enjoyed the descriptions so much I often read them twice and was in awe of how cool Mr. Cooper is! "Grit for breakfast, a kick in the teeth for lunch, home before dinner in a coffin carried by skeletal pallbearers, a .38 slug through your heart - welcome to my life." Bam! I love this character. I'm so happy there are more books. Usually I need a break between series books but this time I'm diving right into book #2!"

      "What can I possibly review? It combines all my favorite things. Noir, litrpg, snappy one liners, unnecessary violence, and beautiful dames..."

      So click the cover below, and get yourself some awesome LitRPG action.
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          Spencer Pierson’s Glimmer of Destiny

        

      

    
    
      I’ve got a small confession to make here. Spencer and I are part of a cabal of writers helping one another under the auspices of the Phoenix Prime group. See that little phoenix logo on the cover of this book? Anywhere you see that, you can be sure that the author’s put the book through its paces and you’re getting some quality stuff.

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        
        How can one moment in a young man’s life become the turning point between doom and deliverance for an entire world?

        Aiden Finn is an orphan, comfortable in his quiet life working at the School of Breen when everything is turned upside down by a casual bet between two young nobles. One that cause him to use the forbidden Glimmer Stones which create constructs of physical light, and by law only nobles are allowed to touch.

        Threatened with death by duchy law and evil forces intent on capturing him and his dark secret, Aiden is forced to learn how to control this emerging power to save all that he holds dear. However, will that which saves him also be his world's downfall? The dreaded Mourning Lords, beings that came from the dawn of the Cataclysm four thousand years earlier once more walk the land, searching for an answer to their torment. Will Aiden learn how to become a master of Glimmer Steel or will the mystery of the Cataclysm and the destruction of technology drown him as surely as it nearly cracked the world in half?

        

      

      Click the image and get it while it’s hot!
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